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Neart in ár lamhaibh  (Courage in our hands) 
Fírinne in ár dteangthaibh (Truth in our tongues) 

Agus glaine in ár gcroibhthibh   (And purity in our hearts) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
  Let us therefore embrace the Fenian lore. Let us embrace it as material 
  for stories, as educational material, as material for drama. What we can 
  learn from it is not insignificant. Courage, nobility of mind, true friendship, 
  virtuous heroism – those things are the harvest to be reaped by us today, 
  the harvest that is the fruit of that little seed that was put in the earth long 
  ago when it was springtime in a splendid Ireland. 
  (Séamas Ó h-Éamhthaigh in The Clongownian, 1934)  
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Introduction 
 
In the inculcation of a national identity, education is one of the most important instruments of state. 
Education curricula since the rise of the nation-state have tended to emphasize the teaching of the 
nation’s language and history. 
 
But what is a national identity? Many views are possible. In this thesis I follow Leerssen’s argument 
that it is a self-image or auto-image, a notion taken from imagology. That self-image has two 
dimensions: [1] synchronically, the distinction of a collective self from “others” (who are seen as 
represented in what is technically referred to as ‘hetero-images’), and [2] diachronically, the 
identification with a historically permanent filiation linking the national identity with the past. 
 
For that reason, historical memories play an important role in national self-images: their explanatory, 
symbolic value for a sense of collective identity is so strong that these historical memories have their 
status of myths.1 
 
When applied to Ireland, two things stand out as being case-specific. [1] Unlike countries surrounded 
by different neighbours, Ireland throughout its history has had only one “other” against which it can 
profile its self-image: England. [2] In the Irish historical consciousness, the deepest layers shade into 
legend and mythology.2 In Ireland’s case the paucity of documented, factual history has meant that an 
important role is played by ancient legends involving heroic and often fanciful, even supernatural, 
events concerning heroes mainly classified as literary figures, fictions rather than documented fact. 
 
When newly-independent Ireland wanted to ‘de-Anglicise’3 itself, the exposure to and teaching of 
mythology was unusually prominent in the National School curriculum. I wanted to put Leerssen’s 
idea to the test that nationalism is the political instrumentalization of a self-image, and decided to look 
at this curriculum, not as an ideological phenomenon, but as a textual object, i.e. analyse the verbal 
substance of the school texts and see how their mythological nature and their nationalist 
instrumentalization could be registered and analysed in the actual discourse. 
 
The procedure and method I used is that of corpus linguistics and is set forth more extensively in 
Chapters 1 and 7. It should be highlighted that the heaviest part of my project lay below the waterline: 
to gather the primary corpus of school books together, these being (in 20th century Ireland) an 
ephemeral corpus not properly archived, bibliographically inventorized or stored; and to digitalize the 
texts and run them through discourse analysis software so as to bring those features to the fore which 
were non-impressionistic, statistically meaningful and salient. Those data have been recorded in the 
Appendices to the thesis. 
 
As I shall more fully explain in Chapter 1, this thesis is at the point of intersection between 4 
specialisms: [1] the historical study of nationalism; [2] the history of culture and education in 20th 
century Ireland; [3] imagology and [4] corpus linguistics. In all these specialisms I could profit from 
excellent work done;4 to all of them I hope to have added some new research perspectives. 
                                                 
1 See ‘Myth’ in Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.),  Imagology. The Cultural construction and literary representation of 
national characters (Amsterdam, 2007), pp 373-377. 
2 See Chapter 2 on Geoffrey Keating and J. Leerssen Literary Historicism in Ireland, (In print 2010b). 
3 The notion of ‘de-Anglicising’ Ireland was a cultural programme ever since Douglas Hyde’s lecture ‘The Necessity for 
De-Anglicising Ireland’ delivered on November 25, 1892 to the National Literary Society in Dublin, and considered a 
seminal statement in the Irish-Ireland movement then beginning to gain momentum. 
4 The work I found fundamentally helpful in the secondary literature was, for nationalism: J. Leerssen, Mere Irish and 
Fíor-Ghael. Studies in the Idea of Irish Nationality, its Development and Literary Expression prior to the Nineteenth 
Century (Cork, 1996a), Remembrance and Imagination. Patterns in the Historical and Literary Representation of Ireland 
in the Nineteenth Century (Cork, 1996b), Nationalism and the Cultivation of Culture in Nations and Nationalism 12 (4), 
(2006) and A. Smith, National Identity (Reno, 1991), Myths and Memories of the Nation (Oxford, 1999); for education: 
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D.H. Akenson, The Irish Education Experiment. The National System of Education in the Nineteenth Century (London, 
1970), A Mirror to Kathleen’s Face. Education in Independent Ireland 1922-1960 (Montreal, 1975), N. Atkinson, Irish 
Education, a History of Educational Institutions (Dublin, 1969), J. Bennett, Culture, Curriculum and Primary Education in 
Ireland, 1920-1970, Unpublished Thesis (Maynooth, 1992), Primary School Textbooks and the Implementation of the 
Primary School Curriculum in the Republic of Ireland, 1971-1993 in Irish Educational Studies Volume 14 (Dublin, 1995), 
and J. Coolahan, Irish Education: History and Structure. Institute of Public Administration (Dublin, 1981); for 20th century 
Irish cultural history: D. Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London, 1996), P. O’Leary, The 
Prose Literature of the Celtic Revival, 1881-1921. Ideology and Innovation (Pennsylvania, 1994), Gaelic Prose in the Irish 
Free State 1922-1939 (Dublin, 2004), and E. Sisson, Pearse’s Patriots. St. Enda’s and the Cult of Boyhood (Cork, 2004); 
for imagology: M. Beller & J. Leerssen, (Eds.), Imagology. The Cultural construction and literary representation of 
national characters (Amsterdam, 2007); for linguistic method:  J. Sinclair, Corpus Concordance Collocation (Oxford, 
1991), and K. Aijmer, & B. Altenberg (Eds.), English Corpus Linguistics (London, 1991).  
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Chapter 1. 
Quest for Sources: Education in Independent Ireland and How to Analyse It 

 
A nation’s school books wield great power, they find their way  
to the remotest districts and to all classes, they are read by the 
young and listened to by the old, and the sentiments they  
express become second nature to man.1 

 
 
In the early decades of the 20th century, Ireland, or the Irish Free State as it was then politically 
known, found itself in a state of flux with an urgent need to establish itself as an autonomous and 
separate entity on the world’s political and cultural stage. It was attempting to achieve this goal 
within the maelstrom of social and political struggle it was emerging from.  

The Irish Free State had achieved practically complete independent governance in 1922 as 
the culmination of its separatist insurrection against the British Empire from 1916 to 1921. From 
1922 for the next few decades, the State struggled to find its feet. The in- or exclusion of six Ulster 
counties in the North of Ireland placed a heavy burden on nationalist opinion in the Free State, as 
did the acceptance or refusal of dominion status under the British Crown and the oath of allegiance 
to the King of England. A civil war was fought over these issues in 1922-23, which left society in 
the fledgling Free State bitterly divided.  

Nevertheless, despite the various antagonisms within Irish society, throughout the 1920s, 
1930s, and 1940s especially, certain fundamental attitudes and beliefs permeated every section of 
rural and middle-class Catholic Ireland. These included a belief in the uniqueness of the nation of 
Ireland, the national mission to retrieve a golden age before the conquest,2 and a wish to completely 
undo the conquest and to reconnect with the authentic, true Irishness of the past.3 The embodiment 
of these attitudes was held to be the insurgent leader Patrick Pearse and his actions and writings 
prior to his execution by firing squad in 1916. The glorification of Pearse persisted over the early 
decades of the developing young independent nation.4  

Some of the newly formed Free State government departments had as part of their brief the 
promotion of policies related to the cultivation of ‘an Irishness’ within the areas they were 
responsible for. One of these departments was the Department of Education. This department was 
formed in 1924 and had as its first Minister the multi-talented and strongly nationalist Celtic scholar 

                                                 
1 P.J.H. The National Education Board. The Christian Brother’s Educational Record 1892. (In House Publication, 
1892), p.9.  
2 In Myths and Memories of the Nation Anthony Smith states: “The future of the ethnic community can only derive 
meaning and achieve its form from the pristine ‘golden age’ when men were ‘heroes.’ Heroes provide models of 
virtuous conduct, their deeds of valour inspire faith and courage in their oppressed and decadent descendants.” (p.65).  
3 For general works on twentieth-century Irish history see J.A. Murphy, Ireland in the Twentieth Century (Dublin, 
1975), R. Fanning, Independent Ireland (Dublin, 1986), T. Brown, Ireland: A Social and Cultural History (London, 
1981) and C.C. O’Brien (Ed.), The Shaping of Modern Ireland (London, 1960). Also D. Kiberd, op.cit., (London, 1995) 
and P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004).  
4 For Pearse’s own writings see The Collected Works of Patrick H. Pearse (Dublin 1920-1925) and S. Ó Buachalla, A 
Significant Irish Educationalist. The Educational Writings of P.H. Pearse (Dublin, 1980). For biographical works see 
R. D. Edwards, Patrick Pearse: The Triumph of Failure (Dublin, 2006), J.J. Lee, ‘In Search of Patrick Pearse,’ in M. Ní 
Dhonnchadha & T. Dorgan (Eds.), Revising the Rising (Derry, 1991) pp.122-138, S.F. Moran, Patrick Pearse and the 
Politics of Redemption: Mind of the Easter Rising, 1916 (Washington, 1994), E. Sisson, Pearse’s Patriots. St. Enda’s 
and the Cult of Boyhood. (Cork, 2004), R. Higgins & R. Uí Chollatain, The Life and After-life of P.H. Pearse: Padraig 
Mac Piarais: Saol Agus Oidhreacht (Dublin, 2009) and J. Augusteijn, Patrick Pearse: The Making of a Revolutionary 
(London, 2010). 
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Eoin MacNeill,5 the former head of the Irish Volunteers and Professor of Early and Medieval Irish 
History at University College Dublin. Other strong-minded individuals were to hold this ministry in 
the coming decades, most notably Thomas Derrig, the longest serving Minister of Education in the 
State to date, and Éamon de Valera,6 sole surviving leader of the 1916 insurrection and future Irish 
head of government and head of state. These three played a strong role in the formulation of official 
policies that were to be the framework for a call for an inculcation of Irishness and an Irish self-
image within the newly formed State’s educational environment, particularly at National School 
level. 

While offering an elective course at a third level institution7 entitled “Exploring the 
Mythology, History and Influence of the Celts,” my curiosity was aroused as to the status, roles and 
influence of Celtic mythology in 20th century Ireland, particularly in the educational environment, 
during the formative and often unsettled years after the founding of the Free State and the early 
years of the Irish Republic.8 Celtic mythology embodied a unique Irishness without being politically 
contentious. Celtic myths were thus an ideal genre to include in school textbooks as they could not 
arouse any conflict or tension between the social and political factions vying for national 
acceptance, while still imparting a uniqueness in Irish self-image in the school environment and 
beyond.  

Did school texts at National School level, in particular those incorporating Celtic Myths, 
play a role in the development and propagation of an Irish identity in the formative decades of the 
newly formed State? Were these reading materials only native Irish fairy tales? In the political 
climate of the day one would be inclined rather to follow Claude Lévi-Strauss’ dictum that “(M)yth 
is not just fairy-tale, it contains a message.9 What kind of message? In this thesis I will argue that 
these texts had the capability to impart an element of a national self-image, while concurrently act 
as a sanctuary in which a unique, neutral, Irish self-past and contemporary self-image could be 
connected to and thus simultaneously remain non-contentious in the wider social and political 
spheres then evolving across the island. 
 
 

Working Method 
 
I began my research by trying to source and compile the National School textbooks for the period I 
had chosen to investigate, 1924 – 2001. This turned out to be a much more challenging and time 
consuming affair than I had initially envisaged because the textbooks were not stored in one central 
location, e.g. at the headquarters of the Department of Education in Dublin or in any particular 
Institute of Education in the country. Indeed, J. Bennett had already criticized in 1992 “the 
insufficient importance (that) had been ascribed to the value of gathering school textbooks in one 
central location and of ensuring access to the most comprehensive possible range of them.”10 Thus 
for a period of approximately 18 months I sourced the textbooks at different academic and public 
locations around Ireland as well as from individuals involved in education whom I managed to 
contact. When sourced I then checked these schoolbooks for mythological content and where the 
books contained such content, I photocopied and prepared them for scanning and uploading onto 

                                                 
5 For biographical works see M. Tierney, Eoin MacNeill: Scholar and Man of Action, 1867-1945 (Gloucestershire, 
1981) and F.X. Martin & F.J. Byrne (eds.), Scholar Revolutionary: Eoin MacNeill, 1867-1945, and the Making of the 
New Ireland (Shannon, 1973). 
6 For biographical works see Lord Longford & T.P.O’Neill, Eamon de Valera (London, 1970), T.P. Coogan, Eamon De 
Valera: The Man Who Was Ireland (New York, 1995), T.P. Coogan, De Valera: Long Fellow, Long Shadow (London, 
1993) and D. Ferriter, Judging Dev: A Reassessment of the Life and Legacy of Eamon De Valera (Dublin, 2007). 
7 International Christian University, Mitaka, Tokyo, Japan. 
8The Irish Republic was established in 1949. 
9 E. Leach, Lévi-Strauss (London, 1970), p.59. 
10 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.6. 
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my computer. This was in preparation for analytical study, where it should be noted that at that time 
I was undecided whether the analysis that I was to conduct would be manual or electronic. I would 
eventually pursue both avenues of research, first the electronic followed by the manual analysis. 

My core belief was that these mythological tales were a potent element in the developmental 
identity process delivered through the National School system in the Free State and Irish Republic, 
most especially in the earlier decades. My thesis holds that the implantation of a concept of 
Irishness and a uniqueness associated with an Irish self-image was delivered through the vehicle of 
the mythological tales used in the National School classrooms during a period of at least six 
decades, starting from 1924 onwards. What is evident from the documentation is that the 
Department certainly called for the inculcation of a national pride and national self-image in the 
National School environment and what my thesis aims to demonstrate is how policy was aided by 
the inclusion of the mythological stories in the school textbooks. 

My research project dovetailed a variety of approaches. Central to my interest was an in-
depth linguistic analysis of how national myth-telling could be seen to have an indoctrinating 
function at the verbal level. For this approach I used the methods of corpus linguistics,11 details of 
which are more extensively set forth below and at the out set of Chapter 7. I felt it necessary, 
however, to study the relevant texts in their contexts: educational policy-making and developing 
ideas about Irish nationhood and nationalism. For that reason I drew on historical and archival 
sources as well as theories of nationalism and national self-images. I initially examined the 
development of the education system in Ireland from its complex beginnings up to the 
establishment of the Department of Education in the Free State in 1924 and then through to the 
Revised Primary Curriculum of 1999. I also examined how mythological literature had been 
recorded, introduced into the general public domain and instrumentalised for nation-building and 
nationalist purposes. This process covered a period of approximately three centuries, starting with 
the writing of Foras Feasa ar Éirinn (A Basis for the Knowledge of Ireland) around 1634 by 
Geoffrey Keating and ending with the literary use of mythological themes by nationalist literati of 
the period 1890-1910 around W.B.Yeats,12 S.H. O’Grady13 and Patrick Pearse. This allowed me to 
outline the progress on how this body of texts on the mythological literature had been so refined by 
the turn of the 20th century that it had reached a presentation form where it was suitable to be 
included in National School textbooks (aimed at a juvenile audience in the age group of 5 – 14). 
This process was in turn situated against the historical background of how a concept of Irishness 
began to materialise and permeate Irish society, particularly from the late 18th century onwards, 
examining a wide spectrum of society, for example, the religious environment, political 
developments, and the broader socio-cultural context that included among others the literature 
movement of the latter part of the 19th century.  

My research also necessitated an examination of the documentation emanating from the Free 
State Government, especially from the Department of Education, in relation to its education policies 
and its National School system, particularly in relation to textbook content and teaching approach. I 
was especially concerned with examining how such legislation, ideas, content and procedure threw 
light on my working hypothesis that the mythological texts within the schoolbooks could indeed 
have played an influential role in promoting and inculcating an Irish self-image among the juvenile 
school population throughout the period under investigation.  

                                                 
11 For introductory reading on corpus linguistics see J. Sinclair, op.cit., (Oxford, 1991), W. Teubert & A. Cermáková 
Corpus Linguistics. A Short Introduction (London, 2007). 
12 For biography works see R.F.Foster, W. B. Yeats, A Life, I: The Apprentice Mage 1865-1914 vol. 1  (Oxford, 1998) 
and T. Brown, The Life of W.B. Yeats. A Critical Biography (Dublin, 1999).  
13 For biography works see P. Marcus, Standish O'Grady (Lewisburg PA, 2001) and M. McAteer, Standish O'Grady, 
W.B. Yeats and AE (Dublin, 2002). 
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The material sourced in the bureaucratic developments (for example Circulars from the 
Department to the National School staff) demonstrated that the government indeed wanted a 
particular viewpoint delivered in the classroom. This viewpoint included an inculcation of Irish 
identity in the classrooms, where national pride was explicitly to be delivered to the students.  
 

The approach of this thesis negotiates different scholarly approaches and specialisms around 
a common focus: the textual analysis of myths in educational texts as carriers of a nationalist 
ideology. I was able to profit from valuable studies in the various scholarly fields that this research 
drew on. Besides the impressive corpus of studies dealing with the history of Irish nationalism in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which will be acknowledged in the proper places, I want to 
single out studies in Ireland’s educational history: Akenson (Montreal, 1975) on government 
attitudes and policies in the first five decades of the country and his earlier publication (London, 
1970) on education in the nineteenth century; Atkinson (Dublin, 1969) on the history and 
development of education institutions; Bennett (Maynooth, 1992) on curricular and cultural issues 
and also his publication on history textbooks (Dublin, 1994); Coldrey (Dublin, 1988) on the role of 
the Christian Brothers in the developing education system; Coolahan (Dublin, 1981) on the 
evolution of the education system from 1800 to 1980; McManus (Dublin, 2002) on the role and 
contributions of the hedge schools; and Sisson (Cork, 2004) on Patrick Pearse and his education 
project at St. Enda’s (in Gaelic Scoil Éanna). In the field of nationalism studies, I could profit from 
an increasing interest in the cultural component of nation-building processes: Michael Billig’s work 
on “banal” nationalism (the suffusion of nationalist ideologies across the public sphere in such a 
dense and ubiquitous presence that it became an unremarkable doxa shared as ‘normal’ by all 
concerned), and the work of A.D. Smith, John Hutchinson and Joep Leerssen on the cultivation of 
myths and cultural traditions as a central feature of the nationalist ideology. Leerssen’s work on 
‘imagology’ has likewise been of use, in particular the study of myths as part of the ‘auto-images’ 
or ‘self-image’ by which a nation defines itself, and the idea that nationalism can, in one possible 
definition among many, be seen as “the political instrumentalisation of a nationalist auto-image.”14 
Further conceptual clarifications concerning these matters will follow below.  
 
As this thesis will set out to prove, the Irish Department of Education was able to achieve its nation-
building objectives in part through the inclusion of the Celtic Myths in the schoolbooks, based 
around characters such as the mythological heroes Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín and their exploits. 
My procedure of analysing this was as follows. From the data collected, I prepared a corpus of the 
sourced mythological texts in order to examine the corpus inter-textually. I did this by scanning the 
material on to my computer and, utilising an appropriate software programme,15 running a number 
of lexical analyses on the corpus. The concordances highlighted a set of high frequency items and 
thematic units that included the main mythological heroic characters mentioned above and their 
associations, themes and concepts. My analyses proceeded on the assumption that the thematic units 
present in these texts and highlighted through my lexical filter served as triggers to stimulate frames 
or schemata16 in the young learners that were representative of a uniqueness of identity and also a 
heroism particular to Ireland.  

Complementing this series of quantitative statistical analyses, I proceeded to examine the 
corpus textually. I conducted a series of rhetorical interpretative analyses on the texts. I examined 
the way the high frequency items and thematic units were deployed in the texts at the phraseological 

                                                 
14 J. Leerssen, ‘Nationalism,’ p.386. In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.).  op. cit., (Amsterdam, 2007), pp 383-387. 
15 Concordance Version 3.2 December 2004. Copyright R. J. C. Watt. The procedure is detailed fully in Chapter 7. 
16 Schemata can be described as “data structures … we retrieve from memory and employ in our understanding of 
discourse.” (P. Frehan, Looking beyond the sentence: moving towards a balance bottom-up and top-down reading 
approaches. (Aston University, 1997, unpublished paper), p.3. For more on schemata refer to D.E. Rumelhart, 
Schemata: The Building Blocks of Cognition (Hillsdale, 1980) & G. Cook, Discourse (Oxford, 1989). 
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and supralexical level, limiting myself to the texts that represented the highest frequency 
occurrences of the Proper Types identified from the concordances. These were all the texts 
associated with Fionn, Cuchulainn, Oisín and Setanta. While reading and conducting my analysis I 
focussed on five key areas: a time period identification; references to the magical realm; references 
to pseudo-historical characters; references to topographical/geographical locations; and evidence of 
heroic phraseology e.g. “a band of boy-heroes” / “one of the greatest of the Irish heroes.” The 
findings from the set of rhetorical analyses complimented and strengthened the findings from the 
inter-textual analyses in that it illustrated additional characteristics within the texts that the technical 
analysis was unable to highlight. For example, it allowed me to discover the extent of text recycling 
and also authorship recycling that existed throughout the period in question. This could arguably be 
described as the existence of a canonicity of mythological text presentation within the National 
School schoolbooks.  

Thus this study has incorporated a triangular approach: contextual, intertextual and textual. 
In doing so I have examined and identified global developments in the contextual environment in 
which these mythological texts were included in the schoolbooks from 1924 onwards. I have also 
examined particular characteristics of the mythological texts themselves that embodied a unique set 
of qualities that can be identified as typifying an Irish self-image. The contextual environment 
looked at the growth and development of the Irish National School system alongside the 
development of the country’s native literature and the permeation of a concept of Irishness over 
three centuries in areas such as religion, politics and the socio-cultural context. The inter-textual 
analyses illustrated the elements that reverberated from text to text, such as the recurring themes 
and the propagation of characters, while the textual analyses exemplified such characteristics as the 
recycling of the texts and the recurring authorship throughout most of the decades under 
investigation. 

It is important to note that this thesis is not about finding out more about the language of 
education in Ireland; rather, this thesis aims to examine the self-image of Ireland as it was 
transgenerationally transmitted, from decade to decade, in the Irish National School system through 
the medium of a specific genre, the mythology tales. This study is not about the mythology tales 
themselves but more specifically about what made these tales ideological. As stated above, I began 
with a view that these mythology tales played a role in the delivery of an ideological ambience and 
therefore I wanted to examine how the tales played this role. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is an 
imagological one. I endeavour to highlight and describe what is already contained in the tales in 
relation to thematic and language content and interpretation. Additionally, it must be noted that this 
thesis is not a linguistic study, although I use some specific linguistic terminology to broadly 
introduce some descriptive terms I use in explaining my approach. My specific concern was one of 
examining the tales for what means of expression they contained to transmit ideological 
connotations and not to examine the tales from a linguistic content perspective. I present an 
overview of my methodology in Chapter 7.  
 
 

Findings 
 
A brief overview of my most salient findings will now follow. Firstly, the most significant feature 
to arise from the study was that, apart from the fact that the schoolbook content of mythology tales 
did help to deliver the Department’s aspiration that the promotion of an Irish identity be a central 
principle in the National School learning environment, these mythological tales were the sole 
vehicle for presenting an Irish identity within the schoolbooks. They accounted in fact for a very 
small percentage of the overall textbook content in general. Thus, concerning the role of the 
mythological texts in the schoolbooks, the ratio of quantity of such texts, i.e. the small proportion of 
mythology based tales in the books of the school curriculum, to the salience of these tales, the 
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power of the national message held within them, was large. This came as a major revelation. This 
genre was carrying an already loaded framework, a cultural memory significance, from beyond the 
learning environment of the schoolrooms and so had a resonance within society that carried over 
and was instrumental in specific schematic activation in the pupils’ minds. Prior to the study I 
expected that a broader variety of texts within these schoolbooks would impart an element of 
Irishness to the pupils.  

Secondly, the temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the 
decades displayed significant and unexpected patterns. This temporal distribution, which on a graph 
looks almost like a curved M, practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from the 
Department of Education and other government bodies and individuals during particular times over 
the study period in relation to the inculcation of an Irishness in the learners. The rising and high 
content of the mythological texts in the books of the 1920’s, 1930’s & 1940’s followed by a dip 
from the 1950’s to the 1970’s with again a rising and high content in the 1980’s and 1990’s 
replicates the attitudes and instructions coming from the Department in relation to inculcating a 
national pride and a call for more schoolbooks to be published. These temporal trends also arguably 
concur with the shifting political climate of the decades. 

Thirdly, there was a significant and again unexpected amount of recycling of text theme in 
the corpus of mythological text sourced for this thesis. Accompanying this text recycling 
phenomenon is the recurring of the same authorships of many of these mythological tales in the 
schoolbooks, particularly during the earlier decades, 1920s - 1950s. The recycling element became 
especially obvious while conducting the textual analysis where a recurring of such themes 
incorporating references to the magical realm, references to topographical locations and repeated 
reference to similar heroic phraseology was almost constant through the decades. The recurrence of 
similar, if not identical, texts penned by a recurring small group of writers allowed for a constant 
and unchanging set of thematic ideas to be repeatedly introduced in the schoolbooks throughout a 
large period of the study time frame. This allowed for a consistency of message being delivered to 
the youth of the country, decade after decade, as the Irish State struggled to establish itself both at 
home and abroad. It was really the combination of analyses I conducted that allowed for these 
features to become evident. 

Fourthly, the more frequent number of Fionn and Cuchulainn related stories and themes 
above all other mythological themes in the corpus was another unforeseen result, although not that 
surprising as these characters are the most commonly known in the oral culture. What was more 
revealing was the higher frequency of Fionn related themes in the corpus in comparison to all 
others. Prior to beginning my analyses I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be most popular 
within the stories and the corpus overall, especially considering the role and imagery Cuchulainn 
has maintained within Irish society since the inception of the State.17 However, on completing the 
analyses the most frequent theme was that associated with the character Fionn. 

Additionally, the inclusion of paratextual elements in the form of detailed illustrations of 
characters and themes in many of the texts and the imagery and connotations they presented to the 
readership was striking. Most of these illustrations portray heroic scenes, characters and themes in 
spatial landscape settings with Celtic driven motifs and surrounded by the natural environment.  

Furthermore, there turned out to be an unexpected number of mythology tales referring to or 
occurring in real-time history, thus establishing the authenticity of character and event in the myth 
and therefore arguably authenticating the characteristics and virtues described in the stories. This 
approach is bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and placing the myths in the 
students’ accepted historical past. Additionally, the many references in the tales to geographical 

                                                 
17 For example, the 1916 Easter Rising was commemorated significantly by a statue of the mythic hero Cuchulainn who 
was viewed as a mythological counterpart to Patrick Pearse’s death struggle. The statue was unveiled in the General 
Post Office, the location of the main military action of the Easter Rising, by Éamon de Valera in 1935 to commemorate 
the Rising. For full discussion, see Chapter 4 below.  
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locations throughout Ireland serve to transfer the distant in time themes in the stories to a closeness 
in spatial reality in the students’ living environments. Such elements as these add to the text a real 
‘here and now’ factor that is another important element in bridging the text contents with the 
contemporary readership. So the content and themes of the mythology tales are being authenticated 
by a combined reference in the tales to historical associations and contemporary geographical 
references. 

Primarily, this thesis set out to examine the mythological tales incorporated within the 
National School textbooks in an attempt to highlight the role and support these themes and stories 
may have played in assisting the Department of Education, the Free State governments and later the 
Republic’s governments in carrying out its objectives of inculcating a sense of national self-image 
in the national school population. The corpus compiled for this study was built from the mythology 
themed contents sourced from the textbook publications entitled ‘The Literary Reader Series’18 and 
a small number of National School history books. The corpus reached a size of approximately 
148,500 words covering mythological tales used in the National School classrooms during a period 
of at least six decades, starting from 1924 onwards.  
 This material demonstrably was deployed as a prime factor in the Irish nation-building 
process. The myths were appropriate in this role as they were trans-partisan (all disagreeing groups, 
political and social, in the fledgling State could acknowledge and relate to them); they were a 
unifying element for all, and they were unique because they held particular qualities that Ireland 
shared with no other country. As I shall show, because the State’s education approach uses myths in 
the curriculum, it can disguise what is effectively a nationalist ideology as if it were merely a 
pedagogical component in the broader educational curriculum. The inclusion and use of the 
mythology tales in the curriculum in order to promote a nationalist ideology particular to the Irish 
State is a policy which can be firmly traced back to the beliefs, writings and actions of Patrick 
Pearse. Pearse’s most profound (and most lasting) influence, especially in the early formative 
decades of the State, was an educational one. As an educationalist, he left his fingerprint on the 
education environment in the Free State. His methodological beliefs and actions as propagated in 
the educational approach and curriculum in his school, St. Enda’s, and also his prolific writing on 
Irish education issues (elaborated in Chapter 3) bear this out. The incorporation of mythological 
themes and tales in the education environment of early 20th century Ireland, pre and post the 
establishment of the Free State, to promote the glorious past and highlight the uniqueness of the 
nation, can be directly traced back to Pearse. It is in the attitudes and policies of Pearse that all the 
strands of nationalist politics, education developments and the incorporation of mythology in the 
school system finally merge as the potent nationalist force that was at once political, cultural and 
educational. That total nationalist programme had been devised by Pearse. Pearse was instrumental 
in introducing and promoting a strong nationalist agenda that combined armed force separatism, 
educationalism, and a strong Gaelic cultural agenda incorporating mythology, all of which played 
pertinent roles in the achieving and establishing of an independent Ireland in 1921. 
 
 

Structure 
 
The following is an overview of the subsequent chapters contained in the thesis. Chapter 2 presents 
the developments in society, culture and education in Ireland from 1538 to 1831 and examines 
primary education in Ireland from the setting up of the National School system in 1831 to the 
founding of the Department of Education in the Free State in 1924. Chapter 3 looks at the 
simultaneous developments in politics, education and literature through the 19th century and some 
                                                 
18 The particular schoolbook type in question here is  ‘The Literary Reader’ publication series, which normally 
comprised of four level publications: Beginner, Junior, Intermediate and Senior, and sometimes more. Please refer to 
Chapter 5 for a detailed description of all the schoolbooks used in the National School Environment from 1924 – 2001. 
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of the main protagonists who contributed to this development, paying particular attention to the 
influential role of Patrick Pearse. Chapter 4 looks at the progress and growth in Primary Education 
in the Free State from 1924 up to the introduction and early years of the Revised Primary 
Curriculum of 1999. Chapter 5 presents the lists of Primary School textbooks used in the National 
Schools, and also their availability, type and content while Chapter 6 introduces the sources, cycles 
and the most common thematic units from the Irish mythological stories included in the textbooks 
and examined here. Chapter 7 presents the analyses conducted on the corpus of mythological tales 
compiled for this study and the findings garnered from these analyses. In Chapter 8 the key patterns 
evidenced in the tales are presented, coupled with a discussion on the exemplifications of language 
and self image garnered from these analyses, where the focus is on the most frequent words 
evidenced and the collocational environments associated with these words. Chapter 9 introduces 
and discusses the central findings of the analyses, as well as discussing the paratextual elements 
present in many of the texts examined. It will then conclude by reviewing the central features of the 
thesis once again and mentioning the key protagonists who played influential roles in using the 
education environment to promote the inculcation of a national self-image during the formative 
decades of the Irish State. 
  
 

Clarifications 
 
It remains to clarify a few key concepts, in particular those of ‘myth,’ ‘nationality’ and ‘national 
self-image.’  

According to van Franz, a myth is something national; myths express the (collective) 
character of the civilization in which they originated and have been kept alive and can thus be 
considered conscious cultural additions to any country.19 The myth tells a story and expresses 
intuitive insights, rather than universal concepts; the myth is historical, both in the form of its 
thinking and in its content; it explains (the world) in terms of historical origin rather than in terms of 
a necessity conceived as universal law.20 Lévi-Strauss notes that myth gives man the illusion that he 
can understand the universe and that he does understand the universe; in our own societies, history 
has replaced mythology and fulfils the same function, while for societies without writing and 
without archives the aim of mythology is to ensure that as closely as possible, the future will remain 
faithful to the present and to the past.21 Bettelheim claims that in myths, the culture hero is 
presented to the listener as a figure he ought to emulate in his own life.22 He further states 
 

Mythical heroes are of obviously superhuman dimensions, an aspect which helps to make  
these stories acceptable to the child. Otherwise the child would be overpowered by the  
implied demand that he emulate the hero in his own life. … The child knows that he cannot  
possibly live up to the hero’s virtue, or parallel his deeds, all he can be expected to do is  
emulate the hero to some small degree.23 
 

According to Kerényi, myths never, in any sense, explain; they always set up some precedent as an 
ideal and as a guarantee of the continuance of that ideal.24 Smith maintains that very often, no great 

                                                 
19 M.L. von Franz, The Interpretations of Fairy Tales (Boston, 1970), p.26. 
20 Jaspers, K. & R. Bultmann. Myth and Christianity. An Inquiry into the Possibility of Religion without Myth (New 
York, 1958), pp.15-16. 
21 Lévi-Strauss, C. Myth and Meaning (London, 1978), p.13 & p.36. 
22 B. Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment. The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (London, 1991), p.26. 
23 Ibid. p.41. 
24 Jung, C.G. and C. Kerényi, Science of Mythology. Essays on the Myth of the Divine Child and the Mysteries of 
Eleusis (London, 1951), p.7. 
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distinction was made between myth and history, since for the sophisticated ‘myth’ signified a poetic 
form of history, an archetypal set of motifs thought to embody the real ‘essence’ of the people and 
the true character and individuality of the community.25  
 Thus, myths can be broadly summarised as stories of historical origin containing ingredients 
that express elements of the national character where the heroic protagonists are presented as 
figures to be emulated to the best of the reader’s or listener’s abilities. Myths present precedents to 
ensure their continuance, they represent ideals where quite often no great distinction may be 
apparent between myth and history and their broad representation is one of the cultural collective 
consciousness of the nation in which they originated.  
Definitions of what is meant by a ”nation” are so manifold as to present a semantic labyrinth. In 
what follows, I apply a commonsensical (non-technical) definition as given in the Oxford English 
Dictionary: 

 
an extensive aggregate of persons, so closely associated with each other by common 
descent, language or history, as to form a distinct race or people, usually organised as a 
separate political state and occupying a definite territory.26  
 

Nationalism, in turn, can broadly and commonsensically be defined as having “devotion to one’s 
nation; national aspiration; a policy of national independence.”27 Studies in nationalism have 
increased considerably since the early 1980s. Key researchers and writers in the nationalism debate 
are Gellner, Hobsbawm and Smith.28 Although these scholars differ in relation to certain elements 
of nationalism, they all share the basic understanding that nationalism is an ideology which bases 
the mandate of the state on the culture of the nation. They hold that the nation is defined by its 
culture and that this cultural community, the nation, holds the state together. Therefore, due to the 
importance placed on the national culture by the state, the state will almost always strive to cultivate 
its national culture. One arena in which to pursue such action is in the sphere of education, 
particularly the primary school, as arguably it is from the ages of 7-12 that pupils are at their most 
impressionable. An example of promoting the national culture within a school curriculum is 
selecting certain elements from history and filtering them through a self-image to deliver them to 
the audience, the pupils, with clear conceptual and imagery components to be picked up and 
personified. In the following pages it shall be argued that this objective has been achieved in Ireland 
through the inclusion of the mythological tales in the schoolbooks used in the national schools, 
especially from the beginning of the Free State. 

Anthony Smith contends that of the multitude of collective identities that humans share 
today, national identity is perhaps the most fundamental and inclusive.29 He contends, national 
identity has a complex and abstract nature and is fundamentally multi-dimensional,30 claiming:  

 
national identity and the nation are complex constructs composed of a number of 
interrelated components – ethnic, cultural, territorial, economic and legal-political – (that) 
signify bonds of solidarity among members of communities united by shared memories, 
myths and traditions that may or may not find expression in states of their own but are 
entirely different from the purely legal and bureaucratic ties of the state.31 

                                                 
25 A.D. Smith, op.cit., (Oxford, 1999), p.66. 
26 The Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition, Volume X, (Oxford, 1989), p.231.  
27 Ibid. p.234. 
28 Important publications being E. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism  (Ithaca, 1983),  E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and 
Nationalism since 1780. (Cambridge, 1990), and A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991).  
29 A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991), p.143. 
30 Ibid., p.14. 
31 Ibid., p.15. 
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From a political perspective, national identity strengthens the state and its origins where the 
political process is grounded in the criteria of national interest that reflects the national will and 
identity of the inclusive population.32 Leerssen claims  

 
(t)he principle of national identity inspires and demands exclusive political loyalty and 
furnishes the moral legitimation for claims towards independence.33  

 
Furthermore, in the contemporary world especially, the socialisation of this inclusive population 

 
is achieved through compulsory, standardised, public mass education systems, through 
which state authorities hope to inculcate national devotion and a distinctive, homogonous 
culture.34  

 
Additionally, social bonds between the members of the nation are promoted through the use of 
symbols, for example coinage, monuments and ceremonies, which illustrate a common heritage and 
endorse a sense of common identity and belonging.35 Such aspects can be classed as cultural frames 
of reference and are not always particularly noticeable in themselves. This phenomenon is described 
by Billig36 as ‘banal nationalism.’ He argues that, on a daily basis the nation is signalled in the 
peoples’ lives through non-direct, subliminal means, and is therefore an endemic, entrenched 
condition.37 Having a sense of national identity, observes Smith,  
 

provides a powerful means of defining and locating individual selves in the world, through 
the prism of the collective personality and its distinctive culture.38 

 
National identity or national self image are co-terminous with shared myths and traditions. As 
Ernest Renan famously noted, national identity has to do with the myths and traditions that one 
holds or considers one’s own.39 This differentiates one’s nation from all others, it strengthens the 
nation/state and its origins through inspiring and demanding exclusive political loyalty and that 
generates social bonds between the members through the use of symbols. 
Part of the debate on national self-image is the theory of imagology, a more recent development in 
the field of national studies. Imagologie, a discipline originating in France during the 1950s, is an 
area in comparative literature that examines intercultural relations in terms of mutual perceptions, 
images and self-images.40 Broadly defined, imagology is “the study of the discursive or literary 
expression of national attitudes”41 in which the imagologist “studies the textual expression of an 
image, and the historical context of its textual expression, rather than its pretended reference to 
empirical reality.”42 
  

                                                 
32 Ibid., p.16. 
33 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.14. 
34 A. D. Smith, op.cit.,( Reno, 1991), p.16. 
35 Ibid., p.17. 
36 M. Billig, Banal Nationalism (London, 1995). 
37 Ibid. p.6. 
38 A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991), p.17. 
39 E. Renan, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? In J. Hutchinson and A. Smith (Eds.) Nationalism. (Oxford, 1994), pp.17-18. 
40 J. Leerssen,  ‘The rhetoric of national character: A programmatic survey.’ In Poetics Today 21(2), (Durham, 2000) 
pp.267-292 and J. Leerssen, ‘Imagology: History and Method.’ In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.)  op.cit., (Amsterdam, 
2007), pp. 17-32.  
41 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.7. 
42 Ibid., p.8. 
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This methodology will be applied here to analyse and interpret the use of Celtic mythological tales 
included in National School textbooks. This approach will be used to identify and to elucidate the 
central semiotic features of the national self-image as articulated in these tales, thus taking its cue 
from Leerssen’s opinion that “national images are to be studied as part of a textual tradition;”43 and 
that “nationalism appears to be the political instrumentalization of a national auto-image”44  
 
 

* * * 
 
The growth of nationalism and the resulting surge of nationalist activity throughout Ireland during 
the 19th and early 20th centuries culminated in a number of years of violent struggle from 1916 and 
eventually resulted in (partial) Irish independence in 1922. Additionally, as the 19th century 
unfolded many nationalist individuals and groups considered the educational arena as one of the key 
fronts in which to pursue the promotion of their nationalist policies and viewpoints. These 
nationalists particularly cultivated a remembrance in the Gaelic Past. 

Nationalism became the quasi-official ideology of the newly formed Free State from 1922 
onwards. A state-run National School curriculum was set up to propagate a national ideal through 
the teaching of the Irish language, Irish history and a rekindled awareness of Ireland’s unique past. 
Although seemingly part of the history syllabus, it was particularly in the contents of the Literary 
Readers45 that a niche was created for the mythology tales, tales that were now employed to portray 
this unique past; a past that was once again looked upon as embodying many of the characteristics 
that would be deemed suitable for the population of the emerging new state to acknowledge and 
even replicate. Here these tales were to play an important role in the forming of a nation image, a 
character and ideological model for the young generation to follow and exemplify. Therefore, part 
of the ideology being promoted was nationalist and part of it focused on character building through 
hero-worship. The mythological excerpts chosen for inclusion in the textbooks served both 
purposes and were thus exemplary in complimenting the educational policies being pursued. It can 
be argued that in the years following the establishment of the Free State an agenda of national 
propaganda was enshrined in the educational system and in particular in the field of Irish history, 
where these ideas of hero-worship, character formation and building a national pride were put into 
practice. 

Writing in The Irish Statesman on October 24th 1925 the then Minister of Education Eoin 
Mac Neill declared: “(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop 
Irish nationality,”46 a declaration illustrating the importance placed by the government on pursuing 
an education agenda around the nurturing of a national spirit from the outset of the Free State. On 
November 7th of the same year he further remarked,  

 
If we are a nation or mean to be a nation, the chief secular concern of a local primary school 
is to build up Irish nationality, Irish civilisation, in its own parish, school district, or 
neighbourhood.47 
 

This particular attitude was rooted in the nationalist culture that had grown during the 19th century. 
One of the main banners for Irish separatism throughout the period 1800-1920 was the awareness of 
an Irish history, an Irish culture and an Irish identity and these attitudes now found a home in the 

                                                 
43 Ibid. 
44 J. Leerssen, Nationalism, p.386. In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.),  op.cit., (Amsterdam, 2007), pp. 383-387. 
45 The Literary Readers were one of the many book series used in the National Schools. A comprehensive overview of 
the National School textbooks is given in Chapter 5. 
46 E. Mac Neill, Irish Educational Policy – II. The Irish Statesman 5, 7. October 24th 1925, p.200. 
47 E. Mac Neill, Irish Educational Policy – IV. The Irish Statesman 5, 8. November 7th 1925, p.264. 
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educational curriculum with the full support of the government administration. The nation’s self-
perceived “roots” - its language, myths, folklore and history- were now all transferred to the 
education curriculum to help ingrain and develop a unique self-image for the participants.48 Many 
national movements value their education systems because principally they help to socialise the 
participants in the national terminology, the systems help to inculcate a sense of national identity 
and assist in developing a feeling of national pride. Additionally, education systems remove 
children from private family environments to allow the infusion of civic beliefs into the pupils and 
help turn them into citizens of the state with a national frame of reference.  

The policy was to educate children in a nationalist tradition, focusing on the Irish language, 
nation ideals, and particular text types. One example of these texts is the consistent and repeated 
inclusion of mythological stories as part of the country’s history throughout the subsequent decades. 
This played a part in the indoctrination of a unique national self-image. In the following pages I 
shall illustrate how certain myths are consistently propagated in the schoolbooks used throughout 
the eight decades 1920s-1990s to further the inculcation of the national self-image and promote the 
Irish national identity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
48 J. Leerssen encapsulates these phenomena under the title the [Cultivation of Culture] in his paper ‘Nationalism and 
the cultivation of culture’ in Nations and Nationalism 12 (4) (London, 2006), pp.559-578.  
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Chapter 2. 
Society, Culture and Education 1538 - c.1920 

 
The heroes are coming, of that you may be sure; their advent  
is as certain as time.49 

 
 

Introduction 
   
By the late 17th century there began to emerge in Ireland a concept of an Irish Nation that called for 
acknowledgement and respect and was essentially distinct from England and all the British Empire 
represented. This situation was in turn aided by the appearance of what can be described as a new 
literary genre – Irish-Celtic literature. This literature was available bilingually and drew on Ireland’s 
past for a large part of its source material. 

Additionally, from the mid 16th century efforts were made to establish an education system 
in Ireland. This system however was one that was initiated and largely influenced by English 
powers, organisations and individuals and thus attempted to place an English emphasis on 
everything taught. Nevertheless, by the late 18th century there began to emerge sporadic and later 
organised local responses to this education environment with the setting up of, first of all, informal 
‘hedge schools’ and later with the establishment by religious groups of Catholic-run schools such as 
the Christian Brothers Schools and the Presentation Sisters Schools. Thus, by the turn of the 19th 
Century, a multifarious situation existed. By 1831 the British Government felt it necessary to 
establish a National School System, unified and with clear, centralised goals. 

Before discussing the developments and events that unfolded after the establishment of the 
Irish National School System in 1831 however, it is necessary to briefly look at the pre-1831 
situation in relation to the development of a national consciousness, not only with regard to 
educational institutions, but also with regard to the cultural dissemination of Gaelic traditions in 
English-dominated Ireland. 

 
 

Society and Culture 1570 - 1831: Establishing the Discourse 
 
Writing in The Irish School Weekly in February 1922 the chief executive officer for education 
Pádraig O Brolcháin declared that it was the intention of the new (Free State) government to work 
towards the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, music and tradition 
of Ireland their natural place in the life of Irish schools.50 Where did this notion of a pride-inspiring 
national past come from, this pedagogical rallying cry, and how did such an attitude develop?  

In the period 1600 – 1900, Ireland’s Gaelic culture had disintegrated under English rule. In 
an inverse process, its contents – more especially, its myths, chronicles and literature – had slowly 
been made available to a non-Gaelic audience. The process from Keating to Yeats can be described 
as one of cultural transfer. The culture and cultural memories (the myths) of native Ireland were 
over a period of two centuries transferred to middle-class, nationalist Ireland, recontextualised and 
adapted to new social and ideological settings.51 

                                                 
49 S. O’Grady in 1901, as quoted in L. W. McBride, Imagining the Nation in Irish Historical Fiction, c.1870-c.1925, in 
J.Brown & D.W.Miller (Eds.) Piety and Power in Ireland 1760-1960, (Indiana, 2000), p.103 . 
50 J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.41. 
51 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (In print 2010b). 
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A foundational text in this process was Geoffrey Keating’s Foras Feasa ar Éirinn (A Basis 
for the Knowledge of Ireland). The priest and historian Geoffrey Keating52 (c.1570-1644), also 
known as Seathrún Céitinn, was born sometime around 1570 and educated at the Universities of 
Bordeaux and Rheims.53 Steeped in the traditions of his native land, he returned to Ireland around 
1610. Begun in the 1620s, Keating completed Foras Feasa ar Éirinn around 1634. With the main 
text comprising two books, the first book details a history of Ireland from the creation to the advent 
of Christianity and the second book details the period from the fifth century to the coming of the 
Normans.54 This work includes a varied and prominent element of Irish myth and legend. Keating 
put forward in his writings the concept of an Irish identity in opposition to an English one, with a 
heavy anti-Protestant slant, and instilled “feelings of self-worth … in Irish speakers.”55 Although 
unpublished, Foras Feasa circulated widely in manuscript form and was the one text that gave the 
semi-educated Irish native population a sense of their own history. It remained a popular and 
influential text right into the 20th century. It was translated into English and published in London by 
Dermod O’Connor as early as 1723. Some other later translations were by such notable persons as 
the Fenian John O Mahony in 1857 and the historians David Comyn and P.S. Dinneen in 1902-
1914. Keating can be considered one of the first counter-imperial Irish historians.56 He played a 
pivotal role in saving the island’s ancient lore from oblivion, although his inclusion and mixing of 
the Celtic myths with history has incurred criticism and stimulated much debate ever since. 
Keating’s presentation of Ireland’s past was internalised by the country’s English-speaking 
population in the 18th and 19th centuries as they began to look to Gaelic antiquity as a source of 
inspiration while developing a sense of patriotism. This was partly how the groundwork was laid 
for some knowledge on Gaelic antiquity and myth being relayed from the native tradition to the 
broader community by other intermediary writers during the later centuries.  

 Foras Feasa ar Éirinn is significant because “its combination of myth and history helped 
integrate into a coherent unity the various elements of what it meant to be Irish and Catholic.”57 
Although the line between myth and history is arguably quite blurred in the book, “(its) importance 
… lay not in its historical accuracy, but rather in its capacity to capture the imagination, to feed an 
affective, an ideological rather than a scholarly interest in Irish antiquity.”58 “Myth and legend were 
not something peripheral to Keating’s historical text. Traditional stories were intentionally 
incorporated into his historical framework of invasions and kings as part of the origin legend of the 
Irish people.”59  

Keating’s Foras Feasa provided an important source for writers of later centuries to draw 
upon, especially during the Celtic revival years of the late 19th century. It also played an important 
role in solidly placing Irish mythology in both popular and scholarly literature. Over the centuries 
its function changed “from an intervention in religious controversialism into becoming a nationalist 
classic, and from being intended as a historiographical text into becoming used as a repository for  
legends and literary themes.”60 In Foras Feasa, “(T)he retelling of stories of … heroes (of old) in a 
narrative history helped re-imagine a golden age that allowed the Irish Catholic ‘nation’ root itself 
in a past it could claim as its own.”61 

                                                 
52 For a more thorough investigation on Keating refer to B. Cunningham, The World of Geoffrey Keating. History, Myth 
and Religion in Seventeenth-century Ireland (Dublin, 2000). 
53 B. Ó Buachalla, The Crown of Ireland. (Galway, 2006), p.15. 
54 Ibid. p.16. 
55 D. Kiberd, op.cit., (London, 1996), p.15.  
56 Ibid., p.13.  
57 B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.110. 
58 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.275. 
59 B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.9. 
60 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (In print 2010b), p.10 
61 A. Smith, as quoted in B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000),  p.111. 
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During the 1760s the Scot James Macpherson (1736-1796) published in England a number 
of so-called epic poems accredited to an ancient bard named Ossian; he argued that this particular 
Celtic figure and the associated literature belonged to the Scottish as opposed to the Irish past. What 
ensued were debates over the authenticity of these texts and the origin of the ‘author’ Ossian and 
the protagonists in the poems. The responses this event provoked in the Irish literary and pseudo-
academic / historical worlds especially, propelled the national ideal debate to another level of 
awakening and development. The episode provided “a sudden boost to the slow development of 
Celtic ( … Gaelic) philology.”62 Some consequences of Macpherson’s actions were that they 
actually advanced a case for the revision of early (Irish) Gaelic history, helped enhance the 
reputation of Irish-Gaelic antiquity and made the Gaelic past no longer just a Gaelic, but rather a 
national Irish concern.63 Responses by such people as Sylvester O’Halloran (1728-1807), whose 
published letter of 1763 in the Dublin Magazine implied that the “ownership of Ossian/Oisin 
…(was) … explicitly a matter of  (Irish) national honour,”64 resulted in a re-evaluation of the past 
for all concerned and a realisation that a very distinct and valuable past was to be connected to if 
only acknowledged and promoted, both in print and in debate.  

Another important development out of what may be termed the ‘anti-Macpherson response’ 
was the founding of the Royal Irish Academy in 1782. The Academy’s main objective was the 
examination of the ancient state of arts and literature in Ireland; it was to develop into an important 
institution for research into the native tradition and was to compile an archive of native material 
unrivalled to this day.  

Two individuals from the late 18th century who were instrumental in providing source 
material on the Gaelic past for the post-1831 community to draw upon are Charlotte Brooke (1740-
1793) and Theophilus O’Flanagan (1762-1814). Both can be credited with advancing the national 
platform and bringing more attention to the Gaelic past. Charlotte Brooke translated many ancient 
tales from Irish to English. Her seminal Reliques of Irish Poetry (1789) “contained … heroic 
poems, Ossianic verse … translated into English verse with the originals.”65 Her work brought Irish 
literature and names such as Cúchulain, Conor and Eamhain Macha to the attention of a wider 
audience, especially the Anglo-Irish and English readership, and it began a tradition of Anglo-Irish 
verse inspired by the Gaelic past.66 These translations not only broadened the exposure of the 
island’s past to a greater number of her inhabitants, but, as well as providing material for people to 
associate with and build a connection to and sense of pride in, they also became an important source 
of reference and inspiration for the writers and historians (such as Davis, Sullivan and Yeats) who 
were to follow throughout the 19th century.  

Theophilus O’Flanagan was an itinerant schoolteacher in the early years of the 19th century. 
He was active in the literary circles of the time and also published his own work. He assisted 
Charlotte Brooke with her Reliques of Irish Poetry and he wrote one of the first translations into 
English of the ancient Irish tale of Deirdre from one of the original Gaelic manuscripts, entitled 
Deirdri or, The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach (1808).67 He also published a number of 
other translation pieces from the Irish. An advocate for the study of the Irish language, he was 
instrumental in the founding of the Gaelic Society of Dublin in 1807, whose broad objective it was 

                                                 
62 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.360. 
63 Ibid., pp.342-346 
64 Ibid., p.346. 
65 D. Ryan, The Sword of Light. From the Four Masters to Douglas Hyde 1636-1938 (London, 1939), p.52. Full 
reference for Brooke’s work is Reliques of Irish Poetry: consisting of heroic poems, odes, elegies and songs, translated 
into English verse. Dublin: George Bonham, 1789. 
66 For an in depth account see C. O’Halloran, Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations. Antiquarian Debate and Cultural 
Politics in Ireland, c. 1750 – 1800 (Cork, 2004). Also Kelleher, M. & P. O’ Leary (Eds.), The Cambridge History of 
Irish Literature. 2 Vols. (Cambridge, 2006). 
67 Published in the Transactions of the Gaelic Society 1808 (Dublin, 1808). Full reference: O’Flanagan, T. Deirdri or, 
The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach. Dublin: John Barlow, 1808. 



 16  

to promote understanding of antiquities and literature of Gaelic Ireland. Later on in the century his 
translations were to serve as valuable source material for such writers and scholars as Thomas 
Moore, Samuel Ferguson and Standish O’Grady. O’Flanagan can be considered the link between 
the antiquarian movements of the 18th century and the living Gaelic traditions of later years. He was 
also one of those responsible for providing the general Irish public with access to Gaelic culture and 
literature.68  

Another notable pre-1831 publication that had a strong influence on and provided essential 
sources for the writers of the mid and latter parts of the 19th century (writers such as Davis, Bourke, 
Wiseman, Yeats and Pearse) was Edward O’Reilly’s Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 
1820 Volume 1, Part 1, published in Dublin in 1820. The Iberno-Celtic Society was formed in 
1818. Its principle objects were: 
a) the preservation of the venerable remains of Irish literature by collecting, transcribing, illustrating 
and publishing the numerous fragments of the laws, history, topography, poetry and music of 
ancient Ireland;  
b) the elucidation of the language, antiquities, manners and customs of the Irish people;  
c) the encouragement of works tending to the advancement of Irish literature.69  

O'Reilly (1770-1829) states that many of these remains of Irish learning are  
 
of great merit, and all deserve to be rescued from oblivion, as they are fully illustrative of  
the history, genius, manners and customs of the Irish people.70 (emphasis added).  

 
Additionally, he lists such works as The Book of Leinster, The Book of Glendalough, The White 
Book, The Book of Lecan, The Book of Ballymote, The Book of MacPartholan, The Book of 
Conquests, and The Annals of the Four Masters. One consequence of such referencing was it drew 
attention to these works and so arguably broadening even further the audience and readership for 
these manuscripts and their contents. Volume 1 begins at Anno Mundi 2935 with the introduction 
of  
 

Amergin, son of Golamh, surnamed Mile Spainneach  (the Spanish Hero) was brother to  
Heber (Eber), Heremon (Eremon) and Ir, from whom the Milesian families of Ireland are  
descended.71  

 
On page xxiv, O'Reilly makes reference to Fionn Mac Cumhaill (killed in AD 283), and also to 
Oisin whom he describes as “the son of Fionn Mac Cubhail, so much celebrated for his poetic 
genius.”72 Continuing the paradigm introduced by Keating one hundred and eighty years earlier, 
O'Reilly presents mythological and historical references without distinction, thus further ingraining 
Ireland’s mythological history within the country’s factual, historical past. This again helped locate 
the mythology genre firmly in scholarly literature and moved it one step nearer its inclusion in the 
school textbook of future generations. 

Also of note is O'Reilly’s use of the collective term the Irish people. By using such a 
collective phrase, he is identifying a specific group and also allocating uniqueness to this group. 
This is because the recognition of the group is taking place at a time when Ireland was still very 
much part of the British Empire. Thus the Irish population, the Empire’s subjects, would generically 
be considered and referred to as subjects of the British crown, as opposed to conversely ‘the Irish 

                                                 
68 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a),p.365-366. 
69 E. O'Reilly, Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 1820 (Dublin, 1820), p.vi. 
70 Ibid., p.vii. 
71 Ibid., p.xiii. 
72 Ibid., p.xxiv. 
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people.’ Here was an Irish writer allocating a clear unique identity to the Irish people, at that time 
still under imperial English governance. 

In summary, the 18th century and early 19th century witnessed the emergence of a concept of 
and an attitude in the Irish nation, one of respect and pride. This was in turn complemented by the 
appearance of texts, publications, translations and a ‘new’ literary genre, Irish-Celtic literature (new 
in the sense in that it was now available bilingually to a broader readership – Irish, Anglo-Irish and 
English), which drew heavily on the ancient past but connected it to the present by one of 
association and knowing.73 A major consequence of these developments was the realisation of the 
concept of a national literature. Its products created a bank of material for the writers, historians and 
activists of the 19th century, people such as Moore, Davis, Bourke and O’Grady, to draw upon as 
they in turn set out to link the heroic past to their issues (political, social, educational) in their 
attempt to authenticate their particular missions and help achieve their individual goals.  

A brief overview of the progression and links in the developments in literature and of a concept of 
‘national pride’ from 1640 up to 1831 is as follows: 

 
• 1640 Keating’s Foras Feasa ar Éirinn where the native Irish are given a sense of their own 

history and self-worth. 
• 1723 O’Connor’s English translation of Foras Feasa ar Éirinn 
• 1763 O’Halloran’s rebuke of Macpherson’s claims resulting in national honour and the Gaelic 

past becoming national Irish concerns. 
• 1782 Royal Irish Academy initiates a focus on the examination and promotion of ancient 

Gaelic literature. 
• 1789 Brooke’s Reliques of Irish Poetry provides a broader exposure of Irish literature to 

Anglo-Irish readership. 
• 1807 O’Flanagan and the founding of The Gaelic Society of Dublin 
• 1808 O’Flanagan’s translation of Deirdri or, The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach 

retrieves 18th century source literature thus making it available for 19th & 20th  century writers. 
• 1818 Iberno-Celtic Society strengthens the focus on the native Irish literature. 
• 1820 O’Reilly’s Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 1820 Volume 1, Part 1 includes 

the adoption and use of the collective term ‘the Irish people’ 
 
 

Irish Education 1538 - 1831 
 
The work of Akenson (London, 1970), Atkinson (Dublin, 1969), Coolahan (Dublin, 1981) and 
McManus (Cork, 2002)74 has greatly informed the discussion below where I present the initiatives 
and developments in education in Ireland over a three hundred year period, leading up to the 
establishment of the National School System in 1831.  

With Ireland under a conquering power, the educational institutions operating on the island 
were specifically focussed on promoting the ideals, customs and religion of the English ruling class. 
An elementary school system was initiated in 1538 when an Act was passed to promote the English 
order, habit and language. Responsibility within this legislation was given to the Anglican bishops 
for the establishment of the Parochial Schools.75 Although it had little success until the end of the 
16th century, it was to mark the beginning of ecclesiastical involvement and influence in education 
                                                 
73 For concise overview of this literature see J. Leerssen, A Commodious Vicus of Recirculation: Irish Anthologies and 
Literary History. (Amsterdam, 2010a). 
74 D.H. Akenson, op.cit., (London, 1970), N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), A. 
McManus, The Irish Hedge School and Its Books, 1695-1831 (Dublin, 2002). Also informative for a general overview 
see T.J. Durcan, History of Irish Education from 1800 (North Wales, 1972). 
75 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), pp.17-18. 
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in Ireland. This involvement and influence was initially Protestant, in the late 19th and 20th centuries 
it became predominantly Catholic.  

The Established (Protestant) Church held the legal responsibility for education in Ireland 
and “fulfilled their legal obligations through a network of parish, diocesan and royal schools.”76  
The Parish Schools, the earliest schools established in Ireland by Act of Parliament,77 had been set 
up in 1537 during the reign of Henry VIII but had proved unsuccessful as by the 1780s there were 
only 361 parish schools operating with a student population of 11,000 out of a national population 
of over four million. Diocesan Schools were introduced 1570 during the reign of Elizabeth I. These 
were grammar schools to cater for the middle classes – as opposed to the Parish Schools that 
catered for the lower classes. These schools were also unsuccessful as illustrated by a survey in the 
1780s that showed there were only 18 schools for 34 dioceses with an enrolment of 324 pupils. 
Finally, the Royal Schools, set up under the Stuart kings James I & Charles I (1603-49) suffered a 
similar fate as they had little influence and very few pupils attended.78 

It was private involvement and enterprise rather than state initiatives that marked the first 
serious attempts at establishing a coherent system of schools in the country. In 1669 a Royal 
Charter was granted to the schools of Erasmus Smith, alderman of the City of London and a 
Cromwellian soldier turned entrepreneur with large estates in Ireland. He was anxious to promote 
Protestantism among his tenants on his Irish estates and offered a free education to all tenant 
children. The Smith schools began with three in 1669 and by the middle of the 19th century this 
number had grown to 144 countrywide.79  The core purpose of the Smith schools was to promote 
Protestantism and therefore, apart from catechising their pupils, only a limited number of subjects 
were offered to those who attended. Additionally, the early 18th century saw the emergence of an 
industrial training school system known as ‘Charity Schools’ set up and maintained by the Anglican 
clergy. Their aim was to provide the lower classes with some skills such as spinning and weaving. 
These schools were seen as the only sure way of exterminating popery and immorality and by 1724 
there were 159 of such schools throughout the country.80   

One of the first Penal Laws81 to be enacted in 1695 was one against Catholic education, 
entitled ‘An Act to Restrain Foreign Education’ which intended to limit contact between the Irish 
and their continental allies and also prohibit any person of the popish religion (Catholicism) “to 
publicly teach school or instruct youth.”82 This act was not intended to exclude Catholics from 
receiving an education but it effectively legalised the prohibition of Catholics receiving an 
education from Catholics. Its main purpose was “to force their (Catholic) children to avail 
themselves of the Protestant education already on offer, an education guaranteed to train them up to 
be loyal Protestant subjects;”83 “all was designed to proselytise, rather than to educate.”84 Later on in 
the 19th century it was specifically this proselytising factor that was to ignite Catholic clerical 
opposition to the educational opportunities offered by the English crown and move them to 
campaign for a Catholic controlled education system for Irish Catholics. 
                                                 
76 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.18. 
77 P.J. Dowling, The Hedge Schools of Ireland. (Cork, 1968), p.26. 
78 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.19. 
79 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.21. 
80 Ibid., p.22. 
81 The Penal Laws were the code of laws passed by the Protestant Parliament of Ireland to regulate the status of Irish 
Roman Catholics through most of the 18th century. The purpose of the laws was to disenfranchise the native Catholic 
population from all power, both economic and political. 
82 Laws in Ireland for the Suppression of Popery commonly known as the Penal Laws, p.1. 
http://www.law.umn.edu/irishlaw/education.html 
83 A. McManus, op.cit. (Dublin, 2002), p.16. 
84 J.D.B. Chapter XXI 1831-1835. Christian Brothers’ Educational Record (In House Publication, 1896), p.405. Note: 
In writing in the Christian Brothers’ Educational Record, the Brothers themselves took a position of anonymity or only 
provided their initials as it was considered the proper and humble thing to do. (Private communication with Brother T. 
Connolly, Allen Library Dublin, March 2004). 
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In 1733 a charter was granted to the Incorporated Society in Dublin to promote English 
schools in Ireland. These schools were known as the ‘charter schools’ with the aim of training the 
children “in a Protestant environment … by giving them a practical and religious education.”85 
According to McManus, they were the last serious attempt by the Protestant hierarchy at converting 
the Catholic youth. The policies of the charter schools continued for over a century and caused deep 
resentment among the Catholic community. For example, the transplanting of Catholic children to 
schools quite a distance from their homes so as to eliminate parental influence was particularly 
resented. These schools, although receiving financial support of over a million pounds from the 
English government from 1733 to 1831, had very low attendance rates of Catholic children and 
never achieved their aims of altering the beliefs and attitudes of the Catholics. This was specifically 
due to the overly proselytising activities conducted in the schools that were to the detriment of 
academic content. Consequently,  

 
the pattern of growth of schooling was … largely independent of political or administrative  
innovation [and] most primary schools in rural Ireland in the eighteenth and early nineteenth  
centuries were the result of local initiative: parents in a village or district employed a 
schoolteacher for their children by collectively guaranteeing the teacher’s livelihood.”86  

 
Thus began the growth of an extensive network of pay schools, commonly referred to as ‘hedge 
schools’, throughout the country. 

The hedge schools (c. 1700-1831), informal, local education among rural Catholics the 18th 
and early 19th centuries are an overlooked, educational phenomenon. However, Antonia 
McManus’s timely publication in 2002 is a valuable contribution to this topic because prior to her 
publication few books of reliable content were available or addressed this long-neglected subject.87 
One consequence of the lack of research and publications on these schools is that the term and 
image ‘hedge school’ holds a romantic connotation for most people rather than one of substance. 
This has been determined for example by the portrayal of the hedge schools and its teachers in such 
earlier popular publications as Daniel Corkery’s The Hidden Ireland88 and Brian Friel’s play 
Translations.89 McManus’ book in contrast provides a deeper and more factual understanding of the 
hedge schools during this period and is referred to here in detail.  

The hedge schools “took root at the beginning of the eighteenth century, due to the strictures 
of the Penal Laws, which forced Catholic teachers to work underground.”90 They were to continue 
well into the 19th century; long after the National Schools had been established.91 Additionally, the 
policies of the charter schools as outlined above were further reasons why the hedge schools grew 
in such popularity and demand throughout the 18th century. Many of the hedge school teachers were 
itinerant poets or ex-students of the priesthood92 and they received their ‘wages’ from the parents of 
the pupils; thus leading to the hedge schools often being referred to as ‘pay schools’. The hedge 
schools, which abounded in the rural districts especially,93 provided an alternative to the charter 
schools, and offered an opportunity for children to receive instruction not focused on religion but on 
subjects such as Greek, Latin, Mathematics and English. Irish as a subject was neglected “partly 
through lack of textbooks, and partly through the realism of parents who recognized the social and 

                                                 
85 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.20. 
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economic advantages of equipping their children with a knowledge of English.”94 Pupils who 
attended these schools did so for a basic Catholic education. Many pupils also attended in 
preparation for attending continental Catholic seminaries or for service in continental armies, as the 
hedge school was the only alternative to the strongly influenced Protestant schools sponsored by 
both government and private organizations. 

 The Catholic clergy had a certain element of influence in most of these schools and many 
could be categorized as parish schools. Nevertheless, “most pay school teachers … were fairly 
independent of church structures”95 and the hedge schoolmaster had autonomy in aspects such as the 
collection of fees and the selection of (most of) the textbooks used. Due to the extensive range and 
diversity of text books used in the hedge schools, as illustrated in the Appendices of McManus’ 
book,96 the hedge schools provided the general Catholic population with educational opportunities 
in times of great suppression and duress. Additionally, this ‘school network’ can be recognized for 
the promotion of literacy among the general population and for the development of the book 
publishing industry within commercial circles in towns throughout the country.97  Not only Catholic 
families availed of a hedge school education for their children; McManus points out that in 1824 at 
a hedge school in Newport, of the ninety-six children in attendance thirty eight were Protestants. 
The numbers in attendance is in contrast to the charter school in the town which had only twelve 
pupils, many of them having left the charter school to attend the hedge school.98 Finally, to illustrate 
the broad spread and popularity of the hedge schools, in an official report released in 1824, of the 
11,000 schools operating with over half a million pupils and 12,000 teachers the largest group was 
the ‘pay schools’, mainly corresponding to hedge schools, numbering approximately 9,000 and 
catering for almost 400,000 children.99  

The Penal Laws against Catholic education were repealed in 1782.100 The first Catholic 
diocesan school at St. Kieran’s College Kilkenny was opened the following year, 1783, and from 
then “Catholic educational endeavours continued to expand rapidly.”101 This culminated in an Act of 
Parliament establishing a Catholic seminary in Maynooth in 1795 whose purpose was “the 
education of students for Roman Catholic priesthood, withdrawing them from continental 
seminaries.”102 Initially the seminary also catered for lay student education but this was rescinded in 
1817 (Maynooth was not to open its doors to lay students again until 1966). Most significantly 
however in the establishment of the Maynooth seminary is that it provided the circumstances for 
Catholic clergy to be educated at home.  

One of the criticisms of the early Maynooth environment held by such clerics as Canon 
Bourke (see below) was its disregard for the native Irish language and its absence as the lingua 
franca and language of instruction there. However, as early as 1802 Paul O’Brien was appointed to 
the professorship of the Irish language at Maynooth. He wrote and published a practical grammar of 
the Irish language in 1809 for use by the clerical students there and continued as professor of Irish 
until his death in 1820. Therefore, Irish was given attention during the early years, albeit the 
language and its importance within the college may have undergone curricular changes in the 
decades that followed and prior to the arrival of Bourke. Furthermore, Maynooth held close links to 
the growing environment of patriotism and the national ideal outside its college walls, mainly due to 
the students backgrounds who entered from rural areas, many of whom were native speakers and 
held strong links to the people. The seminary also cultivated links with Daniel O’Connell and the 
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Young Irelanders and it was later involved in the promotion of national culture with its involvement 
in the Gaelic League through its resident professors Fr. Eugene O’Growney and Fr. Michael 
O’Hickey.103   

The Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor of Ireland, set up on liberal principles 
in 1811 by a multi-denominational group of Protestants, Quakers, Dissenters and Roman Catholics 
and better known as the Kildare Place Society, set out to be religiously neutral.104 This Society did 
not run any schools itself but rather supported schools financially through the distribution of 
government funding it received from London.105 The teaching principles it promoted were non-
denominational during school hours and focussed on the reading of the Bible, without comment. 
After school hours however freedom to focus on whatever religious denomination’s interpretations 
and teachings were permitted.  The Kildare Place Society can be considered “the leading Protestant 
voluntary education society of the nineteenth century (in Ireland).”106 It is important in Irish 
education for the foundations it laid and the platform it provided for primary school development in 
the areas of teacher training with the setting up of its Model School system in 1816 in Dublin. It 
also initiated an efficient inspectoral system. It was strongly supported by the government, 
receiving two and a half million pounds in grants during the period 1811-1828.107  However, 
although the Society received initial support from the Catholic clergy it became apparent that it 
really was another proselytising endeavour. From 1820 onwards the Catholic Church became more 
critical of the Society’ principles and actions. With assistance from such notable people as Daniel 
O’Connell the Catholic hierarchy withdrew its support and began to campaign for an investigative 
committee to look into the education environment in Ireland, specifically for the Catholic 
population.108 Under the direction of Archbishop Murray of Dublin this was to eventually lead to the 
English government admitting the Catholic Church as partners in management and administration 
capacities of primary education in Ireland during the years leading up to Catholic Emancipation in 
1829. 

The early 18th century also witnessed the emergence of private schools. One example was 
the Sheridan School founded by Thomas Sheridan (1687-1738) around 1715. This was a 
preparatory school for entering university and became a well-known private Anglo-Irish school 
attended by some of the more profiled intellectuals of the Anglo-Irish upper class, for example 
Jonathan Swift and Henry Brooke. The poet and satirist Thomas Moore attended a private school 
run by a T.J. Malone and a Latin School - a preparatory school for Trinity College. Such privately 
run educational establishments were able to cater to the specific needs of the more well off.  

The beginning of the 19th century saw increased activity by voluntary religious associations 
in the field of education. For example the London Hibernian Society was formed in 1806 and aimed 
at “the diffusion of religious knowledge in Ireland.”109 Most of their schools – by 1818 there were 
392 with 32,516 pupils – were set up in Connaught which had a high percentage of Catholics. 
Although it was the Society’s policy to appoint many Catholic teachers these schools met with 
strong opposition from the Catholic clergy because of the predominant religious focus in the 
instruction carried out.  In 1810 the Sunday School Society for Ireland was formed based on the 
model already in existence in industrial districts in England with a curriculum solely focused on the 
Bible and scripture instruction. In addition to children, attendance was also open to adults and 
although the numbers were rather impressive – 1,091 schools with 118,525 pupils in 1820110 – the 
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schools again met with strong opposition from the Catholic clergy. It was generally believed that 
they used their schools to directly promote the Protestant faith among the students rather than 
attempt to ingrain elements of academic knowledge. As Coolahan puts it:  

 
(I)n the context of post-Union politics the (English) Government felt that the schools could  
serve politicising and socialising goals, cultivating attitudes of political loyalty and cultural  
assimilation.111   
  

In response to the open conversion activities being carried out by these institutions, on the Catholic 
side a variety of religious groups became active during the late 18th and early 19th centuries to 
provide alternative education for the Catholic population at large. Some examples are the 
Presentation Sisters who opened their first convent in Cork in 1775 and expanded throughout 
southern Ireland over the next few decades. With the assistance of Archbishop Murray of Dublin 
Frances Ball established Loreto Abbey in 1821 and from then the Loreto Sisters opened schools 
around Dublin for middle and upper class children as well as beginning a smaller number of schools 
for poor children. In 1828 Catherine McAuley began the Sisters of Mercy, similar to the 
Presentation Sisters, providing education for the Catholic poor initially around Dublin and later 
throughout the country.112  In the provision of education for Catholic boys, Edmund Rice founded 
the Christian Brothers in 1803 and gradually opened schools around the country providing an 
education with an unambiguous Irish Catholic curriculum and reading lessons that “were used … to 
inculcate moral or religious beliefs.”113 In 1814 the Jesuits opened Clongowes Wood College.  This 
college, operated as a boarding school, was established by the Jesuits specifically to provide 
education for the emerging Catholic middle and upper middle classes of Ireland.  

By the early years of the 19th century much educational activity in Ireland was conducted in a 
disorganised manner with religion and the promotion of religion playing the major role in the 
educational environment.114 To recap the main school developments from 1537-1828 and to 
overview the variety of schools in operation by 1831, a brief list is now provided. Those schools 
presented in italics signify predominantly Catholic schools: 

• Parish Schools (1537)  
• Diocesan Schools (1570)   
• Royal Schools (1603-49)  
• Erasmus Smith Schools (1669)  
• Charity Schools (early 18th C)  
• Sheridan School 1715 {private school} 
• Charter Schools (1733)  
• Hedge Schools (18th – 19th C)  
• Presentation Sisters Schools (1775)  
• Maynooth (1795)  
• Christian Brothers Schools (1803)  
• London Hibernian Society Schools (1806)  
• Sunday School Society for Ireland Schools (1810)  
• Kildare Place Society Schools (1811)  
• Clongowes Wood College (1814) 
• Loreto Sisters Schools (1821)  
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• Sisters of Mercy Schools (1828) 
 
It was in this climate that the English government initiated a number of inquiries to investigate the 
condition of primary education in Ireland. One commission produced 14 reports between 1809 and 
1814 and recommended “the creation of a supervised national system of education for the lower 
classes.”115 Coolahan tells us,  

 
according to some government commissions ... much of the existing schooling was 
haphazard in character, lacked organisation and method, varied greatly in quality and was 
potentially subversive.116  

 
This culminated with the establishment of the National School System in 1831. From then “(T)he 
state would directly endow individual schools, supervise them through a national board, and supply 
them with approved textbooks.”117 
 
 

Irish Nationality on the Curriculum: the National School System 1831 and its Repercussions 
 
In November 1831 the Chief Secretary for Ireland E.G. Stanley, under the Whig Government of 
Earl Grey and influenced by the findings of the inquiries into primary education in Ireland, 
introduced a Bill on Education for Ireland in the House of Commons London. It passed both Houses 
of Parliament, received the royal assent and established the Irish National School system that same 
year. The Bill stated that 
 

on four or five days of the week the schools should be kept open for moral and literary 
education only, and that the remaining one or two days in the week be set apart for giving, 
separately, such religious education to the children as may be approved of by the clergy of 
their respective persuasions.118   

 
This was a remarkable legislative development when one considers that this legislation gave Ireland 
a system of popular education almost four decades before England.119 This Bill held the 
fundamental principle of “the promotion of combined literary and separate religious instruction”120 
with separate blocks of days on which these two facets of the education instruction were to be 
conducted. A Board of Commissioners for National Education was established consisting of seven 
members with a denominational representational balance of three Established Church, two 
Catholics and two Presbyterians,121 a representation considered by many Catholics as unjust 
considering that four-fifths of the population of Ireland were Catholic. A major departure from 
previous educational policy was that it was decided to no longer disperse government funding for 
education through voluntary societies such as the Kildare Place Society. The important powers held 
by this newly established Board of Commissioners were distributing funds and approving schemes, 
setting out rules and regulations, controlling the curriculum, publishing and sanctioning textbooks, 
suspending teachers and removing managers.122 The Board was to use the funding for building 
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schools, paying teachers and inspectors, publishing textbooks, and providing a model school for 
teacher training. Secular textbooks were to be sanctioned by the Board while those used for 
religious instruction were to be sanctioned by the commissioner(s) who belonged to the particular 
denomination concerned.123  

This Bill did not provide a new form of national education; rather it provided a new 
organizational umbrella for overseeing the educational activities already in place. Akenson claims 
that  
 
 (I)n reality, Lord Stanley merely crystallized into administrative form the ideas of an Irish  

educational consensus that had been forming for almost fifty years before his administration  
began.124 

 
Furthermore, as O’Neill (a secretary at the Department of Education 1923 to 1944) put it, the Bill 
attempted “to cooperate as far as possible with the Church authorities in the supervision of a wide-
spread educational system which had been in existence for centuries.”125   

As mentioned above, in 1824 there were at least 11,000 schools in operation throughout the 
country, run by different groups without a centralized element of organization and with great 
variety in quality. What the Irish National School Board attempted to do was bring all these schools 
under the one system and create some form of systemization and operation for it all. It was therefore 
necessary for the schools already in existence to apply for recognition and funding from the Board.  
Of the schools already in existence a great number - over 70% - were under the management of 
local clergy, to a large extent Catholic clergy,126 so for the new National School System to be a 
success, it would be essential for the State and the Church authorities to co-operate whole-heartedly 
with one another.127 The new system necessitated a ‘patron’ to apply for a school or seek 
recognition of an existing school and then become its manager. Ironically, in most cases this was 
the Catholic parish priest. Effectively, what this resulted in was it “restored to the Catholic church a 
great deal of the control over the primary school system which it had been in danger of losing over 
the previous fifty years.”128 This initiated a new found confidence among the Catholic clergy due to 
the influence they now held and the position they promoted regarding educational developments 
throughout the country. Additionally, it marked the beginning of open influence and control 
(granted by the State) that the Catholic clergy were never again really to relinquish.  

This situation however gradually developed into a conflict of interests between the State and 
the Church authorities, in particular through clerics such as Archbishop MacHale of Tuam and 
Cardinal Cullen of Dublin. This kind of conflict was not just an isolated incident in Ireland. 
Throughout the 19th century in many countries across Europe the struggle between Church and 
State was dominating due to the State taking more responsibilities in the areas of care for the sick, 
charity relief and education; public functions which prior to the French Revolution were 
predominantly the responsibilities of the Church. At the fore of this struggle was the issue of 
education because this was where the youth were most impressionable and could be indoctrinated in 
the State’s own image or the Church’s beliefs. Additionally, what can be termed the struggle 
between Church and State in Europe can more clearly be defined as the struggle between the 
Catholic Church and the Protestant State in Ireland. The conflict in Ireland apportioned a great deal 
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of attention to education. These contentious viewpoints on the education system resulted in many 
serious debates and the eventual condemnation of the National School System by the Irish hierarchy 
in 1869, due mainly to the lack of Catholic commissioners on the National Education Board.129   
Nevertheless, as an indication of the progress made in the early years of the National School 
system, by 1840, 1,978 national schools had been established by the Board with 2,065 teachers 
employed and 232,560 pupils enrolled for classes.130  

The Catholic Church sought control over its own schools because it considered the State 
controlled schools as continuing the proselytising that had been so prevalent prior to 1831. Many of 
its members also believed that the incorporation of Irish elements within the curriculum was being 
neglected, a view held particularly by the Christian Brothers. Basically, all denominations wanted 
their ideas and influences to the fore and in the end it resulted in the system lacking broad support 
and so breaking down. Coolahan summarises the situation as follows: 

 
It was a fundamental tenet of the national school scheme that it was to be a multi-
denominational or mixed system. (…). However, in a climate of hostility and suspicion 
between the churches and with fears of proselytism rife, Ireland presented a difficult arena 
for the success of multi-denominational schooling and, in fact, the early decades of the 
system saw much conflict and controversy on the issue of mixed education. The result was 
that by the middle of the nineteenth century the system had become increasingly 
denominational though the theory of it being a mixed system continued to apply. In the 
political hope of merging children of different traditions the state tried to establish a 
distinction between secular and religious instruction, a distinction which the various 
churches refused to accept. Further, the state did not want to budge from the principle of ‘no  
state support’ for purely denominational education. Thus, the stage was set for what turned 
out to be a long-running clash between the state and the churches.131 
 

All the main religious denominations voiced strong opposition to this new national initiative. The 
Church of Ireland even went so far as to set up their own school system in 1839 (see below). Most 
influential however was the Catholic position whose clergy were particularly outspoken in their 
opposition. The positions the clergy took and the influence they had, helped frame the primary 
school system that exists to this day. 
 
Some individuals 
Clerics such as John MacHale and Paul Cullen, the Christian Brother Thomas Wiseman, and people 
like Patrick Keenan and Eoin MacNeill contributed to the advancement of education for the Irish 
population. These individuals were influential in the debates dealing with education throughout the 
19th century and they helped shape the evolving education environment.  

As one of the original seven commissioners on the Board for National Education set up in 
1831, Dublin Archbishop Daniel Murray (1768-1852) is considered a key figure in the construction 
of the original national system of education in Ireland and also a major player in educational issues 
during the early decades of the 19th century. He played an instrumental role in getting the pre-
emancipation English government to admit the Catholic Church as partners in management and 
administration capacities of primary education in Ireland due mainly to his contributions in the Irish 
Education Inquiry Commission during 1825.132 This decision to give the Church such a role has 
resounding effects to the present as it is a position and an influence the Church, at least partially, 
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still maintains. Additionally, Murray is also credited with inviting and supporting a number of the 
Catholic religious institutions and Orders to set up schools in Dublin, most notably the Christian 
Brothers in 1812 and the Loreto Sisters in 1821.133  Having such a prominent member of the Irish 
Catholic hierarchy on the Board of Commissioners and with him openly supporting this new 
initiative on national education lent much weight to authenticating the project from a bureaucratic 
perspective. However, it was not long before opposition among his own peers began to become 
direct and vocal, most notably from Archbishop of Tuam John MacHale, the ‘Lion of the Fold of 
Judah,’134 as Daniel O’Connell called him. 

Dr. John MacHale (1791-1881) was the first Catholic Archbishop of Tuam and the first Irish 
born Catholic bishop to have had his entire education and training given him in Ireland since the 
reformation. Born in Co. Mayo, he entered Maynooth in 1807 and spent the next 18 years there, as a 
student, then lecturer and finally as Professor of Dogmatic Theology from July 1820.135  In the same 
year, 1820, he began writing a series of letters to the public under the pseudonym ‘Hierophilos’ in 
which he denounced the educational activities of the Protestant bible societies and where he 
attempted to put “the Catholic case clearly, honestly and without bitterness.”136  The main subject of 
the letters was Catholic education. Although the letters had no immediate impact on the education 
situation they did afford a clear picture of MacHale’s viewpoints on this issue.  Additionally, these 
letters illustrated that there was “a new type of Catholic priest that would no longer be content to 
exist on sufferance and in silence, but would speak out boldly in defence of Catholic rights and 
privileges.”137 This assertiveness was to manifest itself profoundly during the coming decades when 
the debate on National School education was at its height. 

Becoming Archbishop of Tuam in 1834 presented MacHale with a platform from which he 
could openly criticize the National School system and voice his discontent with those Catholic 
clergy who supported the scheme, most notably Archbishop Murray of Dublin.138  In addition to the 
issues of teaching staff, textbooks and the curriculum, the question of funding was a core issue. Due 
to the fact that many clergy found it extremely difficult to finance their schools they felt compelled 
to quietly support the system so as to continue to avail of the funding and thus keep their schools 
operating. MacHale however, with the support of over a third of the Irish hierarchy,139 looked on the 
system with mistrust and dislike. He regarded the whole organisation as an insidious method of 
proselytism, and looked on the powers of the Commissioners to choose or reject religious textbooks 
as an infringement of the authority of the bishops.140 His main criticisms of the schools were that 
they were non-denominational and thus dangerous to the Catholic religion. They were also 
destructive to the national culture, as he believed the schools should also work “to preserve the 
Gaelic Language and Celtic Literature.”141 He was forthright in his criticism of all aspects of the 
system willing to act on any issue he deemed important, as the contents of his 1838 letter to Lord 
John Russell in relation to the books used for the religious instruction illustrates, in which he writes, 
“I shall exercise, without regard to any Board, exclusive and absolute control.”142  

In 1840 MacHale closed all national schools in his diocese and set out to establish his own 
schools. He called for religious orders to set up schools in the diocese to assist in education, 
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offering them every assistance possible such as land and buildings. Among the orders to accept 
were the Christian Brothers and the Mercy Nuns. This action may be considered at least partially 
successful as some years after 1840 MacHale was able to state that thirteen thousand five hundred 
Catholic children were receiving ‘a Catholic education’ in his archdiocese.143 This bold initiative of 
closing the schools operated by the Board illustrated the desire of a large section of the Catholic 
Church in Ireland to take control of the education of its flock and personified the confidence the 
Catholic hierarchy was fast developing, a mere 12 years after the granting of Catholic 
Emancipation.   

During this period MacHale was known as a political prelate144 and considered by many as 
“the best example of a prelate with nationalist and Gaelic sympathies … (as well as) … the leader 
of the nationalists within the hierarchy.”145 Along with Daniel O’Connell for example he strongly 
supported Repeal of the Union. Thomas Davis, editor of The Nation, even went so far as to state 
that a letter by MacHale published in the Nation on 16 May 1843 was considered to “breathe the 
spirit of the most determined nationality.”146 MacHale however was not yet the firebrand 
Republican of later generations of Irish nationalism. As a prince of the Catholic Church he 
accommodated himself to the elitist structures of the British Empire and always seemed to be loyal 
to the English Crown. At no time in his life did he want to separate Ireland entirely from Britain, 
holding throughout his life a great respect for the workings of the British Constitutional system, and 
re-affirming his loyalty to the King in his letters to the English nation.147  
 MacHale’s contribution to the development of national school education from the Catholic 
(and national) point of view, regardless of his political leanings, is profound. He was the leader of 
the opposition block to the National Education Board and he vocalised this opposition directly and 
publicly.148 In 1869 MacHale must have had a certain feeling of vindication as that year saw the 
condemnation of the National School System by the Irish hierarchy149 due in large part to his 
vigorous opposition throughout the four previous decades. He promoted an ‘Irish element’ 
incorporating language and culture as well as religion into education through controlling the 
curriculum and being responsible for the textbooks used. He set up a series of schools within his 
own diocese so as to ensure the curriculum was carried out and he invited other Catholic religious 
orders and institutions to establish schools in his diocese to support his own beliefs and ideas on the 
running of the schools. Indeed, MacHale and his group of fellow thinkers can be considered the link 
between “the historic Gaelic-Catholic nation of the seventeenth century and the Revivalists who 
would emerge towards the end of the nineteenth century.”150 Meeting Abbé Lamennais, the founder 
of Liberal Catholicism, in Rome in 1831 and reading the views presented in his paper the Avenir151 
had a profound effect on MacHale. We can infer this from his views and actions throughout his 
career, especially regarding education policies and issues related to the separation of Church and 
State.152 Another contemporary (and oftentimes adversary) of MacHale’s who felt even stronger that 
the responsibility for education lay solely with the Church and not the State was the successor to 
Murray as initially archbishop and later cardinal of Dublin, Paul Cullen. 
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Cardinal Paul Cullen153 (1803-1878), whose uncle had been executed for his part in the 
rebellion in 1798 and whose father had also been tried as a rebel is, along with MacHale, the other 
leading figure of the Catholic Church in Ireland in the 19th century. Born in Co. Kildare, at the age 
of 17 he went to Rome and remained there for the next thirty years first as a student of theology, 
then Professor in the Propaganda College (1828) and later Rector of the Irish College (1832-1850).  
In 1849 he was appointed Archbishop of Armagh and returned to Ireland the following year. Two 
years later, in 1852, he succeeded Murray as Archbishop of Dublin. In 1866 he was made a 
Cardinal, the first Irish cleric ever to reach such a position in the Catholic hierarchy and 
subsequently named the ruler of the Catholic Church in Ireland, the apostolic delegate. Cullen was 
an exponent of ultramontanism, which stressed the supreme authority of the pope, as opposed to 
MacHale who was a supporter of an Irish version of Gallicanism, which stressed the relative 
independence of ‘national’ episcopates.154 Nonetheless, his nationalist stance is evidenced by his 
apprehension of orangeism and the consequences it held for Ireland’s future, his admiration and 
support for O’Connell and the National Association of Ireland,155 his public support for the 
‘nationally orientated education’ promoted by the Christian Brothers and especially their attention 
to ‘a love of country’ in their curriculum, and the prominence he gave the land question in many of 
his public statements and his firm belief in the necessity of land reform throughout his episcopate.156  

Yet, he particularly opposed revolutionary nationalism, perhaps partly due to his family’s 
history, but especially due to experiences during his time in Rome having observed first hand the 
actions of Mazzini and the Risorgimento in 1848. His opposition was also related to his firm belief 
that revolution never achieved the desired results but was impracticable and self-destructive to a 
country and its people,157 observing that while “we (Irish) are weak and poor and unarmed and 
divided, it is sheer madness to talk of revolutions or to pretend to assail such a power as 
England.”158 He therefore held great disdain for the Young Ireland movement, considering them a 
revolutionary society159 and a threat to the development of a constitutionally structured Ireland. He 
also held similar sentiments for Fenianism claiming it to be “a compound of folly and wickedness 
wearing the mask of patriotism … and as the work of a few fanatics … wicked enough to jeopardise 
others in order to promote their own sordid views.”160  

As well as Cullen’s activities in the social and political arenas, he was also very active in the 
educational developments taking place during these turbulent decades, especially at the primary and 
tertiary levels. While still based in Rome and on a visit to Ireland in 1840, he recommended that the 
National Schools be tolerated,161 although his support for the schools was to change after he 
returned to Ireland. This is clearly illustrated in his pastoral letter of May 22 1866 in which he 
exhorts “let your (the congregation) efforts continue un-relaxed until you secure for your children a  
Catholic system of education, free from the dangers of Government control and from the deadly 
poison of irreligion and heresy.”162 He was particularly concerned with the lack of Irish related 
material in the textbooks used in the National Schools, which was a primary reason for his staunch 
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support of the Christian Brother Schools and their school textbooks.163 In the first four decades that 
the national school system was in operation “there was a great reluctance to include material 
relating to Ireland and its past.”164 The Christian Brother textbooks included a focus on the Irish 
Christian Golden Age and nationalist issues which “harmonized perfectly with his own (Cullen’s) 
perspective.”165 Cullen strongly associated Catholicism and nationality and never saw the two as 
separate issues. Links with the Golden Age and the creation of an Irish Catholic nation based on the 
foundation created by the saints and literature of olden times were of enormous importance to him. 
He believed these links could best be achieved through the education system, specifically the 
primary system. Additionally, Cullen’s timing of the delivery of such ‘patriotic sentiments’166 in his 
pastoral letters is important as he often delivered them on the feasts of the great Irish saints, Patrick, 
Brigit and Kevin. The attitudes disseminated by Cullen were broadly influential and they were 
further spread and reinforced by local priests, Christian Brothers, scholars of the Gaelic past and 
politicians in their various activities. These sentiments and actions further helped identify Celticism 
with Catholicism167 at a time when the concept of an Irish nation, separate and unique from 
neighbouring England, was beginning to establish itself across Irish society.  

The often-volatile relations between MacHale and Cullen dominated Church policy on 
education during this period. Their acquaintance dated from MacHale’s visit to Rome in 1831 and 
from then both clerics communicated cordially and seemed to be in agreement over many pertinent 
issues related to Ireland and Catholicism. However, they began to differ in matters of politics, 
education and matters of religion after Cullen’s arrival in Ireland and his becoming Archbishop of 
Dublin and apostolic delegate.168 Perhaps one of their most notable disagreements occurred over the 
Catholic University, formally opened in 1854 after having received broad clerical support at the 
Synod of Thurles in 1850. Cullen had played a prominent role in formulating the proposal for the 
Catholic University while still in Rome and had been instrumental in appointing John Henry 
Newman as rector of the university. MacHale and Cullen disagreed over a number of significant 
issues related to the running of the university.169 For example, while Cullen wanted the university to 
be open to all English speaking Catholics MacHale wanted a purely national institution,170 one to 
cater for Irish students only. Additionally, Cullen insisted that Rome hold the authority over 
acknowledging the Brief of the university whereas MacHale felt the matter should be dealt with by 
the Irish bishops. Interestingly, one of the primary objects of the Synod of Thurles, the first national 
synod since the twelfth century,171 was “to reaffirm the right of the Church to superintend and direct 
the public education of Christian youth.”172  

Regardless of their disagreements, both individuals played dominant roles in their respective 
approaches and manner in the establishment and development of Catholic influenced education in 
Ireland. Both linked the past with the Irish environment they envisaged for the developing nation 
and both were vocal in support of a Gaelic Revival, MacHale in the Irish language and Cullen in the 
literature and the antiquities of Celtic Ireland.173 They were active and dynamic personalities who 
pursued their beliefs and convictions wholeheartedly. Through their energies and efforts they 

                                                 
163 J. J. Lee, The Modernisation of Irish Society 1848 – 1918 (Dublin, 1973), p.45. 
164 J. Coolahan, Perceptions of Ireland and its past in nineteenth-century national school textbooks, p. 83. In Ireland’s 
Polemical Past, Terence Dooley (Ed.), (Dublin, 2010), pp. 68-87. 
165 Quoted in K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.246. 
166 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.101. 
167 Ibid.,p.102. 
168 P. Corish, Cardinal Cullen and Archbishop MacHale. In The Irish Ecclesiastical Record. Fifth Series Volume XCI, 
(June 1959), pp.397-400. 
169 Ibid., p.406. 
170 N. Costello, op.cit., (Dublin, 1939), p.92. 
171 E.R. Norman, The Catholic Church and Ireland in the Age of Rebellion, 1859-1873 (London, 1963), p.5. 
172 H. Andrews, op.cit., (Dublin, 2001), p.173. 
173 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.95 & p.99. 



 30  

inculcated a belief in their fellow clerics and those who followed them in the public arena, that 
Ireland had a past and it certainly had a future and it was one of Irishness and not Englishness. It 
was attitudes from individuals such as MacHale and Cullen that the concept Irishness began to filter 
through to the educational arena and establish itself within the educational curricula. This 
phenomenon was most especially evident in the Christian Brother methodology and their textbooks 
initially and later was to surface in the Free State national school curriculum.   

Another Catholic cleric of this period who was also vocal and active in his expressions on 
national issues, Irishness and education and who held similar beliefs to MacHale and Cullen was Fr. 
Edward Maginn (1802-1849). Maginn received his early education in Ireland, entered the Irish 
College in Paris in 1818 and was ordained in 1825. As a parish priest from 1829 he worked to 
improve the lot of his parishioners’ suppressed existence under English rule. He was consecrated 
coadjutor bishop of Derry in 1846 but died three years later from typhus fever. Collins describes 
Maginn as “another vehemently nationalist Bishop.”174 He was actively involved in politics, 
supporting O’Connell’s platforms first for Catholic Emancipation and later Repeal and also held 
sympathies for the Young Ireland movement, attempting to heal the breach between them and 
O’Connell.175 He supported but was aware of the defects of the National School system, was highly 
critical of the Queen’s Colleges176 and enthusiastically supported the establishment of the Catholic 
university. Maginn’s use of the word and concept ‘Celt’177 in his writing to describe the Irish is 
noteworthy. For instance, he is quoted as having written of the English “panting, as in olden times 
for the blood of the half-starved Celts.”178 This reference to and use of Celt to describe the Irish 
illustrated the link being forged with the past by the Church and also “showed an evolving sense of 
Ireland’s historic identity,”179 a phenomenon beginning to become more frequent as the century 
progressed.  

Canon Ulick Bourke (1829-1887), a kinsman of John MacHale, is an important link in the 
developing Gaelic tradition of this period. He was born in Mayo receiving his early education 
through Irish in the Franciscan Monastery of Errew near Castlebar where one of his teachers was 
the renowned Irish scholar James Hardiman.180 He continued his studies at St. Jarlath’s College 
Tuam, entered Maynooth in 1849, was ordained in 1858 and then appointed Professor of Irish, 
Logic and the Humanities at St. Jarlath’s the following year, being elevated to President of the 
College from 1865 to 1878. He was transferred from the college in 1878 to become Parish Priest of 
Kilcolman until his death.181 A prolific writer, while a student at Maynooth he compiled the College 
Irish Grammar to aid students, both at Maynooth and the Catholic University, in the study of Irish; 
in Tuam he contributed regularly to The Tuam News on topics of language and nationhood; he also 
contributed a series of articles to The Nation between 1858 and 1863 on the learning of Irish 

                                                 
174 Ibid., p.83. 
175 Catholic Encyclopaedia : Edward Maginn http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/16059a.htm 
176 The three Queen’s Colleges at Cork, Galway and Belfast opened in October 1849. They were non-denominational 
institutions. Reaction to the Colleges was divided and eventually they were condemned by the Catholic Clergy. 
177 Origin from French Celtique and used by the Bretons. From 1825 onwards scholars on the continent such as Pictet 
and Bopp acknowledged the new scholarly system of the Indo-European language group and that the native Irish 
population form part of the Celtic branch of the Indo-European languages. The term ‘Celt’ at that time was a scholarly 
term holding great prestige. In 1835 Cardinal Wiseman used the term in lectures given in Rome and these would then 
have been read by every Catholic cleric, including Maginn. So, referring to the Irish population as Celts, as opposed to 
Gael, was using the prestige of modern scholarship to posit the interest and the need for respect for the Irish cultural 
tradition, Maginn thus being an early adopter of the concept. From 1854 onwards, with the publication of Zeuss’ 
Grammatica Celtica (1853), the word Celt and its philological importance became more generally known publicly. See 
J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork,1996b), pp.89-91.  
178 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.83. 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid., pp.127-128. On Hardiman see also J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996b), pp.177 – 183. 
181 H. Concannon, Canon Ulick J. Bourke (1829-87): Father of the Gaelic Revival. The Irish Ecclesiastical Record 
(1950), p.413. 



 31  

entitled Easy Lessons or Self Instruction in Irish182 which were reprinted in book form and 
underwent multiple editions during his lifetime.183 His also wrote Aryan Origin of the Gaelic Race 
and Language in 1875 where he attempted to “reconcile native Milesian mythography ... with the 
insights of modern science and philology.”184  

Bourke was elected a member of the Royal Irish Academy in 1866 and in 1877 he played a 
prominent role in the formation of the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language (SPIL), 
only to secede from the Society three years later, along with such people as David Comyn and 
Douglas Hyde,185 to form the Gaelic Union. In retrospect, this development was to influence the 
ongoing Gaelic Revival, as it was to be the forerunner of the Gaelic League founded in 1893 by 
Hyde, in a society where “living Irish culture was becoming the badge of nationality and 
nationalism.”186 Perhaps the major result of Bourke’s involvement with SPIL was that during that 
time the National Board agreed to have the teaching of Irish included on the National School 
curriculum as an approved subject and sanctioned the use of the Society’s textbooks, which Bourke 
was involved in preparing.187 Another significant achievement was in the Society’s publication of 
“cheap editions with interlinear English translations of such Gaelic classics as The Pursuit of 
Diarmuid and Grainne, The Fate of the Children of Lir, [and] part of Keating’s History.188 
Undoubtedly, Bourke’s philosophy and works, with their “close identification of ‘Celticism’, via 
the Irish language, with Catholicism”189 played an important role in advancing the interest in Irish 
philology across a broad spectrum of Irish society. His  

 
attempt to accommodate Milesian myth within the terms of positive scholarship is … no 
mere idiosyncrasy; it bespeaks a tendency … that pre-scientific thought and mythical lore 
concerning the past survived their scholarly disestablishment and maintained their currency 
within Irish historical consciousness and Irish national thought at large.190  

 
This mythological element in particular was gradually beginning to become more obvious and 
regular in the public domain as it was beginning to be incorporated into educational schoolbook 
material.  

Father O’Donovan (1871-1942) is a notable figure in the developing educational arena 
because of the significance and importance of his paper The Celtic Revival of Today published in 
1899.191 The extensive use of the word and concept ‘Celt’ throughout the paper and the multiple 
references to the Celtic mythologies illustrates the link being forged with the heroic past. As this 
paper is written by a cleric and published in an ecclesiastical journal it illustrates how much the 
Catholic Church had moved to acknowledge the Pre-Christian era of Irish history and call for its 
acceptance and utilization in the promotion an Irish Celtic Catholic Ireland. O’Donovan states that 
the revival of the Celt means, “bringing back our heroic past” (emphasis added) and further writes 
that the “(C)eltic revival means … the de-Anglicizing of Ireland,” declaring that the Irish “have 
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become so steeped in the literature of England … that the educated Irishman has become English 
even in his ideas and forms of thought.”192 

The language he uses and the concepts he chooses to introduce are strong indeed. He 
declares that the Celtic revival means the emancipation of the Celt from foreign racial influence and 
also means 
 

the building up of a new art and literature in Ireland, animated by the Celtic spirit, informed 
by everything that is good in Ireland’s past, pagan and Christian – a literature and an art that 
will have no reservation but those which beauty and truth will impose, which will be 
restricted to no creed or class, which will draw its materials from the Sidhe, from Fergus and 
Oisín, as well as from the literature of Christian times.193  

 
He is thus combining both the pre-Christian and Christian spirits for the greater good of the desired 
Irish Catholic nation, as well as highlighting mythological characters and themes on the same level 
as contemporary concepts. 

With the development of more and more Catholic Schools and the need for more textbooks, 
the inclusion of the pre-Christian myths in the texts seems to have met with no opposition from the 
Church.  Conversely, it may have even been promoted judging by the position such clerics as Canon 
Bourke and O’Donovan were taking on the Celtic issue. Of O’Donovan’s eighteen-page article, six 
pages are devoted to extensive coverage of the mythological literature, what he describes as “the 
romantic tales.”194 He also lauds some of the important scholars and writers of the day. Standish 
O’Grady, whose work was later to appear in the Free State schoolbooks (see Chapter 9), he 
describes “wields a pen worthy of the best spirit of Cuchulain and his heroic companions,”195 Hyde 
he compliments for his work and linguistic competence, as well as praising the work of Yeats and 
A.E. Russell.196 He writes about influencing national thought and making the Celt “a living force in 
the world of literature.”197 This paper, published in such a renowned Catholic journal, must certainly 
have played a role in authenticating and giving the green light for the inclusion of such 
mythological stories in the school textbooks. 

The Catholic clergy were in direct contact with the general population and as such witnessed 
the changes in the society and also played their part in influencing the opinions and actions of their 
flock. In such a position, their influence was immense both in the mundane matters of every day life 
and also in the decision making processes that were being conducted by the bureaucratic foreign 
machine in power in Ireland, as the examples provided above amply illustrate. The Catholic clergy 
“never lost sight of themselves as the guardians of Ireland’s past.”198 They certainly did not want to 
be excluded from having an influential role in the country’s future and thus were actively preparing 
the groundwork to play this key role. One example of this was their activities involving the 
development and characteristics of the education system that was taking shape as Ireland moved 
towards a more autonomous situation. 

Brother Thomas John Wiseman (1795-1866), a Christian Brother and one of the most active 
Brothers during the middle decades of the 19th century in the North Monastery, Cork, is credited by 
Coldrey and O’Hanlon199 as having played a pivotal role in the writing, development and spread of 
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the Christian Brother textbooks. Born in Macroom and educated initially as a civil engineer, he 
joined the Christian Brothers, was transferred to the Cork community in early 1828 and took his 
vows in 1829 at the age of 34. He was to remain in the North Monastery Cork until 1857 where 
during that time “he earned renown as a teacher, a scholar, a community man and a religious.”200 In 
January of 1857 he was transferred to Youghal, Co. Cork to open and lead a new community of 
Christian Brothers as its founding superior and there he remained until his death on 10th November 
1866.201 Under the then Superior-General, Brother M.P. Riordan, in 1839 the Christian Brothers 
decided to create “a complete set of books of their own, of high tone, and both religious and 
national,”202 and this project was to be undertaken in the North Monastery. Wiseman was engaged 
in this project through the 1840s and well into the 1850s.203 He was the principal compiler of these 
texts, being the author of all the more controversial material in the readers,204 although Wiseman 
was just one member of the group charged with this responsibility of producing the final text 
product. This was a group of men “imbued with an assertive nationalism which naturally permeated 
their writings205  … (and who) … reflected and exemplified a new mood of confident Catholicism, 
assertive Irishness and anti-English sentiment.”206  

Coldrey describes Wiseman as “a militant nationalist,”207 while in O’Hanlon’s paper he is 
described as “an ardent patriot (who) filled his pupils with his own love for Ireland.”208 He held 
patriotic nationalist sentiments and these must have permeated his writings in the texts, for example 
his Historical Class-Book published in 1859.209 Furthermore, Wiseman “is credited with no less than 
sixty per cent of the printed material in all the school books on secular subjects published by the 
Christian Brothers of his time.”210 From the literature available it can be concluded that his influence 
was major in the content that was eventually inserted into all these textbooks, especially in relation 
to Irish history.  

The Christian Brother’s textbook writing and publishing project in Cork was initiated in 
response to what they perceived as a fatal threat to Ireland’s future, its Catholic religion and its 
historical heritage. The Commissioners of National Education, influenced by English Government 
policies, had already produced a series of texts for the National Schools “which were of good 
quality but which, in order not to offend any religious grouping, deliberately omitted any mention 
of Catholicism or of Irish culture, geography, history and mythology.”211  

It was into this vacuum that the Christian Brother writing team in the North Monastery 
stepped, and with the backing of such prominent Catholic clerics as Archbishop Cullen of Dublin, 
what they produced in their four Reader Series basically set the standard for National school 
textbook style, organization and content well into the 20th century. Coolahan tells us that 
 
 (T)hese [books] were in strong contrast to the books of the commissioners. The Brothers’  

reading books included many lessons dealing with Irish subject matter such as ancient Irish  
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history, Irish music, the Irish landscape and some Irish personages.212 
 
In the secular milieu of primary education development in the 19th century, Sir Patrick Keenan 
(1829-1894) played an active and important role. A Catholic, he rose up the ranks of the 
bureaucratic ladder beginning as a monitor in the Marlborough Street Model School in 1841 to 
eventually become the appointed Resident Commissioner of National Education in Ireland in 1871, 
a position he was to hold until his death twenty-three years later.213 This was a remarkable 
achievement for a person whose only formal education had been that of a pupil and monitor in one 
of the newly established National Schools.214 A man with a “definite and almost unique philosophy 
of education,”215 the “insight which he brought to bear upon contemporary Irish educational 
problems was successively that of the sociologist, the comparative educationist, [and] the 
philosopher.”216 This was due to his background and his ability to communicate with all the major 
parties, educational, political and religious, involved in the educational arena of the day. Described 
by O’Dubhthaigh as “an agent of major reform but not a reformer as such,”217 Keenan was 
instrumental in bringing about important curricular reform in relation to the teaching of the Irish 
language in the National Schools. Based largely on his reports of 1856, 1857 and 1858 on the Irish 
language question and his support for the initiatives of the Society for the Preservation of the Irish 
Language, “the (National Education Board) Commissioners agreed in 1879 to sanction Irish as an 
extra subject for which results fees could be paid.” 218 In 1883 official recognition was granted to 
Irish as an optional medium of instruction in the schools of various Gaeltachtaí (Irish speaking 
areas)219 and in 1904 a bilingual programme was introduced220 which “recognised Irish as a normal 
school subject, and permitted it to be used as a teaching medium in Irish-speaking and bilingual 
schools.”221  

Keenan’s other important contribution to education was in his setting up and putting into 
operation a programme of teacher training for primary school teachers. His philosophy of, belief in 
and support of the monitorial system of training teachers, of which he himself was a graduate, 
eventually lead to the establishment of denominational training colleges during the 1880s. For 
example, St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra and Our Lady of Mercy College Baggot Street both 
opened in 1883.222 Keenan’s philosophy and methodology on school management and teaching, 
presented in a series of lectures in 1856, is acknowledged to have been the major influence on the 
book A Handbook of School Management and Methods of Teaching published in 1863 by 
P.W.Joyce, which ran to eighteen editions and became the standard manual on teaching 
methodology during the latter part of the 19th century.223 He was awarded a knighthood in 1881 for 
his educational work.  

Eoin MacNeill (1867-1945), a towering figure in Irish political and intellectual history, is 
also important for his contribution to the concept of Irishness within the Irish education 
environment. He held prominent positions during the time leading up to the formation of the Irish 
Free State in 1922 and was the first Cabinet Minister for Education from August 1922 to November 
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1925, first in the Provisional Government and then in the 1st and 2nd Executive Councils. As an 
activist he was for example prominent in the founding of the Gaelic League in 1893 with Douglas 
Hyde and he was editor of its newspaper the Gaelic Journal. Additionally, he was supportive of 
Pearse during the years leading up to the founding of Saint Enda’s in 1908 (see Chapter 3).224 
MacNeill also wrote some papers on the language question. For instance, he wrote ‘Why and how 
the Irish language is to be preserved’ in the Irish Ecclesiastical Record in 1891 in which he stressed 
“the indissoluble link between Catholicism and Gaelicism; the special claims of the Irish language 
upon the clergy; and the potential of the clergy to save the language.”225  

This statement in effect indirectly acknowledged the influential position the church had by 
then established for itself in the educational sphere. MacNeill is considered a major Celtic scholar; 
he was appointed Professor of Early and Medieval Irish History at University College Dublin in 
1908. In addition, he can be considered to be part of the long line of protagonists who strived to 
create a separate Irish nation for the island. He was also willing to resort to more direct means of 
achieving this identity as is evident from his participation in the forming and leading of the Irish 
Volunteers, established in November 1913 under his presidency.226 Commander-in-chief of the Irish 
Volunteers during the failed Easter Rising of 1916, he was arrested and sentenced to life 
imprisonment, but later released in the general amnesty of 1917. He was elected MP for the 
National University of Ireland in 1918, supported the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 and was appointed 
Minister of Education in the 3rd Dáil of the Provisional Government (9th September - 6th December 
1922). Writing his ideas on education in The Irish Review that October he stated, “(A) national 
purpose in education should aim at enriching and developing the whole national life through the 
enrichment and development of the individual life.”227  

He continued in the education portfolio in the 1st Executive Council (6th December 1922 – 
9th August 1923) and finally in the 2nd Executive Council (19th September 1923 – 23rd May 1927). 
In 1924 MacNeill represented the Free State Government on the three-man Boundary Commission. 
He resigned his post in the Cabinet and so also as Minister of Education on 24 November 1925 
when a report stating that only minor border changes were going to be recommended was published 
in November 1925 in the London Morning Post. In December 1925 the Government agreed on the 
border basically as it stood.228 This angered many nationalists and made MacNeill the subject of 
much criticism.  

Concerning education, as the first native Cabinet Minister of Education MacNeill abolished 
payment of teachers according to examination results and he introduced open courses in literature.229 
Additionally, because he was responsible for the convening of the Second National Programme 
Conference in 1925, MacNeill can be considered one of the supporters, if not one of the architects, 
of the National School curriculum that was to remain in use for almost fifty years in the Free State. 
Mac Neill’s role in the education debate will be further developed in Chapter 4 below. 
 
Religious Institutions and Denominationalism in Educational Politics 
The Roman Catholic Church, the Roman Catholic Irish Christian Brothers, The Church of Ireland 
(The Established Church) and the Presbyterian Church were the main protagonists attempting to 
impose their own agendas on the educational system that was then developing during the 19th 
century. These were the religious institutions that were active in the educational debates, curriculum 
development and decision-making during the 19th century.  
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A Catholic system of education was fully established by 1807.230 The Church’s outright 
opposition to the Kildare Place Schools, with support from such prominent politicians as Daniel 
O’Connell, led to a Royal Commission declaring in 1824 that the Kildare Place system of education 
“had failed because the religious and moral instruction was not compatible with the principles and 
discipline of the Catholic Church.”231 This was followed two years later by a unanimous declaration 
from the Catholic hierarchy that although they accepted the principle of a national school system, 
they insisted for example on Catholic teachers for schools where the majority of pupils were 
Catholic and also on having the authority to select and approve the textbooks to be used. This 
declaration was an indication of the growing assertiveness of the Catholic Church in the English 
dominated system. In the words of Inglis, it indicated clearly “that the Catholic Church had 
emerged as a power bloc in Irish society, and was willing to define and defend its sphere of power 
over and against all others.”232   

Although the system initiated in 1831 was deemed non-denominational, in reality it turned 
out to be denominational because individual managers of the schools were not strictly controlled. 
Moreover, due to the fact that the majority of pupils were Catholic, the manager was usually the 
local parish priest. According to Akenson, “the system that was founded as a non-denominational 
one in 1831 was, by 1851, a denominational one in practice, if not in law.”233 These developments 
effectively heralded the end of the hold of the Established Church on Irish education and began a 
conflict between the Protestant State and the Catholic Church on the control of schooling that 
“pursued a tortuous and labyrinthine path.”234 It was to reach a point by the middle of the century 
where “(S)tate supervision of education had given way to a situation in which the Church was about 
to take control of Irish education.”235 

Despite individual clerics holding different opinions on numerous issues of church policy 
and how the country was developing from a Catholic perspective, the church as a body presented a 
unified position on their concerns and objectives for the education of their flock.  The hierarchy was 
however, for a period of time, divided in their support of the National School System with those in 
favour led initially by Murray of Dublin while those opposed were led by MacHale of Tuam. The 
issue eventually had to be brought before the Holy See in Rome. Finally in December 1840, under 
the guidance of Fr. Cornelius van Everbroeck S.J., professor of Church History in the Roman 
College of the Jesuits and a consultor of the Holy Office and of Propaganda, it was decided that it 
should be “left … to the prudent discretion of each bishop to allow or not allow the National 
Schools in his diocese.”236 This effectively gave autonomous control to each bishop, effectively 
pursued by such bishops as John Mac Hale of Tuam.  

Although predominantly a policy of toleration for the National Schools existed over the next 
two decades, with only MacHale taking the direct action of closing all those schools in his diocese 
and opening his own, hostility began to become obvious with the refusal of Cullen to take the seat 
on the Board of Commissioners vacated by the death of Murray in 1852.237  This affair had been 
preceded by the Synod of Thurles two years earlier in 1850. Convoked by Cullen, it was the first 
such synod in Ireland since the twelfth century. The main item of deliberation at Thurles was 
education, most notably the Queen’s Colleges and the agreement to set up a Catholic University. 
The Synod marked the return of the Catholic Church to a dominant position in Irish society and 
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clearly illustrated the importance to which it held its role and position in the evolving educational 
climate of the times.  

The Catholic Church realised early how important the education issue was to it maintaining 
and strengthening its influence across Irish society. Its strategy of focusing the public’s mind on the 
Celtic Christian Golden Age is important238 as it had repercussions across society and especially in 
the sphere of education. For instance, the Church’s promotion of the Irish language in schools is 
evident from statements issued at the Third Council of Tuam in 1858.239 This Council was presided 
over by MacHale and was attended by all the priests of the diocese. On the Irish language it issued a 
statement declaring:  

 
(it would be) a reproach to our age, if we forgot altogether the tongue in which our holy 
apostles and their successors evangelised our forefathers, and which was the vehicle by 
which the word of faith came down to us untainted and unimpaired. … (and that) the fate of 
this ancient, and to us for many reasons venerable idiom, depends on the clergy.240  

 
Other main points included in this statement were that:  
 

the youth of the country was losing knowledge of the language; the language was banished 
from parochial schools, a situation about which they expressed anger; the destiny of the 
language was in the hands of the priests and hierarchy; and that it was the duty of the clergy 
to cultivate the language in those districts where it was spoken, by the establishment of 
classes in each school.241 

 
Remarkably, this position on the native language and these statements were made seventeen years 
before the establishment of SPIL and thirty-four years before the founding of the Gaelic League.242  

Fr. O’Growney’s essay titled ‘The National Language’ in the Irish Ecclesiastical Record of 
1890 stressed the close link between language and nationality and also the link between the 
language and Catholicism.243 The close connection accorded by many clerics to the Irish language, 
nationality and Irish Catholicism placed the Church in the vanguard of all elements of the National 
School development. O’Growney states in his essay that “if the language is to be saved, immediate 
steps must be resolutely taken by those who have control of educational establishments of all 
kinds,”244 referring to the Church and implying the influential position it had worked so hard to 
place itself in and had now attained. Additionally, the support the hierarchy accorded to other 
Catholic religious institutions, for example Cullen’s support and promotion of the Christian Brother 
schools, was another pivotal factor in completing the overall control the Church was to claim on 
education in Ireland by the end of the 19th century.  

The most renowned Catholic Order active in Irish education throughout the 19th century and 
well into the 20th century was undoubtedly the Irish Christian Brothers. Founded by Edmund Rice 
in 1802, over the coming decades they were to develop an elaborate network of schools, especially 
primary schools, all over the country. By 1821, after years of extensive negotiations with Rome, the 
Christian Brothers were recognised as a Pontifical Institute (Religious Order) free from routine 
Episcopal control and were thus ready to seriously embark on  
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the Christian education of poor boys in the context of frustrating the efforts of Protestant  
proselytising societies, which were working with renewed vigour during the years  
coinciding with (their) early development.245  

 
The Brothers quickly acquired an excellent reputation as educationalists in the field of primary 
education. This was particularly due to “the social status of the brothers themselves, (who were) 
much better educated and circumstanced than most people who undertook the education of the 
poor.”246 It was also due to the production and publication of their own textbooks, which they 
embarked upon to address the pertinent needs of their Irish Catholic pupils. The decision to produce 
their own textbooks was also to promote their own philosophy and methodology of education and to 
have control over textbook content. The Brothers were very successful in achieving their goals 
despite having a relatively small community – 45 in 1831, 105 in 1845, and almost 1,000 by the end 
of the 19th century.247   

Another major facet in their development was the acknowledgement and support they 
received from important members of the Catholic hierarchy, most notably Cullen in the diocese of 
Dublin. Addressing the Dublin diocesan clergy in 1864 Cullen remarked, “(I)t is most desirable that 
you should give every encouragement to the schools that are under the care of the Christian 
Brothers.”248 Moreover, in 1869 when speaking before the Primary Education Commissioners he 
paid a handsome tribute to their work.249  

In addition to the curricular focus on religious instruction, according to Collins, the Brothers 
also contributed to education in three crucial areas:  

• the teaching of Irish history and geography,  
• the teaching of the Irish language, and  
• participation in the wider ‘Irish-Ireland’ movement.250  

 
Furthermore, “given Cullen’s interest in the Irish Christian Golden Age and his nationalist 
sympathies, the type of history that the Brothers taught can be seen to have harmonised perfectly 
with his own perspective.”251 As the National Schools came under more and more criticism from the 
Catholic hierarchy, the Christian Brother schools came to represent the ideal of a Catholic 
education. Particularly after 1838 the Brothers’ schools became more central and important to the 
Catholic hierarchy in promoting their ideals of Catholic education and Irishness. From then their  
schools began to operate independently of the National School Board252 and, free from its 
constraints, their teaching methodology and materials in particular developed in its own unique 
manner. Nowhere was this more evident than in the textbooks they produced and published for all 
their schools, textbooks that contrasted severely in content and tone with those of the National 
Board.253 Coolahan elaborates: 
 
 … untrammelled by the policy and regulations of the Commissioners of National Education,  

the Christian Brothers had no hesitation in including content related to Ireland and to Irish  
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history for pupils in their alternative school system.254 
 

The Christian Brothers also assisted the Irish-Ireland movement and the ongoing revival of 
traditional culture and lore that was gaining momentum towards the end of the 19th and the early 
20th centuries. One of their many influential initiatives was the holding of the Juverna Bazaar in 
1903 and another was the publication of the monthly periodical Our Boys from September 1914 
onwards.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Illustration 1. Our Boys Title Header.255 
 

 
To mark the centenary of the foundation of the Order and to raise funds for the construction of a 
new training college and headquarters, the Juverna Bazaar was held over a week in Dublin during 
May 1903. It consisted for example of entertainments such as music, choruses and plays supporting 
the cause of Ireland’s cultural regeneration. The name ‘Juverna’ was one of Ireland’s ancient names 
and identified the project with the aspirations of Irish-Ireland.256 The political activist Arthur 
Griffith encouraged attendance at some of the events stating, “… the Christian Brothers alone 
amongst the teaching Orders in Ireland have done and are doing something for real national 
education.”257 The entrance to the Bazaar was adorned with a prominent poster of the heroic figure 
of an Irish warrior with drawn sword and each stall had its name written in large Irish characters 
and was linked to some historic Irish location.258 Additionally, Irish was the lingua franca of the 
event. These examples illustrate the link being activated and utilised to the heroic past by a religious 
institution and the direct association of the concept with that of patriotism and Irish nationalism.  

The second example of evoking the heroic past and placing it firmly in the education 
environment of the youth is manifest in the publication, from September 1914, of the Brothers’ 
monthly periodical Our Boys. Earlier that year the Christian Brother P.J. Hennessy had called for 
such a publication, while some years previous an anonymous contributor to the United Irishman 
had also written that there was no Irish writer publishing such material. He argued that “boys are 
‘potential heroes, and are essentially hero-worshippers’ and identify with the man of action,”259 and 
stating that there was no Irish writer publishing such material, identified the need for such material 
to be written.  
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The ideas permeating through this publication in relation to hero-worship and finding their 
manifestation in the Cuchulainn sagas among others were a direct consequence of the 1841 book on 
hero-worship published by Carlyle.260 (see Chapter 3). One of the aims of the Journal was “to fire 
their (boys) enthusiasm for what is noble and good, to inflame their love of country.”261 Many of the 
issues contained Irish historic as well as mythological material, thus giving prominence and 
importance to the myths and placing them on par with the country’s historical interpretation and 
delivery. For example, the first issue began a series entitled ‘The Story of Cuchulainn. The Boy-
Hero of Ancient Ireland’ and it ran monthly until the following March.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Illustration 2.  Our Boys, The Story of Cuchulainn.262 
  

 
The series encapsulated stories on Cuchulainn, Deirdre and Queen Maeve and contained Celtic-
heroic drawings with each issue, giving the story front- page prominence in the February 1915 issue 
with an evocative drawing of Cuchulainn holding a spear and carrying a shield adoring the cover. 
Additionally, the Journal’s front-page design incorporated a Celtic motif of the script ‘Our Boys’ 
and framing a group of three boys reading the journal (Illustration 1). The incorporation of character 
and theme illustrations and Celtic motifs in the mythological tales included was an element of story 
delivery that was to be taken up and continued in the National School textbooks of the Free State a 
decade later. 

Through the focus on promoting an Irish-Ireland within and beyond the educational arena, 
mythology had arrived in the mainstream of Irish education in no small part due to its inclusion in 
the Brothers’ educational material. The mythological tales and heroes were to remain an aspect of 
educational literature, playing an important role in shaping the Celtic-Irish image and also the 
identity of the pupils who were to follow in Ireland’s national schools right through the 20th century.  

Other Catholic Religious Orders were active in providing education facilities for both boys 
and girls throughout the country during the nineteenth century. For example, the Patrician Brothers, 
De La Salle Brothers and Marist Brothers, and the Sisters of Mercy and Loreto Sisters. However, all 
of these Orders remained within the National Board system, initially at least. Therefore, they used 
the textbooks supplied by the Board, availed of the financial grants and accepted the constraints 
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imposed by the Board.263 As a result, they did not have the corresponding nationalist impact the 
Christian Brothers had on the education environment, particularly concerning textbook content, 
production and use. 

As mentioned earlier, the other main religious denominations were also critical of the 
National Schools and its operational methods. The Church of Ireland (Anglican Church) felt that 
“(P)rotestantism was endangered and ascendancy weakened by the new system of education.”264 
Eventually in 1839 it set up its own school system, the Church Education Society, for the specific 
promotion of Scriptural education and to oppose the National Board’s schools265 as it felt it held a 
special position in society and did not want to relinquish or share control of education, especially 
with the Catholics. These schools were open to children of all faiths and were numerous throughout 
the country. However, with the existence of an alternative Church of Ireland school system what 
this resulted in was that most of the National Schools, apart from the province of Ulster, were 
attended by Catholics only.266 The Church Education Society schools continued until Church 
Disestablishment in 1869 and from then onwards, due to financial burdens, they gradually became 
incorporated within the National School system.267  

In 1843 a group of Anglicans under the leadership of W. Sewell and J. Todd founded the 
College of Saint Columba to provide the Irish Protestant population with an institution comparable 
to the public schools in England and equal Clongowes Wood College, the Catholic school the 
Jesuits had founded in 1814.268 The school intended to take its students from among the sons of 
Anglican landlords and clergy. It was not however to be a college orientated towards England and 
English culture. Sewell declared that it was to be a college for Ireland, to be identified with Irish 
culture and tradition.269 Additionally, the Irish language was included on the curriculum, with 
O’Donovan’s grammar text a core feature.270 The inclusion of Irish was considered a revolutionary 
feature in a major Anglican institution.271 Concerning the inclusion of Irish in its curriculum, it 
stated in its prospectus of 1850: 
   

At all events it is manifest that nothing has a greater tendency to promote kind and 
conciliatory feelings between the peasantry and their superiors, whether clergymen or 
landlords, than the use of the  Irish language. It establishes at once a common bond, and 
facilitates a friendly intercourse; breaking down the painful barrier which has long separated 
natives of the same soil, and subjects of the same gracious Sovereign.272 

 
Saint Columba’s College273 is an example of the success of private enterprise and intervention in the 
development of education in Ireland during the 19th century, which acted to cater for the needs of a 
specific group within the community. It can also be considered a success because it acted apart from 
the mainstream of government education policy and survived, receiving a Royal Charter in 1913.274 
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Presbyterian opposition, especially in Ulster, occurred immediately after the establishment 
of the Irish National School system in 1831. Under the leadership of Dr. Cooke, from 1832-1840 
the Synod of Ulster carried out a campaign of negotiation and intimidation that eventually lead to 
changes in the regulations that they considered acceptable.275 Among the changes were: 
a) the removal of having one day specifically devoted to religious instruction - reading of the 
Scriptures could now be carried out any day as long as four hours were devoted to secular 
instruction,276  
b) the right of non-vested schools (schools built without the aid of the Commissioners) to be 
entitled to funding, and  
c) to have the right to exclude clergymen of other religious faiths from giving religious instruction 
in the schools.277  

The outcome of all this was an increasing denominationalising of the national school 
environment, where, throughout the country, each religious group was left in control of its own 
education policies and actions. This was quite the opposite to what the government had initially 
intended.  
 
Lay Institutions 
As mentioned above The Kildare Place Society, set up in 1811 by a multi-denominational group, is 
considered the leading Protestant voluntary education society of the nineteenth century in Ireland.278 
Its importance in Irish education is related to the foundations it laid in the areas of teacher training 
for both men and women with the setting up of its Model School system in 1816 in Dublin. It is also 
credited with beginning the school inspectoral system, a system that is still an integral part of 
National School education in Ireland. By the end of 1831 the Society had trained 1900 men and 500 
women279 and when the National Board began teacher training at three Model Schools in 
Marlborough Street Dublin, it based them on the Kildare Place method of training.280 In addition to 
being financially supported by the government (receiving two and a half million pounds during the 
period 1811-1828), it also got support from the Catholic clergy, albeit only for its first nine years. 
By then the clergy realised it was another proselytising endeavour and as a result of the campaign it 
mounted against it, it had government support and financial aid withdrawn by the end of the decade. 
The government had also come to the conclusion, based on investigations and reports conducted 
from 1824-1827, that there was an urgent need for a state-supported school system. This finally led 
in 1831, through the agency of Lord Stanley, to the establishing of the Irish National School 
System. By 1840 the Schools overseen by the Society had merged into the Church Education 
Society.281  
 
 

Political Debates and Legislation 
 
Resulting from the findings and suggestions of the Reports of the Commissioners of Irish Education 
Inquiry (1824-1827) and from the Report from the Select Committee on Education in Ireland 
(1828), the Irish Education Bill was proposed and passed by the Whig Government in November 
1831. This effectively initiated the National School System throughout Ireland. These were indeed 
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momentous years in the resurgence of the Irish Catholic population as only two years previous the 
Catholic Emancipation Act (1829) had been passed. This Act began the dismantling of the 
remaining Penal Laws and the beginning of the native people once more feeling a pride in being 
Irish (and) Catholic.282 

Throughout the next ninety years there were to be numerous Commissions set up to 
investigate and many Reports written on the education situation in Ireland at primary level, for 
example the Wyse Committee of 1838 (on foundation schools and education in Ireland), the Kildare 
Commission of 1857-’58 (on endowments, funds and conditions of all endowed schools), the Powis 
Commission of 1870 (on the nature, extent and practical working of the system of National 
Education), the Belmore Report of 1898 (on manual and practical instruction), the Dale Report of 
1904 (on premises, equipment, staffing and instruction), the Dill Report of 1914 (on the system of 
inspection), and the Killanin Commission of 1919 (on teacher conditions and distribution of 
funding).283 Additionally, in 1892 an Education Act was passed that made attendance at school 
compulsory between the ages of six and fourteen. It allowed children to have part-time employment 
from eleven to fourteen, though the Act had little impact in reality as many County Councils failed 
to apply the regulation.284 In 1904 bilingual programmes were permitted in the Gaeltacht (Irish-
speaking) regions. 

The most important of these commissions was the Powis Commission of 1870. The 
recommendations made by the commission entailed fundamental readjustments in the national 
school system,285 and determined the main lines of official education policy for the remainder of the 
century.286  

Some of the main recommendations of the commission are as follows:  
a) a payment by results scheme in which fees were to be paid to teachers on the results of an annual 
inspection carried out by inspectors on children who had made a fixed number of attendances;287  
b) all teachers should have a contract of employment with a notice of dismissal clause;  
c) all teachers should have a formal pre-service training of twelve months duration;  
d) State aid should be extended to training institutions of religious societies under certain 
conditions;  
e) the existing district Model Schools should be gradually discontinued;  
f) in localities where only one school existed religious instruction should be at fixed hours and be 
confined to pupils of particular denominations;  
g) the National Board should discontinue the publication of textbooks but retain the right of 
sanctioning such books.288  

Of particular relevance for the Irish Catholic hierarchy was that the Commission officially 
acknowledged and endorsed the denominational environment (a condition already in existence as 
explained above). The Commission did this by, for example, urging the discontinuance of the 
Model Schools and providing state aid for denominational teacher training. Consequently, by the 
middle of the 1880s such renowned training colleges as St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, Our 
Lady of Mercy College Carysford and the Church of Ireland Training College Rathmines had been 
established.  
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In summary, an overview of the Political Debates, Reports and Legislation that took place 
between 1831-1924 is provided to give a clearer understanding of the bountiful bureaucratic activity 
in the educational arena during this time period:  

• 1831 National School System set up   
• 1838 Wyse Committee (on foundation schools and education in Ireland)  
• 1853 textbooks objectionable to Catholics removed from curriculum   
• 1857-’58 Kildare Commission (on endowments, funds and conditions of all endowed schools)  
• 1860 Catholics gain fuller representation on Board of Education   
• 1868 Irish National Teachers’ Association formed (later Organisation) – to become the INTO 
• 1870 Powis Commission (on the practical working of the National Education system) 

approves the principle of denominational education  
• 1871 training of Catholic as well as non-Catholic teachers starts  
• 1892 Education Act, compulsory attendance between the ages of six and fourteen and 

allowing part-time employment from eleven to fourteen  
• 1898 Belmore Report (on manual and practical instruction)  
• 1904 bilingual programmes permitted in Gaeltacht regions 
• 1904 Dale Report (on premises, equipment, staffing and instruction)  
• 1914 Dill Report (on the system of inspection)  
• 1919 Killanin Commission (on teacher conditions and distribution of funding) 
• 1921-’22 Report of National Programme Conference (an INTO initiative) 
• 1924 the Department of Education established 

 
Apart from the proposals on administrative and structural reform submitted by the various 
committees, motivated by a rising tide of cultural nationalism in the years leading up to the 
establishment of the Irish Free State a broad consensus was being formed that the national schools 
ought to be the prime agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition, elements which 
were considered “the hallmark of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.”289  This was 
a theory strongly promoted by such people as Patrick Pearse (see below). Coolahan goes on to 
elaborate: 

 
The awakening of interest in the Irish language, literature, history, mythology, games, music 
and dancing, which manifested itself towards the end of the nineteenth century and which 
spread widely in the early years of the new century, was bound to lead to demands for their 
prominent inclusion in school courses. The rediscovery of the Gaelic heritage gave rise to 
feelings of excitement and enthusiasm and for many nationalists the main purpose of 
education in a free Ireland was the re-establishment of Gaelic civilisation. The concepts of 
nation, national culture and the role of the school as contained in nationalist ideology had 
formed a dynamic element in the movement for independence from Britain… and it was an 
accepted element of nationalist belief that, in laying the foundations for a new state, the 
schools would be geared to promote the revival and extension of the Irish language and 
Gaelic culture.290 
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Conclusion 
 
From Keating’s mid-17th century Foras Feasa ar Éirinn onwards a sense of Gaelic-rooted Irish 
identity slowly spread into a modernizing Ireland, boosted by the publications of the other Irish and 
Anglo-Irish literati who followed for the next hundred and seventy years. This sense of identity was 
made available to the nationalist independent-seeking protagonists of the 19th century to tune into 
and get inspiration and enlightenment from as they charged towards the crisis years of 1916 to 
1920. 
 Additionally, the long history of activity in the field of education from the 16th century 
onwards, although haphazard in nature, established a platform for a more systemic model of 
education from the 1830s onwards. According to Akenson, 
 
 Ireland in the first third of the nineteenth century possessed a body of educational opinion  

that could be easily crystallized into an educational structure that would be readily accepted  
by the majority of the nation’s power brokers.291 
 

Firstly, there was the setting up of the National Schools in 1831 followed by the progression to a 
situation where the delivery of education fell along denominational lines that also included 
networks of schools run by religious orders who were predominantly Catholic. This culminated in a 
situation where a solid platform was in place from 1924 when the newly established Department of 
Education in the Free State began to initiate its policies in relation to the Gaelicisation of the 
school-going youth of the newly established State. 

The educational debates and conflicts that emerged throughout the 19th century, for example 
the promotion of the view that the youth of Ireland should be steeped in an Irish view of their own 
history and the efforts to formulate the fostering of Irish national pride as a pedagogical goal, 
meshed with what was simultaneously occurring in the growth of Irish nationalism in other areas 
such as the political and cultural arenas. Consequently, in the early years of the Free State when the 
Ministry of Education and the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation made certain decisions as to 
how they wanted to shape the school curriculum and its educational policy in relation to the 
inclusion of a national component, these decisions were influenced by the broad ideological 
groundswell that had been hammered out in the debates, conflicts and developments that had 
unfolded over the 19th century. 
 Furthermore, during the 19th century especially, the road towards the creation of the State’s 
own education system was populated by many strong-willed, influential people, both clerical and 
secular. Through their initiatives, writings and standpoints a situation was reached by 1920 where 
the newly formed State was ready to take over the existing education system and use it in pursuit of 
its own objectives, that of nurturing a school-going population in acknowledging and respecting 
their unique Irish background that was simultaneously Gaelic, Catholic and totally separate from the 
British Empire. In this chapter I have predominantly looked at those people from the clerical world 
who were active in the debate for an independent, nationalist Ireland. In the next chapter I will 
introduce how the education debate became entwined in the political debates and literary 
developments unfolding and look especially at the role of Patrick Pearse. It is in the attitudes, 
activities and writings of Pearse that the circle is completed where we reach a point where 
education, politics and mythology become common bedfellows in the mission to make Ireland 
nationalist, independent and free to decide its own destiny.  
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Chapter 3.   
Politics, Education and Mythology 1775 – 1922 

 
  In our history – for Cuchullin is as historical a person as 

Napoleon – there is no figure which typifies the Gael as he 
does, and the nation should guard and treasure every 
memorial of him.292 

 
 

Introduction 
 

By the latter decades of the 19th century education was firmly placed at the centre of discussions 
and debates around Irish identity. All the educational initiatives that were undertaken took place 
under a heavy political cloud. Positions and debates on education were, like so many other activities 
in Ireland during the 19th century (for example, the open rebellions, the Land League and the drive 
towards national independence), fraught with national tension.  

One consequence was the education of the native youth of the country was becoming a lever 
for the nationalist movement. It was strongly believed among nationalists that the schools should 
have a high profile role in promoting Irish ideals. From the writings of Thomas Davis in The Nation 
during the 1840s to the writings of Patrick Pearse in An Claidheamh Soluis during the first decade 
of the 20th century, the issue of the provision of an Irish orientated education system was 
disseminated throughout the country. And it was Pearse who followed through on his theoretical 
proposals and put into practice his ideology of an education programme suitable for Irish children 
with the setting up in 1908 of his school, Saint Enda’s. He sincerely set out to establish an Ireland 
“not free merely, but Gaelic as well, not Gaelic merely, but free as well.”293 

The corpus of Irish mythology was coming more and more to the fore as the 19th century 
unfolded. From literati such as Thomas Moore, through Eugene O’Curry to W.B. Yeats the native 
mythological corpus was introduced to the wider public as a means of national identification, 
highlighting the uniqueness and separatist circumstance of Ireland, especially from the British 
Empire. This was taking place within the wider phenomenon of what Leerssen describes as “[the] 
total political self-reinvention, a collective psychological de-anglicization”294 of Ireland from 
imperial Britain. 

Such artists as those mentioned above were writers who voiced not just an Irish literary 
consciousness, but also authors who furnished the myths as uniquely an Irish way of looking at the 
world at large. It is on these combinations of literature and mythology and education and national 
politics that Pearse relied, the results of which lead to the potent nationalist agenda that drove 
Ireland towards an independent State in 1921. 

The emergence of Pearse on the national stage and his initiation of his ideals on an Irish 
education system were to have a profound effect in the early formative decades of the State, 
particularly in the education environment. Born in Dublin in 1879. Pearse was educated by the 
Christian Brothers and later graduated from University College Dublin (UCD) with a BA in 
Modern Languages. He also qualified as a barrister from the King’s Inn but went on to teach Irish at 
UCD for a short time. He led a prolific and multifarious career, joining such organisations as the 
Gaelic League, the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Republican Brotherhood, as well as founding his 
own school, Saint Enda’s, in 1908. As a writer, an educationalist, a cultural nationalist and lastly as 
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a radical separatist and leader of the armed struggle in 1916, Pearse has had a profound influence on 
the development of the Irish State, most especially so due to him being executed for his role in the 
Rising. Giving his life for the country he arguably becomes ‘a myth’ himself.  Of equal importance 
is that his death occurred before the split among Irish nationalists, between pro-Treaty and  anti-
Treaty forces. The Civil War in which Ireland was embroiled after 1921 bitterly divided nationalist 
opinion, but Pearse’s stature was unaffected by this. As an educationalist of genuine distinction,295 
he imposed a unique fingerprint on the education environment in the Free State based on his 
methodological beliefs and actions undertaken in the educational approach and curriculum at Saint 
Enda’s. Pearse’s “educational work was significant, original, extensive and progressive.”296 Through 
Pearse’s beliefs, it was at Saint Enda’s that the incorporation of mythological themes and tales to 
promote a glorification of and instil a respect in Ireland’s heroic past became embedded in the 
delivery of an Irish orientated learning environment. It is at this point onwards, from 1908 at Saint 
Enda’s, that the mythology finds its niche in the learning curriculum to impart a uniqueness in the 
country’s position and to instil a respect for her heroic traditions to which the students should 
endeavour to emulate. Pearse furnished the myths with an importance in the Irish national identity 
structure and it is through Pearse that the triangular link between nationalist politics, educational 
ideals and developments and the role of mythology in the dissemination of an Irish self-image 
comes to fruition. 
 
 

National Activists: O’Connell to Pearse 
 

Daniel O’Connell297 (1775-1847) contributed to the development of education for the native Irish 
population especially prior to and during the formative years of the National School System. Due to 
his prominent position in society as a lawyer and politician his opinions and actions had an 
influence on the manner in which the education system for the Catholic population evolved. His 
positive and at times dynamic relationship with the Catholic clergy plus the fact that he was the first 
Irish Catholic elected to parliament since 1689298 provided him with a solid political platform and 
ensured that his ideas and policies had a broad audience across Irish and English society. He 
cooperated and supported the Catholic Church in many issues, including the debates on education. 
As mentioned above he called for the Catholic hierarchy, and in particular Archbishop Murray of 
Dublin, to reject the Kildare Place Society because of its promotion of Bible reading, neglect of 
academic instruction and its support of other proselytising Bible Societies;299 he co-operated with 
Archbishop MacHale while campaigning for and achieving Catholic Emancipation;300 and in union 
with the Catholic hierarchy he strongly opposed the establishment of the Queen’s Colleges 
particularly due to their proposed non-denominational set up.301 Moreover, his ability to frame 
public support through his Catholic Association and the ‘Catholic rent,’ his organisation of mass 
political rallies for his various campaigns302 and his involvement in other political issues such as the 
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Tithes issue and Repeal of the Union303 confirms him as, in the words of Kiberd, “one of the 
inventors of the modern Irish nation.”304  

In the 19th century O’Connell was one of the first people to equate Catholicism with 
nationhood and with his prominent and influential position in society coupled with his productive 
working relationship with the Catholic clergy, it only helped imprint this sentiment even deeper 
across society. O’Connell did not however link nationalistic politics with linguistic revivalism (this 
was to develop later, initially among the clergy themselves as exemplified above). On the contrary, 
he was a supporter of the English language and of its instruction in the school system. Although he 
contributed to the development of an Irish education system and may be considered a “political 
nationalist … who argued from religious and constitutional elements”305 and although he is said to 
have “achieved more for the cause of Irish nationalism than any single man in history,”306 he still 
stressed “what he called ‘the golden link’ between the two nations.”307 Additionally, like MacHale, 
O’Connell always maintained a certain loyalty to the throne of England.308 This set him apart from 
Thomas Davis, journalist extraordinaire, political activist and a member of the Young Ireland 
Movement. In the words of Leerssen, while “O’Connell sought to empower a thousand Irish 
communities, Young Ireland sought to mobilize a single Irish nation.”309 

Thomas Davis310 (1814-1845), a key figure in the development of Irish nationalism and 
described as “the grammarian of Irish nationality,”311 was a founding member (along with Charles 
Gavan Duffy and John Blake Dillon) of The Nation newspaper, the “great popular educator,”312 
whose first copy appeared on October 8th 1842. The main objectives of The Nation were “ to 
acquaint the Irish readership with its own history, its own culture, its own roots, and to draw the 
ideological strength for a nationalist commitment from this historical awareness.”313 The leading 
author in the pursuit of these objectives was Davis. Writing during a period that was marked “by a 
high degree of academic historical interest,”314 the content of the paper was almost always related to 
the cult of nationality and contained articles on Irish antiquities, Irish music, Irish art, Irish ballad 
poetry, Irish scenery, Irish ethnology, and the Irish language.315 Davis also held strong opinions on 
education, declaring “education was to nationality as match was to fire.”316 Illustrating this 
connection and elaborating his ideas to his readership (whom he addressed in a personal direct 
writing style), he wrote five articles in The Nation on the education issue over a period of three 
years, February 1843 to May 1845. A brief look at some of the content in these articles will help to 
illustrate Davis’ views on education during this period. 

In his first article, titled ‘Self-Education’ Davis criticises the National School System, its 
curriculum and its books although he acknowledges that these schools “are a vast improvement on 
anything hitherto in this country.”317 He is critical of the general state of education in the country 
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stating that the schools are not national as such because they do not “use the Irish language or teach 
anything peculiarly Irish.”318 Davis concludes by reminding the readers of their personal 
responsibilities in their education and the education of their children through the acquiring of their 
own books and by thinking for themselves. His criticism of the National Schools and the content of 
the textbooks in particular continues in his next article ‘Popular Education’, writing “its books … 
are empty of Irish statistics, history, and hopes,”319 and that in the learning environment and in the 
books “words which tell of Irish scenery and Irish feelings are well nigh forbidden in the schools of 
Ireland.”320 In consequence, a student learns no Irish history and “leaves an Irish National School 
with just such information on Ireland as he has on Mexico.”321 His criticism is directed emphatically 
at the English government in his following article ‘Educate, That You May Be Free’ when he 
writes,  

 
It was the interest of our ruler to keep us ignorant, that we might be weak: and she did so – 
first, by laws prohibiting education; then, by refusing any provision for it; next, by 
perverting it into an engine of bigotry; and now, by giving it a stunted, partial, anti-national 
way.”322  

 
Additionally he states, “we insist on education for the People … as the only means of getting 
strength enough to gain freedom.”323 These are strong sentiments indeed that certainly assisted in 
advancing the argument for a more Irish, nationally orientated education system and curriculum. In 
his last article on education, titled ‘Academical Education’ and addressed to the Catholic Middle 
Classes, he advocates mixed education and argues for an educational system that would unite the 
country, because he believes an exclusive Catholic education system would also develop it own bias 
and bigotry.324 Given Davis’s own bi-national background, his national objectives identified with 
and embraced a union of all the races and creeds on the island in “a nationality … (to) embrace 
Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter – Milesian and Cromwellian,”325 regardless of denomination or 
background.  

Some would even argue that Davis and the Young Irelanders could not really claim to be an 
authentic voice for this growing rediscovery and connecting of Gaelicism with Catholicism,326 as 
was the dominant stance within the Catholic clergy and their attitude to education at this time. 
However, Davis’ views and philosophy did have a tremendous influence in the broad national 
awakening, his writings and ideas explained Ireland to the Irish not to England. Furthermore, with 
the circulation of The Nation being extremely wide and thus reaching and influencing the broadest 
spectrum of the general Irish public (in 1841 47% of the population over five years of age could 
read, so a substantial potential reading public existed for public literature327), Davis stands among 
the central voices of 19th century Irish-Ireland image and identity development. It is also noteworthy 
the similarities shared in the concept of nationality from the perspectives of the distinctiveness and 
separateness of Ireland presented in The Nation and in the Christian Brother textbooks,328 another 
factor that must have helped validate much of the content then being included in their textbooks, for 
example the stories on ancient Ireland, the mythology tales. Leerssen states the 
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 … de-anglicized Irish self-image is not just Davis’ alone, but widespread in nationalist  

opinion, from Thomas Moore to Patrick Pearse … [and that] an Irish identification lies at the  
very foundation of any form of Irish nationalism.329 

 
Patrick Pearse: activist, educationalist (1876-1916) 
As stated earlier, Patrick Pearse was educated by the Christian Brothers at Westland Row Dublin, at 
University College Dublin (UCD) and studied law at King’s Inn. He later taught Irish at his old 
Christian Brothers School for three years330 and also returned to lecture in Irish at UCD for a short 
time. His earliest criticisms of the education system in operation in Ireland at that time were 
articulated in An Claidheamh Soluis (The Sword of Light) - the weekly bilingual paper of the Gaelic 
League that he had joined in 1896 and which he was editor of from 1903 to 1909.331 In these articles 
he continually stressed the necessity of educational reform and its importance in helping to secure 
intellectual and political independence for Ireland. Additionally in the paper he stressed how 
educational reform would be vital in securing a sense of identity which would need to be reinforced 
to the highest levels of the education system, stating that  

 
an Irish education system must be based on a primary system, national not merely in name, 
but in fact and essence … and it must culminate in a university which … shall in spirit and 
complexion, be Irish and national.332    
 

Pearse continued to write his observations and criticisms of the education system in the Saint 
Enda’s school magazine, An Macnaomh.333 He finally synthesised his views in The Murder Machine 
published in 1916 where we see Pearse’s ferocious denunciation of the English educational system 
in Ireland. In it Pearse writes, “Education should foster, this education is meant to repress. 
Education should inspire, this education is meant to tame. Education should harden, this education 
is meant to enervate.”334 Pearse insisted that the education system for the ‘new Ireland’ should be 
based on freedom, pedagogical and organisational, – freedom for the schools, the teachers and the 
pupils. Additionally, he stated that all schools “should be free from the tyranny of programmes 
which are centrally formulated and locally imposed.” 335  

A “gifted teacher and educationalist, [Pearse] devoted far more time to thinking about 
education than about any other subject.”336 Pearse recognised the centrality of the role of the teacher 
in education,337 invoking the old Gaelic system of fosterage, as well as advocating a child-centred 
approach to instruction. Additionally, he continually stressed the role of individuality both in 
teaching and in learning, calling for greater importance and recognition to be given to individual 
teacher/pupil relationships. Coolahan notes that Pearse’s school was an example of a more noble 
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conception of education and that the formal and informal curricula at Saint Enda’s were very 
impressive in their range.338  

Pearse strongly promoted a policy of bilingualism in Irish education and based this 
methodology, as well as his overall educational philosophy, as the cornerstones of the curriculum 
on setting up his own school, Saint Enda’s, in Dublin in 1908. This was an educational project that 
successfully promoted, especially between 1908 and 1916, “the visual and literary myth-making 
discourses of national identity and masculinity.”339 He believed that “an Irish school, like an Irish 
nation, must be permeated through and through by Irish culture, the repository of which is the Irish 
language.”340 Furthermore, Pearse argued that “schools must foster a religious spirit, a love of ideas, 
of beauty, of books, of knowledge as well as provide the heroic inspiration of the Irish sagas.”341 
(emphasis added). The school crest of Saint Enda’s incorporated the Fenian motto written around an 
illustration of a Celtic warrior.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 1. School crest of Saint Enda’s.342 
 
The motto reads: 

Neart in ár lamhaibh   [Courage in our hands 
Firinne in ár dteangthaibh  Truth in our tongues 
Agus glaine in ár gcroibhthibh And purity in our hearts] 

 
Discussing the school and its pupils Sisson writes: 
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The authority of the St Enda’s boys as an imaginative symbol for Ireland, past and present,  
is evident in the many ways in which St Enda’s was understood as a type of national  
spectacle. Between 1908 and 1912 the boys performed in seven different plays at the Abbey  
Theatre and numerous others in the school; they also acted in at least six open-air pageants  
of Irish history at St. Enda’s, Jones’ Road and feiseanna343 around the country. … The sense  
that St. Enda’s represented the future of Ireland is reiterated over and over again by those  
who watched the boys perform in plays at the Abbey Theatre, at the colourful and publicly  
staged pageants on mythology and history; who saw them marching through the centre of  
the city in the costumes of ancient Ireland; who bought pictures of the boys as Cúchulainn  
and Fionn; who admired their skill at hurling and Gaelic football, and who watched them  
drill in military formation in the uniforms of the Fianna Ēireann.344 
 

In 1909 Pearse staged two Celtic dramas at the school, first The Coming of Fionn written by 
Standish O’Grady and later that year The Boy Deeds of Cuchulainn, both plays attracting wide 
coverage in the press and attended by large and distinguished audiences.345 By 1909 “the story of 
Cúchulainn346 had moved from its place as myth of erudite interest to occupy a central importance 
within the nationalist popular cultural imagination.”347 For Pearse Cuchulainn took on an even 
greater significance as he (Cuchulainn) “became for Pearse the centre of a cosmic drama to save 
Ireland, representing, by his sacrificial death, a kind of non-Christian Christ for the Irish nation.”348 
Pearse regarded Cuchulainn “as the great prototype of the Irish patriot-martyr,”349 he was “the 
image of the patriot soldier heroically giving his life for his country.”350 

Assisting this development was the number of popular editions from the Ulster Cycle of 
mythological tales that were appearing on the general market, for example, Eleanor Hull’s The 
Cuchulainn Saga of Irish Literature (1898) and Lady Gregory’s Cuchulainn of Muirthemne (1902) 
and Gods and Fighting Men (1904).351 Many of these popular editions had largely been influenced 
by or based upon Standish O’Grady’s publication History of Ireland (1878 – 1880).352 (see Myths 
and Irish Identity: Literary Backgrounds and Ramifications below). 

Pearse strongly believed in the “link between education and the recovery of the old nobility 
of the spirit,”353 writing that 

 
 it is not merely that the old Irish had a good education system; they had the best and noblest  
that has ever been known among men. There has never been any human institution more  
adequate to its purpose than that which, in pagan times, produced Cuchulainn and the Boy- 
Corps of Eamhain Macha and, in Christian times, produced Enda and the companions of his  
solitude in Aran. 354  
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Pearse further states:  
 

(I)t seems to me that there was nothing nobler in the history of education than this 
development of the old Irish plan of fosterage under a Christian rule, when to the pagan 
ideals of strength and truth there were added the Christian ideals of love and humanity.355   

 
Sisson claims that one of Pearse’s achievements at Saint Enda’s was “to produce an Irish boy who 
was educated to believe himself to be the natural inheritor of the bardic and Christian traditions in 
Ireland.”356 It is clear from such opinions that Pearse was in line with the attitudes held by the 
Catholic clergy, the main protagonist in the Irish education arena.  Further statements such as “I do 
not think there can be any education of which spiritual religion does not form an integral part,”357 
also highlight Pearse’s belief in the fundamental role Christian instruction should have in education, 
where the adoption of the Irish-Ireland concept coupling it with the Catholic message was the 
centrepiece of the education philosophy being promoted. Moreover, other statements like: 
“inspiration (within the school) will come from the hero stories of the world, and especially of our 
own people;”358 “what Ireland wants more than all modern countries, is a new birth of the heroic 
spirit;”359 and “we must re-create and perpetuate in Ireland the knightly tradition of Cuchulainn,”360 
clearly indicate Pearse supported the inclusion of mythological elements in school textbooks and 
illustrate how he “believed in the pedagogical value of having children’s versions of Irish myths 
and legends available.”361 Pearse displayed heroic symbolism throughout Saint Enda’s, the school 
crest (p.51) being one example. Also, Moran informs us that, 
 
 (A)bove the main door to St. Enda’s was a carved panel of the boy hero Cúchulainn.  

Inscribed on the panel were Cúchulainn’s most famous words from the Tain: “I care not  
though I were to live but one day and one night provided my fame and deeds live after  
me.”362 

 
Moran believes Pearse not only considered these words a motto for the school, but also looked upon 
the concept as having some truth in it for him as well.363  

Pearse’s commitment to the heroic literature was lifelong.364 O’Leary elaborates: 
 

… in addition to creating two pageants with Cú Chulainn as the central character, he 
[Pearse] referred regularly to the heroes of early Irish literature in his writings on all the 
many topics that drew his attention as editor, educator, critic, and cultural and political 
activist.365 

 
Reasons for a call for inclusion of this literary genre in the school environment may have been to re-
establish and promote Irish identity, to recreate the nobler elements of the Celtic Irish past and to 
help crystallise and harmonise this developing Celtic consciousness with Irish Christian beliefs and 

                                                                                                                                                                  
354 Pearse, as cited in S. Deane, op.cit., (London, 1985), p.68. 
355 P.H. Pearse, Education in Old Ireland. In The Saint Enda’s Readers, Senior Book. (Dublin, 1931), pp.7-8. 
356 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.14. 
357 P.H. Pearse, Education in New Ireland. In The Saint Enda’s Readers, Senior Book. (Dublin,1931), p10. 
358 Ibid. 
359 Ibid.,p.11. 
360 Ibid. 
361 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.92. 
362 S.F.  Moran, op.cit., (Washington DC, 1994), p.160. 
363 Ibid. 
364 P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), p.248. 
365 Ibid. 
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values. According to Sisson, “Pearse’s bold and visionary move was not to dismiss Celticism but to 
recuperate it as a powerful literary and visual discourse into the philosophy of Irish-Ireland.”366  

It is in the attitudes and policies of Pearse that the areas of nationalist politics, education 
developments and the incorporation of mythology in the school system finally merge as the potent 
nationalist force that was simultaneously political, cultural and educational. This was the total 
nationalist programme, devised to effect by Pearse, which resulted in Ireland achieving 
independence for itself in 1922. Pearse was instrumental in introducing and promoting a strong 
nationalist agenda that combined armed force separatism, educational initiatives, and a strong 
Gaelic cultural agenda incorporating mythology. In the Pearsean education system, the exposure to 
and teaching of mythology was heavily foregrounded. This allowed what was in effect a nationalist 
ideology to be disguised as a pedagogical component in the broader learning curriculum. This 
curricular component was not dropped on the setting up of the Free State’s education system from 
1922, rather it was allowed to remain part of the learning curriculum, where it is still to be found 
today. 

The developments initiated and promoted by Pearse367 regarding education, hero worship 
and national identity did not occur in isolation. Similar ideals on heroic masculinity and the 
Christian gentleman were being put forward in England and throughout continental Europe during 
the latter part of the 19th century. For instance, in 1841 Thomas Carlyle published On Heroes, Hero-
Worship, and the Heroic in History which was to be very influential in the promotion of the concept 
of hero worship across Europe. Carlyle believed that hero-worship was something that could lift a 
person above their own complacency by emulating great heroic characters. In England for instance 
these ideas impacted upon the school reforms carried out by Thomas Arnold at Rugby where the 
notions of the chivalric ideals of the Middle Ages were combined with Christian ideals in an 
attempt to ‘produce’ an exemplary Christian gentleman, an English equivalent of Cúchulainn, a Sir 
Lancelot.368 Carlyle’s ideas were also instrumental in the establishment of the Boy Scout movement 
in 1908 by Lord Baden-Powell.369 Incidentally, Baden-Powell contacted Pearse in 1909 and invited 
him to set up an Irish branch of the Boy Scouts, which Pearse refused.370 In Ireland, Carlyle’s 
writings also influenced the work of Standish O’Grady, especially the pedagogical importance of 
heroic role models.371 Furthermore, as a member of the Gaelic League’s Education Committee, 
Pearse had travelled extensively around Britain and Western Europe at the turn of the 20th century372 
and was thus aware of developments in teaching methodologies that were then informing the 
broader pan-European educational debate. 

Pearse’s educational project at Saint Enda’s helped to solidify the mythological text genre as 
a core part of national school textbook material. Sisson argues that Pearse’s recognition of the 
potential of mythological and historical narratives for teaching self control, greatness and patriotism 
was directly influenced by his reading of Standish O’Grady,373 a friend and frequent visitor to the 

                                                 
366 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.14. 
367 The glorification of Pearse lasted up to 1966, the 50th anniversary of the 1916 Rising. There then followed a 
revisionist view on the man, his ideals and his contribution to an independent Ireland by such writers as R.D. Edwards. 
368 For an in depth discussion see  M. Girouard, The Return to Camelot: Chivalry and the English Gentleman, (New 
Haven, 1981). 
369 For a broad perspective on Baden-Powell  and the boy scouts see M. Rosenthal, The Character Factory: Baden 
Powell’s Boy Scouts and the Imperatives of Empire, (London, 1986).  
370 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.123. However the idea was taken up by Bulmer Hobson and Countess Markievicz 
the same year when they founded the youth movement, Fianna Ēireann, whose objective it was “to re-establish the 
independence of Ireland by means of teaching scouting and military exercises, Irish history and the Irish language.” E. 
Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.124. 
371 Ibid.,p.84. 
372 Ibid.,p.29. 
373 Ibid.,p.85. Shaw also believes Pearse “got many of his romantic ideas about early Ireland from the pages of Standish 
O’Grady.” F. Shaw, op.cit., (Summer 1972), p.130. 



 55  

school.374 Even in his early twenties, Pearse was already formulating specific views and finding 
inspiration in the mythological themes. In 1897, while delivering a lecture titled ‘The Intellectual 
Future of the Gael,’ he declared: 

 
Fearghus, Conchubhar, Cúchulainn, Fionn, Oisín, Oscar – these were more to the Gael than  
mere names of great champions and warriors of a former time: they represented to him men  
who had gone before, who had fought the good fight … And though well-nigh two thousand  
years have rolled away since those mighty heroes trod this land of ours, yet their spirit is not  
dead: it lives on in our irresistible, overmastering conviction that we, as a nation, are made  
for higher things.375 
 

Mythological stories and other references to the ancient literature were to remain an ingrained 
element in National School textbooks throughout the 20th century, though not holding the prominent 
position they held in the texts and activities used at St. Enda’s.376 However, they remained part of 
the school literature and carried similar messages to all the pupils. Moreover, they delivered the 
same result: the inculcation of a heroic, Christian Irish-Ireland nation identity for all the pupils to 
carry forth into the world with them. This will be further developed in Chapters 8 and 9 below. 

 
From the mid-nineteenth century many other political and social activities and debates were being 
pursued throughout Irish society in efforts to attain better conditions from the occupying power. 
Although many did not directly relate to the ongoing educational development in the country, some 
did connect to it; the most significant of these deserve brief mention here.  

After the abortive attempt of the Young Ireland movement, political agitation through force 
was once again seriously considered with the founding of the Irish Republican Brotherhood377 by 
James Stephens in 1858. Although destined for failure in achieving its initial aims, the Brotherhood 
left an indelible mark on the development of Irish nationalism. Also known as the Fenian 
Brotherhood, the name coming from the Gaelic word fian (plural fianna) and taken from the Celtic 
mythologies. Na Fianna were the legendary warrior band credited to have inhabited the island in 
pre-Christian times, of which for example a very large corpus of Irish myth and romance revolves 
around the exploits of one member of the Fianna, Fionn MacCumhaill. With the choice of such a 
name strong connotations were immediately built and implied and the link to the heroic past was 
also achieved, thus firmly placing the movement within the Irish-Ireland orbit. The choice of name 
is also of great significance because it was the first time that a contemporary political association 
names itself utilising reference to the mythological past. This was to reoccur again in the 1920s 
when de Valera and Lemass formed their own political party, Fianna Fáil, on breaking with Sinn 
Féin (see Chapter 4). The Fenians did not however gain complete ownership of this link to the 
heroic past as the movement was repeatedly reminded by Cardinal Cullen, who proclaimed that 
they (Fenians) had ‘no monopoly of national consciousness”378 when evoking the Irish past. The 
Catholic hierarchy had been ordered by Pius IX and Rome to denounce all secret societies and all 
nationalist movements with the issue of the Quanta Cura and the Syllabus Errorum in 1864. These 
were Papal documents that “represented the defiance of the Church in the face of social and 

                                                 
374 See also P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), pp.252-259 on Pearse’s sources for the mythology literature used 
in his writings at Saint Enda’s. 
375 Pearse, as cited in P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), p.249; full reference is from P. Pearse, ‘Three Lectures 
on Gaelic Topics,’ (Dublin, 1898).  
376 For a comprehensive overview see P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), pp.251-267. 
377 For more detailed information see T.W.Moody (ed.), The Fenian Movement (Dublin, 1968), L. Ó Broin, 
Revolutionary Underground: The Story of the Irish Republican Brotherhood 1858-1924 (Dublin, 1976), and R.V. 
Comerford, The Fenians in Context: Irish Politics and Society1848-82 (Dublin, 1985).  
378 E.D. Steele, op.cit., (March, 1975), p.240. 
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political change”379 and that condemned all forms of modernism. So, while the Irish Catholic 
hierarchy seemed to be predominantly negative and outspoken against the Fenians380 they were 
required to do a balancing act as they were still the representatives of their flock and were expected 
to give them guidance, a flock who were predominantly nationalist in their ideals and outlook. The 
Fenians thus “had many friends among the lower clergy … were favoured with a calculated 
benevolence by Archbishop John MacHale … and (even) a certain ambiguity could be detected in 
Cullen himself.”381  

Interestingly many Fenians were teachers, thus putting them in a situation to be able to play 
a role in the implanting of Irish ideals within the educational environment and also influence their 
pupils towards national ideals. One such example is Denis Lyons, teacher at Lisavaird National 
School Co. Cork and early mentor of Michael Collins, of whom Collins was later to remark, “In 
Denis Lyons … I had my first tutor capable of … infusing into me a pride of the Irish as a race.”382   

In July 1893 Fr. O’Growney, Douglas Hyde and Eoin MacNeill founded the Gaelic League 
with the objective of preserving the national language of Ireland and extending its use as a spoken 
language.383 This movement was “to play a most significant part in widening and strengthening the 
Irish consciousness, … (was by 1906) … claim to have enforced the teaching of Irish in three 
thousand schools and to have enlisted the enthusiasm of some quarter of a million Irish men and 
women in learning Irish.”384 The League thus played a major role in instilling the attitude that 
“Irishness was in itself something to be proud of rather than provincially ashamed of.”385  

It was certainly influential in the educational environment, providing support for the 
introduction of the bilingual programme in Gaeltacht schools in 1904 and for its active branch 
expansion - from 58 in 1889 to 600 in 1904.386 The League was also responsible for the provision of 
special summer courses for National School teachers to help them obtain a commanding use of the 
Irish language (similar courses are still running today) and energetic in its promotion among the 
general public of Irish language, dance, music, history and folklore outside school hours.387 In 
addition to promoting the language, the weekly bilingual paper of the movement, An Claidheamh 
Soluis, became an important avenue for criticisms to be directed towards the ruling government, an 
example being Pearse’s critiques on the education system described earlier. Hyde was also publicly 
critical of government policies as is evident from his remarks in a letter, dated 29th August 1917, to 
The Celtic Conference at Birkenhead in September 1917 when he writes: “Now is the time of all 
times to push the claims of Celtic Nationality in all its forms, and to insist upon curbing that curse 
of empires, unsympathetic centralisation.388 On education Hyde elucidates, 
 

… if the Irish had the control of their own education in their own hands it would be 
conducted on quite different lines from the present, and a pride of race engendered that 
would powerfully react upon the entire nation.389 

 

                                                 
379 O.P. Rafferty, The Church, the State and the Fenian Threat 1861-1875 (London, 1999), p.49. 
380 As well as instructions from Rome it may also have been out of fear for what might transpire locally as a response 
from the English government from any Fenian rebellious actions (as in the consequences after the 1798 rebellion). 
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Additionally, An Claidheamh Soluis was utilised as a medium of Irish language education. Between 
1897 and 1900 O’Growney’s Simple Lessons in Irish Grammar (see below) were serialised in the 
paper and between 1907 and 1909 Pearse himself published a series of Irish lessons, An Sgoil, that 
were based “on a mixture of O’Growney’s principles and modern bilingual teaching methodology 
(that) offered a comprehensive introduction for teaching Irish to beginners.”390 Therefore, during a 
period when the evolving school system needed support, the activities of the Gaelic League in 
assisting personnel directly involved in the educational arena and its wide educational programme 
outside the school system assisted and invigorated the Irishness within the evolving national school 
environment. 

In the final decades of the nineteenth century Maynooth, as the leading Catholic seminary in 
the country, was becoming a bastion of Irish-Ireland ambience due in part to the increase in clerical 
students originating from across lower middle-class rural Ireland. As mentioned earlier, it had 
already passed through its corridors clerics with strong Irish beliefs and leanings such as MacHale 
and Bourke. Another cleric, Fr. O’Growney (1863-1899), developed a great enthusiasm for the Irish 
language during his student days. For instance, he wrote Simple lessons in Irish that was to become 
an important book for the language revivalists and, as professor of Irish at Maynooth from 1891 he 
became a great champion of the language during his very short life.391 O’Growney was also actively 
involved in the language issue beyond the walls of the seminary as illustrated in his role in the 
founding of the Gaelic League in 1893 and his writings on the Irish language in An Claidheamh 
Soluis. However, due to ill health he had to resign his Irish professorship chair soon after and died 
in California in 1899. He was succeeded as professor of Irish by Fr. O ’Hickey (1861-1917), 
another cleric who shared similar views to O’Growney on the Irish language. O ’Hickey is noted for 
his involvement in the controversy that arose over the status of Irish at Maynooth in 1907, the year 
it was relegated from compulsory to voluntary status in the seminary.  Additionally, two years later 
when the Gaelic League proposed that Irish should be made compulsory for matriculation at the 
National University O’Hickey’s response, in his pamphlet An Irish University or Else, and its 
content resulted in him being dismissed (in 1909) from his position of professor of Irish by the 
trustees, the Irish bishops.392 The sentiments of the pamphlet proved too extreme and included direct 
criticism of the bishops, stating for example “they (the bishops) would have the episcopate 
wantonly and recklessly, seek to arrest the progress of Irish nationality.”393 Such a declaration left 
them no alternative but to dismiss him. This action caused tension between the Gaelic League and 
Maynooth, with Pearse especially writing fervently in favour of O’Hickey but to no avail.  

O’Hickey’s case in particular is illustrative of the sentiments of national feeling and concern 
for the national language and culture which were emanating from a broad sample of the Irish 
Catholic clergy at this time. Conversely, the dismissal of O’Hickey should not portray the 
Maynooth administration negatively in its policy towards Irish. The trustees were left with no 
alternative but to dismiss O’Hickey and when they later issued a statement clarifying their position, 
they made it clear that they felt a non-compulsory approach to the use of Irish to be the best step 
forward. This attitude was in a way reflecting the general mood of the country at that time towards 
the language, an attitude that looked upon Irish as a barrier to socio-economic advancement.394 In 
summary, Maynooth’s creation of a professorship of Irish so early in its history “created a focus for 
Irish historical studies (that had) profound implications for the development of Irish nationalism.”395   

Through the clergy’s involvement in Irish-Ireland issues and Celtic revivalism, common 
ground was forged where  
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clergy and revolutionaries met, with the result that by the early twentieth century the  
revolutionary tradition in Ireland had become as solidly Catholic as it had become Celtic  
revivalist.396  

 
Having stamped their authority and influence on the National Schools, the environment was 
prepared for a unique Celtic-Catholic educational system to develop from the formation of the Free 
State containing the core ingredients of the heroic past in combination with a Catholic spirituality in 
an effort to frame the identity and images of forthcoming generations of Irish children. 
 
 

Myths and Irish Identity: Literary Backgrounds and Ramifications 
 
The writing and publications of such literati as Thomas Moore, Thomas Davis, Eugene O’Curry, 
Standish O’Grady and W.B. Yeats all left their indelible mark and all provided key ingredients that 
were, as a whole, to encapsulate the Irish-Ireland, Celtic Christian ideals that imposed themselves 
on the aspiring educational scene as it developed through the century.  Each of these individuals and 
some of their work will now be discussed emphasising the influences and contributions that played 
a role in shaping the evolving education environment as it continued to develop during the latter 
part of the 19th century and the early years of the 20th century. 

Thomas Moore (1779-1852), born in Dublin, attended a private school run by a T.J. Malone, 
a Grammar School and then a Latin School in preparation for entering Trinity College in 1795. 
While at Trinity he was a member of the United Irish Society, where he befriended Robert 
Emmet.397 After graduating from Trinity he studied Law in London and from about 1804 onwards 
settled there for the rest of his life. He was a poet, composer and political satirist. Moore is best 
known for his work Irish Melodies398 which he published in segments from 1808 to 1834. It is the 
work that resulted in him being accorded the title ‘poet of the people of Ireland’. In preparing these 
melodies, what he did was write lyrics to old national airs of the country. The Melodies were very 
popular and commercially successful. The inspiration and sources for a lot of the work came from 
bygone Gaeldom, with the work of antiquarians such as Keating, Brooke and O’Flanagan informing 
and influencing many of the pieces. A large number of the pieces referred directly to characters and 
events from the mythological cycles, for example, The Children of Lir , and Deirdre,399 while 
O’Flanagan also provided Moore with source material for his work on many of the melodies 
including the Deirdre elements. According to Leerssen, “a number of Moore’s poems invoked, 
indeed cultivated, Irish antiquity, Gaelic myth and historical events.”400 One such work that 
illustrates these qualities and appeared in the National School textbooks throughout the 20th century 
(see Table 1 below) is ‘The Song of Fionnuala:’  
 
  Silent, O Moyle, be the roar of thy water, 
  Break not, ye breezes, your chain of repose, 
  While murmuring mournfully, Lir’s lonely daughter 
  Tells to the night-star her tale of woes. 
                                                 
396 Ibid., p.17. 
397 Emmet was a member of the United Irishmen. He was expelled from Trinity in 1798, travelled to France, returned to 
Dublin in 1802 and prepared for an uprising against the English Crown. His attempted ‘rebellion’ failed in 1803 and he 
was captured, tried and hung for high treason. His speech from the dock is held in high esteem in Irish national circles 
and is a classic call for freedom. The execution of Emmet in 1803 after his failed ‘rebellion’ had a lasting impression on 
Moore.  
398 T. Moore, Moore’s Irish Melodies (Dublin, n.d.). 
399 J. Leerssen, (Cork, 1996b), op.cit., pp. 77 & 79. 
400 Ibid., p.79. 
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  When shall the swan, her death-note singing, 
  Sleep, with wings in darkness furl’d? 
  When will heaven, its sweet bells ringing, 
  Call my spirit from this stormy world? 
 
  Sadly, O Moyle, to thy winter wave weeping, 
  Fate bids me languish long ages away; 
  Yet still in her darkness doth Erin lie sleeping, 
  Still doth the pure light its dawning delay. 
 
  When will that day-star, mildly springing, 
  Warm our isle with peace and love? 
  When will heaven, its sweet bells ringing, 
  Call my spirit to the fields above?401 
 
Due to their widespread circulation, the themes and ideals contained in the poems and songs 
permeated throughout Irish society and helped enliven interest in the glorious Irish past, oftentimes 
implying heroic symbolism while promoting a nationalist sentiment triggered by the themes 
presented. One such work is ‘Let Erin Remember:’ 
 
  Let Erin remember the days of old, 
  Ere her faithless sons betrayed her; 
  When Malachi wore the collar of gold 
  Which he won from her proud invader; 
  When her kings, with standard of green unfurled, 
  Led the Red Branch knights to danger; 
  Ere the emerald gem of the western world 
  Was set in the crown of a stranger.402 
 
Another work invoking the glorious past is ‘The Harp that Once Through Tara’s Halls:’ 
 
  The harp that once through Tara’s halls 
  The soul of music shed 
  Now hangs as mute as Tara’s walls 
  As if that soul were fled. 
  So sleeps the pride of former days, 
  So glory’s thrill is o’er. 
  And hearts that once beat high for praise 
  Now feel that pulse no more. 
 
  No more to chiefs and ladies bright 
  The harp of Tara swells; 
  The cord alone that breaks at night 
  Its tale of ruin tells. 
  Thus freedom now so seldom wakes, 
  The only throb she gives 
                                                 
401 Thomas Moore, from the Literary Reader The Irish Life and Work Readers, Junior Book, 1931, p.135. 
402 Thomas Moore, from the Literary Reader The Saint Columba Readers, Junior Book, 1927, p.16. The second verse is 
also included on p.16. Let Erin Remember is also contained in The Young Ireland Reader, Intermediate, 1948, p.35. 
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  Is when some heart indignant breaks 
  To show that still she lives.403 

 
Influences of Moore’s work were wide and long lasting. Irish Melodies was translated into many 
European languages. Furthermore, many of Moore’s works were later to appear in the National 
School textbooks of the Free State and Republic during the 20th century. A broader sample of this 
work is provided in the Table below. 
 
Title  Year Textbook 
Let Erin Remember 1927 The Saint Columba Readers, Junior Book 
How Dear to Me the Hour 1929 The Saint Enda Readers, Senior Book 
The Song of Fionnuala 1931 Irish Life and Work Readers, Junior Book 
The Harp that Once Through Tara’s Halls 1945 The Emerald Readers, Intermediate Book 
Let Erin Remember 1948 The Young Ireland Reader, Intermediate Book 
The Song of Fionnuala 1954 Reading Time, Intermediate 
The Coming of the Milesians 1956 On Wings of Words, Intermediate Book 
The Milesians (same contents as above) 1963 Fact and Fancy, Senior Book 
The Song of Fionnuala 1966 New Prospect, Intermediate 
Lament for the Children of Usna ? The Premier Reader, Junior Book 
Table 1. A sample of Thomas Moore’s work contained in school textbooks. 
 
The writing that appeared in The Nation from such prolific writers as Thomas Davis (1814-1845) 
and A. M. Sullivan (1830-1884) from 1842 onwards was to continue the dramatic increase in 
publications of new work and re-editions and continuations of earlier works of popular histories and 
folktale collections that had begun to appear on the Irish literary scene. This stream of academic and 
popular material can be viewed as a springboard for the movement of the mythological genre from 
popular publications into the academic school curriculum then developing, for example in the 
textbooks of the Christian Brothers. The publications were constant and varied enough in content to 
remind readers of their Irish-Celtic heritage and thus help forge their identity and image of being 
clearly Irish-Celtic as opposed to English-speaking individuals living in an English province.   

Perhaps no writer of this period personified better how the Irish past, ancient and more 
recent, became the literary common meeting ground for Anglo-Irish Protestants and Irish Catholics 
than Thomas Davis. With his prose, poetry and songs on areas as varied as Celtic myths and 
legends, Christian Saints, historical characters, oppression, revolution, and political and social 
issues of the day, Davis was instrumental in rejuvenating the writing and publication of material 
linked to the Irish-Ireland past. For example, his ‘Lament of the Milesians’ suggests a nostalgic 
feeling for the great Celtic past: 
   

Oh! Proud were the chieftains of green Inis-Fail; 
     As truagh gan oidhir ‘n-a-bh-farradh! 
  The stars of our sky, and the salt of our soil; 
     As truagh gan oidhir ‘n-a-bh-farradh! 
    (What a pity that there is no heir of their company).404 
 
Possibly one of Davis’ most memorable poems is his elegy to ‘the red’ O’Neill, the 17th century 
leader who fought against Cromwell, titled ‘Lament for the Death of Eoghan Ruadh O’Neill:’ 
 
  Soft as woman’s was your voice, O’Neill! 

                                                 
403 Thomas Moore, from the Literary Reader The Emerald Reader, Intermediate Book, 1945, p.11. 
404 E. Sullivan, op.cit., (New York, 1978), p.80. 
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         bright was your eye, 
  Oh! Why did you leave us, Eoghan?  
         Why did you die? 
  Your troubles are all over, you’re at rest 
         with God on high, 
  But we’re slaves and we’re orphans Eoghan! 
         Why did you die?405 
 
Davis also penned some very influential work on the concept of nationality and Ireland as a nation. 
In his poem ‘Nationality’ he declares: 
 
  A Nation’s voice, a Nation’s voice, 

     It is a solemn thing! 
It bids the bondage-sick rejoice, 
     Tis stronger than a king. 
Tis like the light of many stars, 
     The sound of many waves, 
Which brightly look through prison bars, 
     And sweetly sound in caves. 
Yet it is noblest, Godliest known, 
When righteous triumph swells its tone. 
… 
May Ireland’s voice be ever heard 
     Amid the world’s applause! 
And never be her flag-staff stirred, 
     But in an honest cause! 
May freedom be her very breath, 
     Be justice ever dear, 
And never an ennobled death 
     May son of Ireland fear! 
So the Lord God will ever smile, 
With guardian grace upon our isle.406 

 
But perhaps the song that Davis is best remembered by and one that is still sung today is ‘A Nation 
Once Again’, a song that breathes nationalist feeling as the first verse amply illustrates: 
 
  When boyhood’s fire was in my blood, 
       I read of ancient freemen, 
  For Greece and Rome who bravely stood, 
       Three hundred men and three men. 
  And then I prayed I yet might see 
       Our fetters rent in twain, 
  And Ireland, long a province, be 
       A nation once again.407 
 
Using the paper as more of an educational device to introduce Ireland’s past, present and future 
Davis “ploughed well and planted national seeds that germinated in the fertile souls of starved 
                                                 
405 Ibid., p.76. 
406 Ibid., pp.82-83. 
407 Ibid., p.87. 
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(Irish) men, women and children.”408 In much the same vein as Moore before him Davis composed 
and then combined English lyrics with existing Irish airs, though containing a more overt nationalist 
tone. Introducing such an explicitly nationalistic style to the printed environment Davis was an 
important influence on such later writers as Yeats and Pearse and it can be argued that his style of 
delivery and content helped in setting the literary standard for what was to later follow. 

John O’Donovan (1806-1861) was born in County Kilkenny in 1806.409 He devoted much 
his life to the study of Irish and the transcription of Irish manuscripts. He was employed by the 
antiquarian and historian James Hardiman and was also associated with the Royal Irish Academy 
becoming one of the most respected scholars of his day in the field of Irish antiquities. His major 
contribution to the field was his translation of the Annals of the Four Masters.410 A seven-volume 
publication, it covered the historical period from the earliest times to 1616 as well as including 
copious historical, topographical and genealogical notes. Released between 1848 and 1851 it was to 
become one of the major source materials for later writers and “gave renewed stimulus to the study 
of Irish history.”411 O’Donovan also directly contributed to the developing educational environment 
by teaching Irish at Saint Columba’s College and also with the publication of his Irish Grammar412 
in 1845 for the pupils of Saint Columba’s.413 This language book is considered one of the best Irish 
grammar books of the 19th century. 

In 1854 Eugene O’Curry (1796-1862), a highly respected authority on pre-Norman Gaelic 
Ireland, was appointed by John H. Newman to the chair of Irish History and Archaeology in the 
Catholic University.414 Born in Co. Clare he developed a deep understanding of the Irish language, 
which placed him in a position to interpret the Irish manuscripts with clarity and precision.  In the 
years following his teaching appointment his published material, one posthumously, was to be 
highly influential throughout Irish society. In 1858 O’Curry published The Sickbed of Cuchulainn 
and the only jealousy of Eimer. This was an important publication because, as well as it being a 
compilation of mythological stories it was also a bi-lingual publication of Irish (on the left page) 
and English (on the right), thus greatly expanding the readership for the book. The book contains a 
genealogy of the Tuatha de Danann, the Firbolg and the Milesians,415 with the texts:  

a) The Sickbed of Cuchulainn and the only jealousy of Eimer; 416 and  
b) The Three Most Sorrowful Tales of Eirinn  
i: The Exile of the Children of Usneach417 [containing the genealogy mentioned above],  
ii: The Fate of the Children of Lir ,418   
iii: The Fate of the Children of Tuireann.419  
 

                                                 
408 Ibid., p.56. 
409 For a biographical overview see P. Boyne, John O’Donovan (1809 – 1861): A Biography, (Kilkenny, 1987). 
410 The Annals of the Four Masters is the master compilation of Irish history from earliest times to 1616. They were 
compiled between 1632 and 1636 in a convent in Donegal. The group of historians who put this work together were Br. 
Michael O’Cleary, Cucogry O’Cleary, Fergus O’Mulconry, and Peregrine O’Duigenen. This work remained largely 
untranslated and unpublished until John O’Donovan’s work. The title ‘Four Masters’ was first used by a Fr. Colgan in 
the introduction to his Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae, published in 1625 in Louvain. O’Donovan’s translation is most 
referenced and considered the best. 
411 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.153. 
412 J. O’Donovan, A Grammar of the Irish Language, published for the use of the senior classes of the college of St.  
Columba (Dublin, 1845). 
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Lectures on the manuscript materials of ancient Irish history420 followed in 1861. These records of 
his lectures given at the Catholic University were an invaluable source of information on the annals, 
histories, epics, saints’ lives and other civil and ecclesiastical matters for later writers and 
researchers to draw upon. Eleven years after his death in 1873, On the manners and customs of the 
ancient Irish, edited by W.K. O’Sullivan, was released.421 O’Curry’s work is important because he 
presented “a factualist understanding of Irish antiquity, unclouded by popular misconceptions.”422  
Additionally, as mentioned above, because his work was to become primary reference material for 
writers later in the century and well into the twentieth century O’Curry is a vital link in the chain of 
earlier writers who resurrected and made available the knowledge of the past for the children of the 
future. 

Interestingly, not only historians and academics but also political activists were also 
involved in the publication of national related histories. The translation from the Gaelic publication 
of Keating’s Foras Feasa na hEirinn was accomplished by the Fenian John O’Mahony (1816-1877) 
in New York in 1857.423 Furthermore, during the years 1865-’68 John Mitchel (1815-1875) worked 
on and published a continuation of Abbé MacGeoghan’s work on the history of Ireland, focusing on 
the period from the Treaty of Limerick to the 1860s. Both of these publications also assisted in 
spreading the knowledge of the past to a wider audience and so ensuring the glories and relevance 
of the past were also an important ingredient of the evolving concept of Irish nationhood beyond the 
realm of education. 

In 1867 A.M. Sullivan (1830-1884), editor of The Nation 1858-1876, published what was to 
become a very influential history text, The Story of Ireland.424 The book presents a version of 
Ireland’s legendary origins and “situates itself, like many other late-nineteenth century histories 
which reach from the Fianna to the Fenians, between myth and history and dovetails one with the 
other.”425 Chapter 1 presents how the Milesians sought and found 'The Promised Isle' and conquered 
it. It lists the 5 invasions of the island, the coming of the Milesians and the necromancy of the 
Tuatha de Danann.426 Later Sullivan writes: 

 
the early centuries of the Christian era may be considered the period preeminently of pagan 
bardic or legendary fame in Ireland. In this, which we may call the Ossianic period, lived 
Cuhal or Cumhal, father of the celebrated Fin Mac Cumhal, and commander of the great 
Irish legion called the Fiana Erion, or Irish Militia.427   

 
He then recounts, in Section iv Bardic Tales of Ancient Erinn and ‘The Sorrowful Fate of the 
Children of Usna’.428 According to Leerssen, the book presents  
 

an emotive, gripping, pictorial and literary version of ‘exciting history’ … (where) … the 
attempt to set the historical record straight involves a continuing acceptance, in the teeth of 
factual falsification, of Ireland’s legendary origins.”429 

                                                 
420 E. O’Curry, Lectures on the Manuscript Materials of Ancient Irish History (Dublin, 1861). 
421 E. O’Curry, On the Manners and Customs of the Ancient Irish, W.K.O’Sullivan (Ed.), 3 Vols. (London, Dublin, 
New York, 1873).  
422 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996b), p.144. 
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translated Vol. II and Vol. III in 1908.  
424 A. M. Sullivan, The Story of Ireland; or a Narrative of Irish History from the Earliest Ages to the Present Time. 
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428 Ibid., pp.26-35. 
429 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (1996b), p.152. 
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So once again we witness the realm of myth being interlinked and blended with the acknowledged 
factual account of Ireland’s past, realizing another step in authenticating the myths that would later 
be included in the National School textbooks of a liberated Ireland. 

Continuing in the mould of Sullivan, in 1870 Sister Mary Cusack (1832-1899) known as 
The Nun of Kenmare, published The Students Manual of Irish History430 where again great attention 
is given to pre-Christian history. For example, she introduces the 5 invasions of Ireland (The 
Neimhidhians, The Formorians, The Firbolgs, The Tuatha de Danann, The Milesians). She later 
introduces The Pagan Milesian Kings where she begins: “A hundred and eighteen sovereigns are 
said to have ruled in ancient Erin from the Milesian invasion to the coming of Saint Patrick.”431 In 
Section 3 of the book she introduces Queen Maeve and very briefly discusses the Táin bó 
Cuailgne.432 However, curiously, she does not mention Cuchulainn at all. She gives a complete 
section (Chap 2 / Sect. vii) to Fionn Mac Cumhail, Oisin, and the exploits of the Fianna and goes 
so far as to state: 

 
There are also some Fenian tales in prose, of which the most remarkable is that of the 
'Pursuit of Diarmuid and Grainne - a legend which has left its impress in every portion of 
the island to the present day.433   

 
Here again we find this intermingling of the mythological tales with history, where a tendency can 
be identified of a nationalist frame of reference being placed upon the myths.434 This was a 
development that was to have influential consequences from once Ireland gained independence and 
set about administering its own National School programme of learning. 

In 1875 the aforementioned cleric Ulick Bourke, who held O’Curry in high esteem,435 
published Aryan Origins of the Gaelic Race and Language (see p.31 above). It must be noted 
additionally here that Bourke’s publication provides an insight into the Catholic, populist-
nationalist attitude that was prevalent among many of the Catholic clergy at this time. Also it 
illustrates the importance bestowed upon the mythology by the clergy in utilising it to link into their 
Irish-Ireland construct.  

One whose work was to feature in the Irish educational environment and in Pearse’s Saint 
Enda’s (for example, in 1909), and also included in many National School textbooks during the 20th 
century (see Chapter 9) was Standish O’Grady (1846-1928). Educated at Tipperary Grammar 
School and then at Trinity College, on graduating he entered journalism and went on to become a 
writer who is “credited with popularising, in novel form, ancient mythologies that were previously 
the provenance of antiquarians.”436  

Being an enthusiast for Carlyle’s ideas on hero worship, this concept was to infuse most of 
his future work, particularly his fascination with Cuchulainn. His two volume History of Ireland, 1: 
the heroic period; 2: Cuchulainn and his contemporaries in 1878-’80 marked the beginning of a 
prolific career in the writing of Irish mythological related texts. His rendition of elements of the 
Ultonian Cycle of sagas, most notably the exploits of Cuchulainn, in the second volume History of 
Ireland 2: Cu Chulainn and his contemporaries was a pivotal influential source for Yeats for his 
poetic and dramatic work related to Celtic mythology in the coming decades.  
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In 1894 O’Grady published Story of Ireland covering a period from the Milesians to Parnell. 
This was perhaps aimed at a juvenile readership based on the simple language used.437 Thirteen 
years earlier, 1881, saw his publication, History of Ireland: Critical and Philosophical appear 
which, according to Leerssen was neither “constructive or imaginative, but a critical, scholarly 
investigation with accurate source reliability.”438 This suggests that perhaps his other works 
mentioned were not grounded on such reliable source material.439 However, regardless of the 
reliability of O’Grady’s sources, his “historical-cum-literary-cum-mythological works,” [although 
running] “squarely into the intractable confusion between Irish myth and Irish historical fact,”440 are 
representative of the majority of the literary works being published in Ireland at the end of the 19th 
and turn of the 20th centuries. Such publications were steeped in mythological lore and historical 
fact and were combined into a potent mixture set to spread its wings across Ireland and engulf its 
readers in a state of rediscovered identity and nationalist enthusiasm. In effect a literary movement 
had, at least temporarily, come to fill the political vacuum that emerged after the demise of Parnell 
(1846-1891). According to Kiberd, the writers of this movement  
 

would take Standish O’Grady’s versions of the Cuchulain legend, and interpret the hero not 
as an exemplar for the Anglo-Irish overlords but as a model for those who were about to 
displace them (as) Cuchulain provided a symbol of masculinity for Celts, who had been 
written off as feminine by their masters.441  

 
Among the mythologies, this model of Cuchulainn in particular was to be taken and injected into 
the national school environment, starting with Pearse at Saint Enda’s, where it was to have a 
profound effect on both the adults and the young Irish children growing up in the newly formed 
Free State and later Republic of Ireland.  

Easily the most renowned and prolific writer of this period is William Butler Yeats (1865-
1939). Born into the Anglo-Irish ascendancy he was greatly influenced by the mythological tales 
and folklore of Celtic Ireland throughout his writing career. Using the mythologies as primary 
inspiration material, he took these texts to another level by implanting his own interpretations and 
images of the characters and the tales especially in his poetry and plays, claiming that his 
imagination had “been fed on the still-unused, fresh and pristine material of Irish myth and Irish 
folklore.”442 By doing so he was also broadening the readership of this literary genre and reaching 
wider audiences in Ireland, England and further afield. Examples from his early book of poetry The 
Rose (Dublin, 1893) such as Fergus and the Druid and Cuchulain’s Fight with the Sea, from his 
dramatic works Deirdre (Dublin, 1907), The Only Jealousy of Emer (Dublin, 1919) and The Death 
of Cuchulain (Dublin, 1939), and also from his early prose The Celtic Twilight (Dublin, 1893) 
clearly illustrate Yeats’ successful blending of Celtic mythology, mysticism and rural Irish-Celtic 
folklore, while simultaneously raising the consciousness of the Irish-Ireland identity psyche. 
Instrumental in the founding of an Irish Theatre and specifically the Abbey Theatre in 1904 and, 
although many debates and controversies surrounded this development, the importance of this 
initiative was that it created another avenue and platform for Yeats and other Irish writers and 
playwrights of the day to present their work to the public. Furthermore, it provided a situation in 
which the mythological characters ‘came alive’ and walked the stage floors of Dublin, thus 
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leapfrogging them out of the popular literature and imagination and bringing them even closer to 
the peoples’ daily lives. Pearse had also initiated a similar approach with his school pageants and 
the dramatisations of many of the myths at Saint Enda’s (as mentioned above). Interestingly, public 
pageants with a mythological theme were to remain popular after the establishment of the Free 
State, as for example in the enactment again of O’Grady’s ‘The Coming of Fionn’ at the Aonach 
Tailteann443 (the Festival of Teltown) in 1928 on the grounds of Lord Iveagh’s residence in 
Dublin.444  

Two years prior to the founding of the Abbey Theatre, in 1902, Yeats had played an 
influential role in Lady Augusta Gregory’s (1852-1932) publication Cuchulain of Muirthemne, 
where, writing in the Preface, he stated that “it is the best book that has ever come out of Ireland; 
for the stories which it tells are a chief part of Ireland’s gift to the imagination of the world.”445 And 
concluding he states, “If we will but tell these stories to our children the Land will begin again to be 
a Holy Land.”446  

Yeats and those associated with the Yeatsian movement were multi-faceted individuals. 
Yeats in particular was involved in a broad spectrum of activities at this period in Irish history. As 
well as his writing, he was involved in building the Irish Theatre, was active in his views on the 
Irish language and vocal in his support for the Gaelic League. Also, due to his relationship with 
Maud Gonne, he was for a time immersed in the nationalist-republican movement. He was 
appointed a senator in the Free State in 1922 getting involved in debates related to the arts and 
education especially. However, his primary contribution in relation to this study is, due to his 
prominent and respected position as a prolific literary phenomenon (awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1923), his renditions and representations of Irish mythology served further to ingrain 
this genre into the Irish environment. It thus made the mythologies more accessible for adaptation 
and reproduction in both the public and educational arenas of the emerging country. As Kee puts it: 
 
 By unleashing Cuchulainn and Finn and other Gaelic warrior chiefs from the mists of heroic  

mythology, Lady Gregory’s and Yeats’s and Hyde’s primary objectives were those of  
literature and art. But the national myth had had to subsist so long on noble failures like  
Tone and Emmet that these new figures from the Gaelic past, combining in their  
remoteness even more convincingly god-like attributes with superior military prowess,  
proved irresistible to those looking to the national myth for intoxication.447  

 
From the 1890s onwards there was an increasing expertise among learned philologists in relation to 
the old Irish texts, including texts containing mythological material. Scholars such as the German 
Kuno Meyer and the Scot John Strachan were editing these mythology texts in scholarly editions 
that in turn led to these themes filtering down into the education environment. Another development 
during these decades was the emergence of many Societies and Organisations focused on the 
promotion of national literature and culture. One example is the National Literary Society founded 
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in 1892 to publicise the literature, folklore and legends of Ireland. Another was the Gaelic League 
founded the following year (1893) to promote the Irish language and national culture. 

As mentioned above, September 1914 witnessed the publication by the Christian Brothers of 
their periodical Our Boys, which, due to some of its regular mythologically focussed content, 
further helped to evoke the heroic past and place it within the education environment of the 
Christian Brother’s schools. The inclusion of such mythological material as the series entitled ‘The 
Story of Cuchulainn. The Boy-Hero of Ancient Ireland’ gave prominence and importance to the 
myths alongside validated historical content. Additionally, the Celtic-heroic drawings contained in 
each of the early issues, along with the front-page design incorporating a Celtic motif clearly 
signalled the naturalness of such content within an educational publication.   

The introduction of periodicals and papers for the youth was a development well under way 
in other European countries during the latter part of the 19th century. Another example is The Boy’s 
Own paper begun in England in 1879 containing articles on famous people, sport and adventure 
with a mixture of fiction and non-fiction material. In all of these youth publications the influence of 
Carlyle’s ideas on hero-worship is evident. Therefore, this initiative was again not one conceived in 
Irish isolation but one that was replicating what had been done in Anglo-centric terms in England 
and elsewhere across Europe.   

With the on-going expansion of Christian Brother schools throughout the country and with 
them finally becoming incorporated within the National School structure in 1925,448 due to their 
acknowledgement of the value of the inclusion of mythological texts in their schoolbooks, and the 
more open relationship they began to develop and share with the other National Schools, it further 
established the mythological stories as ‘regulars’ in the schoolbooks and broadened their readership 
further in educational texts for decades to come.  
 
 

Conclusion  
  
Throughout the 19th century the seeds of national pride were being sown and the building of a 
national consciousness was being continually referred to and developed by the Catholic clergy, 
politicians, academic scholars and activists, and political and social writers. Thus it was a natural 
progression and conclusion that national pride and self-respect in Ireland and its past and ‘the 
strengthening of the national fibre’ should become a core element in the Free State’s educational 
view and approach. One of the vehicles by which this ‘agenda’ was to be carried forward was in the 
inclusion of mythological tales in the school textbooks, a formula that was already being applied by 
the Christian Brothers and one that had been utilised extensively by Pearse at Saint Enda’s. 

Moreover, the latter decades of the 19th century witnessed writers, relying on publications 
from the latter part of the 18th and the early 19th centuries, publishing detailed accounts of ‘early 
Ireland’ and retelling the myths as part of the island’s history while simultaneously continuing to 
further the idea of a  ‘national pride’ in the country. As Leerssen remarks, “the traditions of 
folklore, language revivalism, historical and mythological interest and political imagination show 
an unbroken development from the mid-century into the 1890s.”449 A situation was thus reached 
where  
 

the Irish literary imagination makes itself at home … in the realm of the colourful past … 
and the imaginaire of the Irish literary renaissance of the 1890s and 1900s is steeped in 
mythological lore and historical fact.450  
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The Irish mythological lore was now placed firmly in respected academic and non-academic 
publishing circles and in the literary and political environs of the times. It was ready to be more 
fully incorporated within the National School reading curriculum of the Free State and later the 
Republic of Ireland. 

The central figure during these developmental decades leading up to the attainment of 
independence was Patrick Pearse. It is Pearse who can arguably be presented as the launching 
platform of the Irish Free State in that he advocated a militant separatism from the political front, he 
called for, and initiated, educational reform in the school system and he applied a cultural 
rediscovery programme to his nationalist agenda with the incorporation of Ireland’s heroic 
mythological heritage at Saint Enda’s.  It was Pearse who actively introduced, promoted and called 
for the inclusion of a Gaelisication agenda in the Irish education system, clearly illustrated here in 
one of the many rallying cries he uttered throughout his career: “It is for us and for our fellow-
teachers to train the young hands and fire the young hearts.”451 Consequently, this model was taken 
and injected into the National School environment, where it was to have a profound effect on both 
the adults and the young Irish children growing up in the newly formed Free State and later 
Republic of Ireland.  
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Chapter 4.   
National School Education 1922- 2001 

 
… systems of schooling not only are shaped by society, 
they in turn shape society.452 

 
 

Introduction 
 
With Irish independence came a multitude of bureaucratic challenges and responsibilities. The Irish 
Free State benefited in this challenge because many of the administrative institutions of government 
were already in place. The new state actually took over the departments of the administrative 
machine from the British government, which had been in place since the Act of Union in 1801. One 
of these departments was that of Education, a system that had been officially in place for National 
Schools since 1831 and had, by 1922, a relatively strong infrastructure.453 However, as with all the 
other aspects and remnants of long British rule, this education system was instilled with a deep 
sense of English imperialism, a characteristic according to Irish nationalists that was imperative 
remove as early as possible. The need for the young country to distance itself from Britain and 
establish itself as an independent, unique entity in itself, with its own distinctive tradition, culture, 
past and language became a priority for all concerned. 

Consequently, as the National Schools had been considered responsible for weakening the 
Irish national spirit and language during the nineteenth century, they were now considered to be one 
of the key areas where the nationalist spirit could be re-introduced and nurtured. Coolahan remarks 
that “the concentration of the education policy of the new state was [now]on the gaelicisation of  
the Irish people through the schools.”454 

This chapter outlines the activities and bureaucratic developments in National School 
education that unfolded from 1922 as the Free State began to establish itself as an autonomous 
nation. The areas focussed on are the role Éamon de Valera and his political party Fianna Fáil 
played in these developments, the middle decades of the century (decades that were devoid of 
curricular innovation), the 1971 Curriculum, and followed by a discussion on the decade of 
innovation and legislative change, the 1990s The latter part of the chapter will deal with the 
Inspectorate and the Publishing Houses and the situation related to the position of the textbooks 
within the educational arena. Finally, an examination of the Revised Curriculum of 1999 with 
particular attention to the revised history curriculum will bring the chapter to a close. Existing 
studies in this field that were particularly useful were Akenson (Montreal, 1975), Coolahan (Dublin, 
1981), Hyland (Dublin, 1986) and Bennett (Maynooth, 1992).455 
 
 

Administrative and Legislative Developments 1922-1924 
 
Following a number of years of violent insurrection and social disruption in the second decade of 
the 20th century the country finally managed to achieve an element of autonomy from the British 
Empire with the setting up of the Irish Free State in 1922. Due to the change in administrative 
control of the working offices of State (from English to Irish administration), government 
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departments and all other relevant aspects of the bureaucratic machine were gradually transferred to 
the Irish Free State, including those associated with the supervision of education. The preceding 
decades had witnessed much discussion on the direction education should take in a liberated Ireland 
and the role schools should play in the promotion of the Irish language and the Gaelic culture (its 
history, mythology, games, music). It was strongly believed in the nationalist camp that the main 
purpose of education should be the re-establishment of Gaelic culture.456 An example of this opinion 
was the education programme for the schools suggested by the Gaelic League in 1918 “in which 
considerable emphasis was given to Irish language and literature, history, music and culture 
generally.”457  

It can be considered no surprise then that within the educational environment curricular 
reform was given precedence and government support over major administrative restructuring when 
autonomy was achieved in 1922. According to Coolahan, 
 
 (W)ith the establishment of the Irish Free State, the new leaders, committed cultural  

nationalists, immediately set about undoing what they held was the work of the union – the  
efforts at cultural assimilation of the Irish people. The exaggerated role attributed to the  
schools in this process inspired and encouraged them to follow the same pathway, but in the  
reverse direction.458 

 
Attention to curricular issues as opposed to administration had been additionally influenced by the 
report issued following the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation459 led National Programme 
Conference that met on January 6th 1922. The Report included in its recommendations that the Irish 
language should be taught for one hour every day and a ‘national tone’ should be introduced within 
other subjects being taught.460 For example, in relation to the teaching of history the report stated, 
“history was to be exclusively concerned with the history of Ireland and the chief aim here ‘should 
be to develop the best traits of the national character and to inculcate national pride and self-
respect’.” 461 (emphasis added). 

In April 1922 the programme proposed by this conference “was provisionally adopted by 
the government and issued to the schools and it came into effect in all national schools from 
September of that year.”462 Although it altered elements of the existing curriculum radically,  
 

very little attention was given to setting out the theoretical framework or curricular 
philosophy which was to guide the new programmes (and) the terms of reference concerning 
educational administration and school conditions received only the scantiest treatment.463  

 
Consequently, the chief executive officer for education, Pádraig Ó Brolcháin, encapsulated the new 
government’s view on national school education policy when he wrote in the The Irish School 
Weekly on 11 February 1922 as follows: 

 
In the administration of Irish education, it is the intention of the new government to work 
with all its might for the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, 
music and tradition of Ireland, their natural place in the life of Irish schools.464 
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This statement set the tone of national education in Ireland for the next fifty years.465  
The one major significant administrative development carried out by the new government 

came in 1924, when, under the terms of the Ministers and Secretaries Act of Saorstát Eireann (the 
Irish Free State), the Department of Education was established. This department took over the 
functions of the Commissioners of National, Intermediate and Technical Education and was headed 
by a cabinet minister - the renowned Celtic scholar and nationalist activist, Eoin MacNeill.  
 

 
The Free State Government 1924 - 1932 

 
The Department of Education was established in 1924. It was headed by a cabinet minister “who 
united in himself all the powers previously exercised by the separate authorities for National, 
Intermediate and Technical education.”466 This legislation resulted in a central organism capable of 
controlling the Irish education environment as a single unit.467 According to Coolahan, “the 
inherited pattern of administration, financing and control remained very much as it had been under 
the British regime.”468 Instead it was curricular reform rather than administrative restructuring that 
the government focused on. Coolahan elaborates: 

 
(I)nspired by the ideology of cultural nationalism it was held [within government circles, the 
teaching community and the broader nationalist camp] that the schools ought to be the prime 
agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition which it was held were the 
hallmarks of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.469 

 
Two years earlier in January 1922, remarks from the report issued after the National Programme 
Conference by the Irish National Teacher’s Organisation (INTO) in relation to the inclusion of a 
national tone within the teaching curriculum and the inculcation of a national pride and self-respect 
in the pupils highlighted the underlying methodology that was to remain to the forefront of 
classroom activity for many decades to come. This report and the teaching programme it proposed 
in April 1922 was adopted by the government and officially initiated in all National Schools from 
September 1922.470 Government attitudes towards the promotion of the educational arena as one in 
which a national agenda could be pursued are clearly illustrated by Pádraig Ó Brolcháin writing in 
The Irish School Weekly in February 1922. As quoted above, he declared that it was the intention of 
the new government to work towards the strengthening of the national fibre through the curriculum 
taught and methodology applied in the National Schools.471 Over three years later, the Minister of 
Education Eoin MacNeill proclaimed in The Irish Statesman: 
 
 If I want national freedom for my people, it is in order that they may live in their own way a  

life which is their own, that they may preserve and develop their own nationality, their own  
distinctive species of civilisation.472 
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The following week, writing a second instalment of his article, MacNeill emphatically stated “(T)he 
chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish nationality, that is, the 
form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”473  

Based on these remarks and reports it can be argued that the general consensus among key 
sections of the newly formed state was that the educational arena, and the National School 
environment in particular, was to play an important role in building a foundation of national self 
image among the school youth. Additionally, the Gaelicisation of the education system, through the 
promotion of the Irish language, native tradition, national pride and self-respect, was an essential 
part of the programme to establish Ireland as a distinct separate state, especially from Anglo-Saxon 
England. As O’Callaghan remarks, “(F)or the idea of Ireland to retain its symbolic potency the 
concept of a distinctive culture, unique to the island, was vital.”474 One of the most effective places 
to pursue such a policy would be in the schools for the youth of the country. 

Largely due to difficulties the teachers were having in implementing the programme of 
instruction decided upon in 1922, a second National Programme Conference was convened under 
the auspices of the Minister of Education Eoin MacNeill in 1925. This was a more representative 
Conference than the first one. Chaired by Rev. L. McKenna, S.J., attendants included 
representatives of the Catholic and Protestant Managers of Schools, members of both Houses of the 
Oireachtas (Irish Government), representatives of the General Council of County Councils, of the 
National Teachers, of the Department of Education, of the Gaelic League, of University Professors, 
and of other educationalists.475 Furthermore, the conference placed an advertisement in the public 
press inviting submissions for inclusion in the conference debates and received replies from 54 
public bodies and 150 individuals.476 The 1924 Department Report on Education (published in 
1926) explains: 
 
 (A)s […] it [the first programme] had been formed rather to mark an ideal attainable only  

after much preparatory spadework had been done than to prescribe an immediate scheme of  
work for all the schools, the Minister of Education, at the request of the National Teachers’  
Organisation, called a Conference together during the past year [1925] to review the  
working of the programme and report on the changes, if any, that might be necessary.477 

  
The Conference completed its work in March 1926 and issued a report approving the National 
Programme in general, stating that it was suitable for attaining the educational aim of the Irish 
Government as emphasised by Pádraig Ó Brolcháin in 1922.  The Report recognised the difficulties 
that existed for teachers in implementing the First National Programme and suggested “a more 
gradual approach both to the teaching of Irish and to teaching through the medium of Irish.”478 
When applied, such a policy would have consequences for some of the other subjects on the 
curriculum. The most far-reaching effect of this Second Programme was the lightening of the 
National School curriculum of subjects such as geometry and nature study “to allow a much 
stronger element of Gaelic studies (to be included).”479 Additionally, from then onwards, to achieve 
a more focussed Gaelic element, teacher training was to be impregnated with the ideals of the 
Gaelic revival.480  
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In support of this departure a policy of gathering trainee students from the Gaelic speaking 
Western counties was initiated because it was believed the Gaelic traditions survived more strongly 
in the western parts of the country. It was thus to become the catchment area for many of the new 
teachers that were going to be recruited.481 O’Leary corroborates when, detailing the situation in 
relation to the native Irish literature at the turn of the 20th century, he writes: “(M)any tales and 
ballads about Fionn Mac Cumhaill did … still survive in the Gaeltacht [Irish speaking areas].482  
Therefore, this development placed an additional group of teachers who were arguably 
knowledgeable and capable of dispensing the Celtic Mythological heritage with enthusiasm within 
the National School environment where the teacher was now expected to radiate the influence of 
Gaelic culture in his or her local community.483  

Bennett points out that the Conference decided that the aim of the teaching of history was 
the inculcation of national pride484 and instituting a sense of patriotism485 among the pupil 
population. As illustrated above, locked firmly into the history heritage of the country from 
developments in earlier decades were the mythological themes. These elements were now to play a 
central role in helping to deliver a message of unique self-image in the learning environment. 

The Report also highlighted the importance of religious instruction in combination with the 
above-mentioned objectives, thus continuing to emphasize the deep-rooted influence of religion, 
particularly Roman Catholicism, in the educational environment. It stated: 

 
The teacher … should constantly inculcate, in connection with secular subjects, the practice 
of charity, justice, truth, purity, patience, temperance, obedience to lawful authority and all 
the other moral virtues. In this way, he will fulfil the primary duty of an educator, the 
moulding to perfect form of his pupils’ character, habituating them to observe in their 
relations with God and with their neighbour, the laws which God both directly through  
the dictates of natural reason and through Revelation, and indirectly through the ordinance 
of lawful authority, imposes on mankind.486 
 

In addition to making a number of suggestions related to the subjects taught, instruction methods 
and religious policy, the Report called for an effort to increase school attendance and an 
improvement in school infrastructure and building programme. In May 1926 the Second National 
Programme was accepted as official departmental policy and thus became the official programme of 
the National Schools,487 one that was to remain, apart from some slight alteration in 1934, the policy 
for National School education until 1971, a period of approximately forty-five years. 

Two other pieces of legislation affecting National School education introduced during the 
first decade of the Free State were connected to school attendance and academic assessment. The 
School Attendance Act of 1926 superseded the provisions of the Irish Education Act, 1892, in 
regard to attendance of pupils at National Schools. Under the new Attendance Act, children over six 
and under fourteen years of age were required to attend school on all days on which school was 
open for secular instruction, unless there was a reasonable excuse for non-attendance.488 The Act 
came into force in the County Boroughs of Dublin, Cork, and Waterford and in the Urban Districts 
of Blackrock, Dun Laoghaire, Pembroke, Rathmines and Rathgar on the 1st October 1926, and in 
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the remainder of the Free State on the 1st January 1927.489 Secondly, based upon a recommendation 
by Eoin MacNeill in 1925 the Primary Certificate Examination490 was introduced as an optional 
examination in June 1929 to be taken by pupils on finishing the sixth standard course in the 
National Schools.491 Although the examination included written, oral and practical elements only 
about 25% of eligible pupils ever sat it. In 1943 the exam was reduced to three subjects (Irish, 
English, arithmetic), was made a compulsory examination for sixth grade pupils and remained so 
until its abolition in 1967.492 

The selection of the Celtic scholar Eoin MacNeill (1867-1945) as the first Cabinet Minister 
for Education in the Irish Free State from August 1922 to November 1925, first in the Provisional 
Government and then in the 1st and 2nd Executive Councils,493 was a strong signal from the new Irish 
administration as to what particular curricular direction and focus the National Schools would have 
from then forwards. MacNeill’s tenure would lay the solid foundation for a National School 
curriculum heavily laden with national imagery and tradition that would remain very much in place 
for approximately the next fifty years. Prior to his government appointment MacNeill had been 
actively involved in the Irish national movement. He helped found the Gaelic League in 1893, he 
was supportive of Pearse during the years leading up to the founding of Saint Enda’s in 1908,494 he 
actively promoted the close link between Gaelicism and Catholicism,495 and was commander-in-
chief of the Irish Volunteers during the Easter Rising of 1916. Professor of Early and Medieval Irish 
History at University College Dublin from 1908, he was elected MP for the National University of 
Ireland in 1918, supported the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 and was first appointed Minister of 
Education in the 3rd Dáil of the Provisional Government (9th September - 6th December 1922). 
While Minister, MacNeill was a regular contributor to journals and newspapers on the question of 
education and its important role in the establishment and development of the Irish nation, and the 
nurturing of the people’s respect and love for their own past and traditions. Writing in The Irish 
Statesman in early November 1925 he laid great emphasis on the ideal that 
 
 […] the school should have a very real and full relation to the life of its community, should  

be the seed-bed of their civilisation in every respect. It should seek to interest the youth of  
the community in the life of the community, in its potential developments, in the  

 locality itself which is their home, in the past and in the traditions of their own people, in  
their natural surroundings, in everything that will intensify their affection for the place and  
people to which they belong and make the welfare of that place and people their heart’s 
desire.496 

 
Due to his prolific writing and public expressions on the active role of education in underlying and 
promoting a national consciousness, MacNeill’s contribution to educational policy is very 
important. He set the tone by which the Department was to follow in succeeding decades in relation 
to the role national school education should play in the developing nation. Commenting on the role 
of the Irish language in the newly formed state he declared: “… for the members of the government 
to abandon the attempt to revive Irish would be to abandon their own nation.”497 

Also, through his convening of the Second National Programme Conference he can be 
considered indirectly responsible for the curriculum that was to remain used in the schools, 
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practically unchanged apart from some adjustments in 1934,498 up until 1971. From 1924 MacNeill 
sat on the Boundary Commission, a duty that was to eventually lead to his resignation from the 
Cabinet and thus also as Minister of Education.499 
 In January 1926 another academic John M. O’Sullivan succeeded MacNeill as Minister of 
Education. He had been educated by the Jesuits at Clongowes Wood, then at University College 
Dublin (UCD) and was awarded his Ph.D at the University of Heidelberg. He was appointed to the 
Chair of Modern History at UCD in 1910 and later entered politics. From 1924-26 he was 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Education and became Minister after the resignation of 
MacNeill. He held this post in the Cumann na nGaedheal500 Government until March 1932. As 
Minister he did not oversee any curricular changes. Nevertheless, he did continue to promote the 
nationalist agenda in the school curriculum, as illustrated by Doherty: 
 
 … in spite, or perhaps because, of his party’s rather anaemic brand of nationalism, …  

O’Sullivan … demanded that teachers should at all times use the [history]books to introduce  
an Irish perspective on affairs.501 

  
From the administrative side, O’Sullivan was responsible for the passing of the School Attendance 
Act in 1926, the introduction of the Preparatory Colleges to train National School teachers in 1927, 
and the introduction of the Primary Certificate in 1929.502  

Thus, the first ten years of the Irish Free State under William Cosgrave and the Cumann na 
nGaedheal government witnessed the establishment of the Department of Education in 1924 and 
the launching of an educational policy that was heavily instilled with a nationalist attitude. This 
attitude of the inculcation of a national pride, self-respect and self-image in the Irish nation became 
official government and department policy following the Second National Programme Conference 
and Report in 1926. Furthermore, the appointment of such individuals as MacNeill and O’Sullivan 
as Department Ministers and the employment of department bureaucrats like O’Brolcháin (all of 
whom held strong Gaelicisation ideals), together with the cooperation of the INTO, helped to 
further ingrain a teaching pedagogy centred around a highlighting of all things Gaelic within the 
National School environment. In the words of Akenson, 
 
 Ireland free and Ireland Gaelic became synonymous phrases, so that when the former  

revolutionaries came to power it was virtually automatic for them to try to reincarnate the  
virtues of the old Gaelic order.503 

 
 

Éamon De Valera, Fianna Fáil and Thomas Derrig 1932- 1959 
 
Born in New York in 1882 of an Irish mother and a Spanish father, Éamon de Valera (1882-1975) 
moved to Ireland at the age of two. He was educated by the Christian Brothers, then at Blackrock 
College, graduated in mathematics from Royal University of Ireland in 1904 and went on to teach 
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mathematics at a number of academic institutions in Dublin and Maynooth. He took part in the 
1916 Easter Rising, was captured and sentenced to death but was one of the few national leaders not 
executed. This allowed him to become involved in the political turmoil and intrigue that dominated 
Irish life for the next decade. In March 1926 de Valera resigned as president and member of Sinn 
Féin and with the assistance of Seán Lemass formed a new political party, Fianna Fáil,504 the party 
that was to dominate the Irish political scene for the remainder of the twentieth century. The choice 
of name for his political party enabled him to lay claim to part of the Irish heroic past, Fianna 
referring to the Fianna from the Ossianic Cycle of the mythologies, and thus creating a political 
identity unquestionable in its integrity to the nationalist cause and national image he so dearly 
sought to legitimise his claim to represent the Irish people. As well as calling up the mythological 
heroic past to ground his mission, this action of de Valera’s was also a direct link to 1858 when 
Stephens had founded and named his political organisation the Fenian Brotherhood (also known as 
the Irish Republican Brotherhood). Additionally, to further legitimise and strengthen his newly 
claimed position as national standard-bearer, de Valera claimed that Fianna Fáil “stood for the 
nation, for national unity … (and that it) was a national movement, not a mere party.”505   

In 1932 Fianna Fáil won a majority in the national general elections and de Valera was 
appointed President of the Executive Council (effectively Prime Minister of the Free State). In 
January the following year (1933), with the calling of another general election, the party won an 
overall majority to secure de Valera’s tenure in office. Under de Valera’s leadership, Fianna Fáil 
would win the next four general elections providing de Valera with an uninterrupted 16 years in 
power, during which time he would oversee the rewriting of the Free State constitution and 
effectively remove the Free State from the British Commonwealth to secure neutrality during World 
War II. Although ousted from office in 1948 de Valera returned to lead the government in 1951 
until 1954 when he and Fianna Fáil were defeated in the general election. In 1957 at the age of 75 
de Valera once again led Fianna Fáil to election victory506 and he remained Taoiseach507 until 1959 
when he retired from active political life to take up the office of President of Ireland, an office he 
was elected to and held for the next 14 years.508 He retired from the Presidency in 1973 and died in 
August 1975. 

The arrival of Fianna Fáil in government in March 1932 “involved the most comprehensive 
mobilisation of the nationalist project.”509 One consequence of this was the Gaelicisation agenda 
initiated in the previous decade gathered momentum. Under the guidance of de Valera, Fianna Fáil 
pursued a platform of “(C)ombined social, cultural and political goals, rather than economic 
ones.”510 The party considered and presented itself the true representative of the nationalist 
movement and many of its party members openly expressed such opinions and applied them to their 
government duties. One such politician was the Minister of Education, Thomas Derrig, who was to 
become the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to this day with 7 terms of Office in 
Fianna Fáil administrations over a 15-year period during the 1930s and 1940s.511 Derrig announced 
early on in his tenure as Minister (that) “he was committed to school programmes in which the Irish 
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language and history would combine to foster a patriotic and Gaelic outlook.”512 The importance of 
pursuing the Gaelicisation agenda was further obvious in the Notes for Primary School teachers 
published in 1933 by the Department of Education in which was stated: “(the) Gaelic attitude … 
gives us our individuality as a nation, without it we become an amorphous or a hybrid people.”513 
Akenson goes so far as to state, 
 
 [T]he Irish revolutionaries were neither ideological nor programmatic in their thinking and  

instead of specific plans for the future government of their country they filled their minds  
with a romantic idealization of Ireland’s Gaelic past.514 
 

Although this Gaelicisation policy focused on the instruction of the Irish language,515 an exposure to 
and a development of the history of Ireland, especially its older more ancient history, the 
mythological stories, can have played a role in this Gaelicisation  process. In addition, the volume 
of imagery and conceptuality that was gleaned from the mythologies by de Valera and Fianna Fáil, 
to promote their authenticity and establish them as the political party (Fianna Fáil) that was most 
representative of the nation, the republican movement and the struggle to regain complete 
nationhood is noteworthy. The adoption of Cuchulainn and the unveiling of his statue in the 
General Post Office in 1935 to commemorate the 1916 Rising is perhaps the crowning example. 
According to O’Mahony and Delanty, “the national identity and institutional project of clerical 
nationalism and Fianna Fáil’s brand of separatist nationalism was sufficiently close to present the 
party with no major dilemmas.”516  

While de Valera set his sights on dismantling the association with England established with 
the Anglo-Irish Treaty and the Constitution of 1922, the Department of Education under Derrig 
continued to chart its course in the pursuit of its Gaelicisation policies.517 The school system in the 
Free State had become a de facto denominational learning environment and “no efforts were made 
to interfere with it.”518 On the contrary, Coolahan further maintains, “(S)uccessive ministers for 
education adopted the view that the state had a subsidiary role, aiding agencies such as the churches 
in the provision of education facilities.”519 From 1922, the Catholic Church aided by its long history 
of involvement in the educational arena, took control over an expanding voluntary sector that 
extended into such key institutional complexes as education.520  

The interaction and decision process between the Department and the Catholic hierarchy on 
textbooks related to religious issues is one area where the Department seems to have been 
concerned to acknowledge and go along with the Church’s point of view. On many occasions 
throughout the 1930s the Publications Branch of the Department of Education initiated dialogue 
with the Diocese of Dublin requesting feedback and guidance on the suitability of certain texts it 
was preparing for publication and distribution in the National Schools. In February 1936 
publications officer Seán Mac Lellan, wrote to the Archbishop’s Secretary, Rev. Patrick Dunne, 
informing him of the Department’s plan to publish a book titled ‘Think Well on T’ in its scheme for 
the production of books in Irish.  Mac Lellan writes, “Before taking any steps in the matter, the 
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Department would be very glad to be favoured with your observations as to the suitability of the 
material for publication.”521 

In August 1936 Mac Lellan, writing for Minister Derrig, wrote to Rev. Dunne once again 
requesting that he consider “with a view its being licensed or approved under the terms of the 
Canon Law”522 a book proposed for publication under the Department’s scheme for the production 
of works of general literature in Irish. In March 1937 the publications officer again informs the 
Archbishop’s secretary of the Department’s plan to publish a schoolbook and states, “I am to 
request that you will be so good as to have the work considered with a view to its being licensed or 
approved under the terms of the Canon Law.”523 The Archbishop thus seems to have been 
continually informed of textbook developments dealing with religion. In November 1941 Derrig 
wrote to Archbishop McQuaid as follows: 
 
 I have pleasure in sending your Grace copies of all the religious works in Irish which have 

been published by this Department, and I trust that you will kindly accept them and that they  
may prove of interest to you.524 

  
Consequently, although Kelly maintains the provision of textbooks in Irish was “addressed in a 
haphazard way if at all,”525 it is clear from the above examples of communication between the 
Department and the Catholic Hierarchy in the Dublin diocese that Derrig and his Department were 
especially careful when it came to preparing and publishing texts on religious matters. They took 
deliberate and careful steps to ensure the contents of the texts were in no way unacceptable to the 
Archbishop and the Catholic position. As well as discussing the suitability of certain textbooks, 
from 1922 onwards the Church and the Department also interacted on and discussed National 
School staff appointment issues, the use of diocesan buildings for schools, National School training 
college issues and the use of Irish in the National Schools.526 This illustrates the active role the 
Catholic Church continued to play in the educational arena and especially the acknowledged role 
accorded them by de Valera and Fianna Fáil in the pursuit and achievement of government policies, 
education included. 

Fianna Fáil was responsible for orchestrating “a new state patriotism of Catholic 
nationalism.”527 Along with the Catholic Church, these two entities had great influence on education 
and religious practice in the developing state. The hosting of the Eucharist Congress in 1932 is one 
good example as it showed Fianna Fáil had become a major player in post-Independence Irish 
political life and it highlighted the party’s ability “at marrying the pageantry of state with that of the 
Church in a chauvinistic display of Catholic triumphalism.”528 Additionally, this Congress 
highlighted how Catholicism had become “the central characteristic of Irish nationalism”529 in Free 
State Ireland as well as demonstrating “the central importance of Catholicism in the celebration of 
national identity,”530 in which De Valera and Fianna Fáil were now their main partners. On the 
whole, there was a general climate of state-sponsored and church-sponsored nationalism at work. In 
subsequent Chapters we will encounter how Irish myth was marshalled into this national 
indoctrination programme. 
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According to Gearóid Ó Crualaoich, from 1932 onwards:  
 

a sufficient number of (Irish people) were … willing to entrust the continuing political and 
socio-economic development of (Ireland) to a man who, while his vision of a free and truly 
Irish society was based on a stereotype deriving ultimately from an antiquarianism that even 
in the 1920s was outmoded, could still represent, in the contemporary world, a continuation 
of ancient cultural identity.531  

 
This man was Éamon de Valera. His choice of name for his political party, Fianna Fáil, anchored 
the party’s identity and representation firmly in the ancient and recent heroic past and provided de 
Valera with the licence to utilise the past’s concepts and metaphors to promote his political 
ambitions and policies with a sense of true conviction, often to the ire of other groups who 
considered themselves to be the true representative of the nations past and ambitions. 532 The anger 
of many of de Valera’s opponents “was fuelled by the fact that he had already effectively 
appropriated such diverse characters as Patrick Pearse and Cuchulainn to serve as Fianna Fáil 
heroes.”533 De Valera was convinced that “there lay in the heart of every Irishman a native, undying 
desire to see his country not only politically free but truly Irish as well.”534 He too considered it the 
duty of the national schools to instil these qualities of nationhood, self-respect and national pride 
into its pupils, an attitude he publicly expressed during his short tenure as Minister of Education. 

Due to the outbreak of the World War II, Fianna Fáil’s Second Government was 
reorganised and on September 27th 1939 de Valera took over the post of Minister of Education, a 
post he was to hold for almost nine months.535 During his tenure as Education Minister and also in 
the capacity of Taoiseach he addressed the National School Teacher’s Annual Conference in 
Killarney at Easter 1940. To gain a more complete picture of de Valera’s attitudes on National 
School education, its teachers and the government policies on education, an extensive referencing 
from his Conference address provides a broad insight into his views and policies.  

Acknowledging the role the teachers have in the national agenda de Valera declares “there is 
no other body of men and women which has in its charge so great a share in the shaping of the Irish 
nation.”536 He elaborates: 
 
 It is your function … to show them (the children) where they live on this globe and to give  

them some idea of the events that have brought our people from the beginning to their  
present position. You have the greater task that I have already mentioned, knitting up the  
broken threads of our  national tradition … . There are, I feel, few if any amongst you who  

 need to be told that if we cannot knit together again the broken framework of our own  
tradition and our national culture we can never be a whole nation.537 
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De Valera realised the importance of a teaching staff dedicated to the achievement of the central 
government policies laid out by such bureaucrats and academics as O Brolcháin, MacNeill and 
Derrig and stressed this when he remarked: 
 
 If the teachers of Ireland succeed in giving their pupils such ideals (honesty, truth,  

thoroughness in carrying out the ordinary tasks of life, the capacity of mutual tolerance, co- 
operation, obedience to authority, the simpler social virtues without which no nation can 
live), they will have done well by the nation, for they will have created a sense of civic  
values on which alone a State can be permanently built.538  

 
De Valera believed the National School teacher was an integral player in the achievement of the 
national ideal and their attitudes and application in the schools were of extreme importance if the 
nation was to develop and attain its own distinct self-image. This he clarifies when he stresses, 
“(W)hat the national teacher is, the nation will be.”539 Similarly, highlighting the importance of the 
school environment he states: “the national schools are the centres of national training, of character 
formation, the supply force of all the basic qualities on which the nation must be built.”540 (emphasis 
added). He continues: 
 
 The schools above all other centres of life can keep us in unity with our past while shaping  

the present and through the present the future, but they can only do this if they are not  
merely collections of pupils and teachers but real communities, each a little Éire in itself in  
which the principles of citizenship are practiced as well as taught.541 

 
De Valera’s view of the National Schools, its staff and the learning environment and their function 
in nation-building is echoed again by his closing remark: 
 
 It has been said of a nation that it is a partnership between the living and the dead. It is more  

than that, since the future comes into the partnership as well and it is you teachers of Ireland  
who are the link between those three partners in the nation. It is your schools which are  
above all other places the meeting ground of the past, present and future which is Éire.542  
(emphasis added). 

  
Furthermore, de Valera seems to have been quite firm on teachers achieving results through their 
instruction. Speaking in Dáil Éireann in May 1941 he proclaimed: “I am less interested in the 
teacher’s method of teaching than I am in the results he achieves, and the test I would apply would 
be the test of an examination.”543 A direct consequence of this attitude of de Valera’s in relation to 
testing was that in 1943 the Primary Certificate Examination was made compulsory for all pupils in 
sixth class at National Schools. This was the examination that had first been introduced on an 
optional basis in 1929 (on the recommendation of Eoin MacNeill in 1925). This examination was to 
remain in place until 1967 even though it repeatedly garnered criticism from teachers because it 
“tended to limit the work of senior primary level.”544    
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Once de Valera became Taoiseach the education portfolio went to Thomas Derrig (1897-
1956), the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to date.545 As Minister of Education he 
served from March 1932 to September 1939 and from June 1940 to February 1948. Derrig received 
his early education at the Christian Brothers Westport in his native Mayo and then attended 
University College Galway. A militant nationalist, he took part in the War of Independence as 
commandant of the West Mayo Brigade of the IRA.546 A signatory of the anti-treaty proclamation 
and a member of the IRA army council, he was captured by the Free State forces and imprisoned in 
Mountjoy Prison in April 1923, to be released in July 1924.547 He was a founding member of the 
Fianna Fáil political party and was elected to Dáil Éireann as a member of the party in 1927. He 
was appointed Minister of Education in de Valera’s first government in 1932 and held the post, 
apart from a short interval in 1939-40, for 15 years. Derrig, viewed as one of the more radical 
members of the Fianna Fáil cabinet, was a staunch supporter of the nationalist drive within the 
educational arena. He was committed to developing and supporting education initiatives, which 
cultivated a patriotic and Gaelic outlook,548 and, as an Irish language enthusiast,549 he strongly 
supported the revival of the Irish language. He was especially careful, as detailed above, to keep the 
Catholic Hierarchy on his side in relation to the content of school textbook dealing with religious 
issues, as he acknowledged the influential role the Church held in primary education throughout the 
country. He continued the policies of earlier activists such as Ó Brolcháin and MacNeill in the 
educational field. Owing to his long tenure as Minister, he helped ingrain such policies and attitudes 
in the Department’s outlook as how the national ideal and national self-image should be approached 
in the National Schools. Rather than promote these policies, Derrig consolidated them, particularly 
the curricular objectives and content. Edwards notes that cabinet members such as Derrig “set a 
pattern in cautious mediocrity.”550 Under Derrig and de Valera a 

 
cold resistance to reform (in education) was buttressed by a judicious deployment of 
national icons … (and resulted in a) highly arid interpretation of nationalism (being) 
officially declared to be shovelled forth to the schoolchildren.551 

 
 

Educational Developments and Legislation 1933 – 1971 
 
The Revised Programme for National Schools of September 1934 was introduced specifically 
because the new Fianna Fáil government was impatient with the rate of progress in the promotion 
of Irish in the National Schools552 and also because it “was anxious to press ahead with a policy of 
Gaelicisation.”553  

The Minister and his government took this initiative independently without dialogue or 
consultation with any other bodies involved in education outside the Department,554 although the 
Department had been approached in early 1934 by the INTO expressing its concern over issues 
such as the use of Irish as a teaching medium in the schools.555 This action by the Department 
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highlights the seriousness to which the Fianna Fáil government viewed the Gaelicisation policy and 
its promotion of the national language and native outlook in the National Schools in particular. The 
main changes it proposed and initiated to the teaching programme specifically involved the 
lightening of the teaching load in many of the school subjects then being taught. Rural science was 
omitted as a compulsory subject, algebra and geometry were made optional in smaller schools and 
English was no longer compulsory for first class, with the lower English course being adopted and 
taught in the other classes.556 The academic curriculum was thus curtailed in order to promote the 
Irish language and the policy of Gaelicisation in general. In its Report of 1934 the Department 
stated:  
 

(T)hese alterations, it is expected, will secure more rapid progress and more effective work 
in the teaching of Irish and in the development of teaching through Irish. It will not be 
possible to estimate the effect of the change for some years, but the Inspectors are of the 
opinion thata decided advance in the progress of Irish will result.557 

 
The educational system in 1945 “was in many respects similar to that inherited by the State at its 
independence, with few changes either in structure or on policy objectives since the 1920s.558 From 
1934, no other major changes were to be initiated by the Department in the National School 
curriculum for almost four decades. Apart from some slight alteration, this teaching programme 
remained the policy for Irish National School education up to 1971.559 The emphasis was now 
firmly placed on “handing on a cultural heritage in the ‘Gaelic’ tradition.”560  

The National School had effectively become a unique Gaelic and Gaelicisation institution,561 
where the teaching programme had been lightened to a narrower subject range to allow for a greater 
concentration to be placed on the cultural and national inculcation policy. This Gaelicisation drive 
in the National School learning environment is aptly referred to as a learning environment in which 
“… the schools [are defined] as instruments used towards a politico-nationalistic end,”562 as opposed 
to the broader educational development of the individual children. 

In March 1947 the INTO published A Plan for Education563 calling for educational reform 
and a much wider subject range to be taught in the schools.564 A short publication of just 123 pages, 
it contained information and evidence that highlights the continuing acceptance by the teaching 
community of pursuing the inculcation of the national identity policy laid down in the early years of 
the Department. Additionally, the document acknowledged a central role in this policy for the 
teaching of history by stressing, “(O)ne of the aims of history teaching is the fostering of national 
self-respect.”565 In the Chapter titled ‘Defects in Present System – Suggestions for Reform’ (pp.10-
18), there are multiple references made to Pearse’s educational philosophy566 as outlined by him in 
his publication, The Murder Machine.567 Pearse, an active worker for the Irish language all his adult 
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life,568 is quoted extensively in reference to the academic basis of the education offered, the lack of 
unity throughout the education system at all levels (primary, secondary, vocational, university), and 
the lack of research opportunities. It states, “our educational system is defective in its almost 
complete absence of provision for educational research, and its failure ‘to keep the teachers in touch 
with educational thought in other lands’ (Pearse).”569 It elaborates further on Pearse’s ideals when 
pointing out, “in a true education system, religion, patriotism, literature, art and science would be 
brought in such a way into the daily lives of boys and girls as to affect their character and 
conduct.”570  

These references to Pearse’s nationalist ideals for Irish education are presented as being 
suitable a quarter century into the country’s existence (and thirty-one years after his death). This 
illustrates the strong vein of national feeling that still existed within the most prominent teaching 
organisation in the country and highlights the persistence of the promotion of the national ideal 
within education. Furthermore, these insights illustrate just how instrumental Pearse was in 
introducing and promoting a strong nationalist agenda in the education environment. Sisson 
observes that in the early years of the Free State the Department of Education employed many civil 
servants who were devoted admirers of Pearse and who played a role in advocating a nationalist 
curriculum “along the lines of Pearse’s educational manifesto ‘The Murder Machine’.”571 
Additionally, during these early years, teachers “were recommended to study Pearse’s collected 
writings and to inculcate ‘the continuity of the separatist idea from Tone to Pearse.’”572  

Pearse is quoted altogether 9 times in this short chapter of A Plan for Education, an 
indication of the strength of the nationalist pedagogy that continued to sustain National School 
education and an illustration that Pearse’s “educational experiment … continue[d] to be upheld as 
an ideal in nationalist pedagogy.”573  

In the section ‘Reform is Imperative’ the Plan states the need for reform of the educational 
system if Ireland is to survive as a nation with a distinctive culture.574 It continues by declaring: 
“Ireland needs a New Deal in education, a system that will meet the requirements of the individual 
and the nation, that will provide an education purely Christian and truly national.”575  

When the document argues that “[T]he child, not the subject, must be put in the centre of the 
learning process,”576 it is calling for a more balanced education system, where there is the 
underpinning that the inculcation of a cultural and national uniqueness still remain solidly within 
the curriculum. The final call at the end of this chapter is of special significance because as well as 
illustrating the desire for the national underpinning to remain within the curriculum, it also 
highlights the concurrence the INTO had with the views of de Valera on National School procedure 
and educational policy. It concludes:  
 

(I)f our education were properly inspired Ireland could again be a beacon to a world that had 
lost its way, as it was in former times when we earned the title of the Island of Saints and 
Scholars. Ireland could again give an example to the world of a right way of living, the 
Christian way, the Irish way. In the words of Mr de Valera, “We of  this time, if we have the 
will and the active enthusiasm, have the opportunity to inspire and move our generation”.577 
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Although A Plan for Education called for educational reform and highlighted the need for a much 
broader subject range within the National School curriculum, the Department of Education did not 
adopt or apply any of its proposals at that juncture.578 The curriculum remained basically unchanged 
from its 1934 prototype. In 1950 a Council of Education was established and given the task to 
examine the function and curriculum of the National Schools. When it published its report in 1954 
entitled Report of Council of Education on Function and Curriculum of the Primary School “it 
called for no fundamental or radical (curricular) changes.”579 What it did advise was the inclusion of 
physical education, nature study and drawing as compulsory subjects.580 The National School would 
have to wait for almost two more decades for its first major curricular departure since the 
foundation of the State. 

Over this 39-year period twelve different people held the position Minister of Education 
covering 21 different terms of office. By far the longest serving Minister of Education was Thomas 
Derrig, serving 7 different terms of office in just over a 15-year time period; while Sean T. O’Kelly 
served just a 19-day term and Jack Lynch held one of his two portfolios for the shortest term of 
office to date, just 15 days.581 Despite these personnel changes, the period 1933-1971 witnessed no 
major departures in the National School environment or no major curricular or legislative 
developments. Into the late 1950s it was considered “a traditionally moribund department,”582 with 
“the period 1945 to 1962 [looked upon as] one of stagnation.”583 What marks this period is “the 
paucity of educational legislation”584 and the number of politicians who held the portfolio of 
Minister of Education.   

Two other events deserve mention. These are the Constitution of 1937, viewed by many as 
having “tied too intimate a knot between Irish nationalism and Catholicism,”585 and the 
amalgamation policy for rural National Schools in the 1960s.  

In relation to education, the 1937 Constitution contained much more detail when compared 
with the 1922 Constitution.586 Article 42 of the 1937 Constitution acknowledges the family as the 
primary and natural educator of the child and guarantees to respect the inalienable right and duty of 
parents to provide for the religious and moral, intellectual, physical and social education of their 
children.587 Additionally, it proclaims that the role of the state “is to protect and promote these 
parental rights with a limited right to proscribe that ‘a certain minimum education’ be attained.”588  
This Article effectively recognised the role the family were legally entitled to play in the education 
process. However, up to the 1980s the potential role of parents within the education system … has 
been little exercised,589 so that in reality the State and the Catholic Church remained the main 
players in education for many decades post-1937.  

Finally, the amalgamation of many rural schools in the 1960s was instigated by the 
Department due to lowering rural populations and a focus on cost effectiveness in staff and 
buildings.590 This streamlining of National School education throughout the country also supported 
the implementation of the new curriculum that was about to be introduced nationwide in 1971, 
forty-five years after the Second National Programme Conference. 
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New Curriculum 1971 
  
From as early as 1947 the INTO had been calling for review and reform of the National School 
curriculum. That year it specifically proposed a broader subject syllabus and a more child-centred 
approach to the whole education system. Eventually, in the mid-1960s the Department of Education 
finally began to consider a curriculum review; or as Akenson puts it, “[U]ndeniably, early in the 
1960s the Republic’s politicians discovered education. Almost overnight the schools were changed 
from legislative orphans to a topic of continual public interest and debate.”591 

In late 1966 a Departmental Steering Committee was set up, in autumn 1967 the National 
School Inspectors debated the new curriculum issue at their annual conference and by the end of 
1967 a New Curriculum sub-committee had been appointed, of whom all the members were 
National School Inspectors.592 In October 1968 a draft of the New Curriculum was distributed to the 
INTO, all the Colleges of Education for primary teachers and primary level managerial 
organisations; in February 1969 a Working Document of the curriculum was published by the INTO 
in its journal An Muinteoir Naisiunta (translated ‘The National Teacher’), and in September 1971 a 
Handbook for Teachers593 in two volumes was distributed to all National Schools formalising the 
Primary School Curriculum as the official curriculum for all National Schools in the Republic of 
Ireland from that date forward.594 Whereas the National Programmes of 1922 and 1926 were 
instigated by the Department after discussion with the many different agencies active in the national 
education environment such as the INTO, County Councils and University professors, the 1971 
curriculum (as well as the 1934 Revised National Programme), was exclusively an initiative from 
within the Department.595 The 1971 curriculum for the National Schools was drafted by the 
Inspectorate of the Department of Education and after a pilot implementation596 and some revisions 
it was introduced nationally from September 1971.597 According to Coolahan: 
 
 This curriculum (of 1971), in its ideology, content and format, was a radical contrast to that  

which had existed previously. Based on the ideology of child-centred education, it offered a  
wide subject range and encouraged ‘discovery-type’ teaching methods with pupil interest  
and involvement as the prime objectives.598 

 
The aims of primary education, the Handbook declared are “(T)o enable the child to live a full life 
… and … to equip him to avail himself of further education so that he may go on to live a full and 
useful life as an adult in society.”599  

The shift was now to a more broader-balanced curriculum coupled with a focus on 
individual learning using more source materials. The stress was to be more on personal 
development and citizenship rather than on patriotism and nationality.600 Commenting further on 
education for citizenship being the responsibility of the school it emphasises: 
 

                                                 
591 D.H. Akenson, op.cit., (Montreal, 1975), p.143. 
592 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.27. 
593 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 1 agus 2 – Primary School 
Curriculum, Teacher’s Handbook, Parts 1 and 2 (Dublin, 1971). 
594 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), pp.27-28. 
595 Ibid., p.33. 
596 The piloting implementation took place between 1968 and 1971 in approximately 400 schools around the Republic 
of Ireland (A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin , 1986), p.28).   
597 T. Walsh, A Historical Overview of our Conceptualisation of Childhood in Ireland in the Twentieth Century (Dublin, 
2004), p.7.  
598 J. Coolahan, op. cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.135. 
599 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile , Cuid 1  op.cit., (Dublin, 1971), p.12. 
600 Ibid., p.14. 



 86  

 The educational system is a mechanism by which one generation transmits to the next the  
basic elements of the ever-increasing fund of human knowledge, the common culture of the  
society, the social habits, customs and national attitudes on which the health and cohesion of  
the society depend.601 
 

The New Curriculum was presented not as a collection of separate subjects for learning but as an 
integrated approach to learning. One consequence was history became part of a broader grouping of 
subjects entitled Social and Environmental Studies, the other subjects being geography, elementary 
science and civics.602 The Handbook states, “(H)istory should be thought of as a whole range of 
interrelated activities which uses the historical as the binding factor – an area of interest and 
activities rather than a subject as such.”603 It argued that the child should benefit from the process of 
exploration and discovery as well as from the historical information gained and additionally, in such 
an environment “the child’s imagination may be fired by the “habitual vision of greatness” … (that) 
should lead to a better understanding of his historical and cultural heritage.”604  

It insisted that History should not be limited to inspirational examples of patriotism, 
courage, self-sacrifice and devotion to noble ideals in case the lessons to be learned for the conduct 
of ordinary life might be ignored. To circumvent such an outcome it advised the teacher to be 
particularly cautious in how information is presented to the pupils. It stresses:  
 

The teacher … while elevating the minds of the children by directing their attention to the 
more dramatic episodes in our people’s story, will not fail to foster also a proper admiration 
for those who served Ireland in humbler ways. Care should also be taken that in the 
presentation of facts there is no distortion or suppression of any truth which might seem 
to hurt national pride.605 (emphasis added) 

 
In outlining a History syllabus for the lower classes, Classes I-II, it indicates that legends and stories 
with a mythological or historical theme drawn from local and national sources should be used.606 
Additionally, it provides a bibliography to enable teachers to choose what they consider appropriate 
and advises, “(I)n choosing stories, it is important to make sure that the lesson to be learnt is one of 
moral and patriotic virtue rather than of narrow or exaggerated nationalism.”607 (emphasis added) 

At the same time however while this theoretical policy appears to be an innovative departure from 
earlier standards set in the 1920s and 1930s, the choice of many textbooks appears to still be 
traditionally similar in content to what was up until then being used. From the prescribed 
bibliography there are such traditional books as:  
 

• The Children’s Irish Legends,  
• Celtic Fairy Tales,  
• The First and Second Books of Irish Myths and Legends,  
• Irish Sagas and Tales, and  
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• Old Celtic Romances608  
 
Even after the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971, it is clear that the mythological tale 
remained a feature of classroom material due to its ongoing inclusion in the schoolbooks. All of 
these books contain a varied and detailed sample from the mythological story cycles and many 
provided regular extracts that were included in earlier textbooks (e.g. the Literary Reader Series) 
from the 1920s onwards. In presenting the chronology of the presentation of the overall syllabus to 
Classes I-VI, it strongly advises against isolating pre-Norman history to classes below Class IV, 
rather it suggests that these periods can indeed be referred to and covered again in subsequent years 
(up to Class VI).609  This indicates that it was considered acceptable to use such texts throughout the 
National School curriculum and the time the pupil remained within the National School system; 
basically whenever the teacher considered it appropriate.  

Although the initiatives taken to improve the overall education curriculum in the National 
Schools appeared to be positive, criticism about aspects of the New Curriculum began to surface by 
the mid-1970s.610 For instance, the contents of the Handbook lacked cohesion because different sub-
committees of inspectors worked on different aspects of the curriculum without sufficient 
cooperation. Furthermore, the lack of dialogue or involvement of anyone involved in post-primary 
education resulted in the subsequent educational sectors (secondary and tertiary level education) 
failing to appreciate the attempted reforms set in place by the curriculum. Post-primary teachers 
even went so far as to voice concern about a drop in standards in the National Schools.611 
Nevertheless, many believe the 1971 curriculum was a leap forward in educational attitudes from 
the Department in view to curriculum development and assessment of long-held educational 
policies. This curriculum was to basically remain in place for the next thirty years. 
 
 

Education 1971 – 2001 
  
Ireland’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1973 did not then prompt the 
Department of Education to conduct any curricular investigation or make adjustments to what had 
already been put in motion in 1971.612 The 1970s and the 1980s did however witness some review 
and examination of the progress and success of the 1971 curriculum as well as more involvement 
from the Department of Education in curricular matters. In 1975 the Conference of Convent 
Primary Schools in Ireland published Evaluation of the New Curriculum for Primary Schools and in 
1976 the INTO published Primary School Curriculum: Curriculum Questionnaire Analysis.613 Both 
groups reported “the majority of teachers supported the approach and ideological context of the 
curriculum.”614 However, in 1985, the Department began a large-scale study on the implementation 
of the curriculum where it was discovered that significantly few teachers actually put the approach 
recommended in the curriculum into practice.615  

                                                 
608 Ibid., p. 90. Provided here in the format given on p.90: The Children’s Irish Legends Forrester. Harrap; Celtic Fairy 
Tales. Jacobs. Muller; The First and Second Books of Irish Myths and Legends. Neeson. Herder/Mercier; Irish Sagas 
and Tales. Ó Faoláin. Oxford University Press; and Old Celtic Romances. Dr. P.W. Joyce. Talbot Press. 
609 Ibid., p.93. 
610 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.29. 
611 Ibid. 
612 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981), p.153. 
613 Conference of Convent Primary Schools in Ireland, Evaluation of the New Curriculum for Primary Schools, Dublin: 
CCPS, 1975. Irish National Teacher’s Organisation, Primary School Curriculum: Curriculum Questionnaire Analysis, 
Dublin: INTO, 1976. 
614 F. Waldron, op.cit., (Dublin, 2003), p.64. 
615 Ibid., referring to data reported in the Department of Education publication The Implementation of the Principles of 
the Primary School Curriculum, Dublin: DOE, 1987. 
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In 1981, the Minister of Education set up The National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA).616 Its responsibilities are to advise the Department on all matters related to 
curriculum and assessment in first and second-level education. From 1981 the NCCA was to be 
instrumental in both curriculum review and curriculum development and in 1998 it was given a 
statutory remit in the Education Act 1998.617 Thus, from 1981 the National School curriculum was 
to be given more on-going attention than it had previously received. This indicated imminent 
change, as now those involved in the debate were to be broadened to encompass a more complete 
representation of those active in the education arena. The 1998 Act decreed the Minister shall ensure 
that the membership of the NCCA: 

 
is representative of bodies and persons involved in the education system at early childhood  
and primary and post-primary levels, in particular national associations of parents,  
recognised school management organisations and recognised trade unions and staff 
associations representing teachers, and … includes other persons who have experience or  
skills, including experience of and skills in business and industry, … (who) have a special  
interest in, or experience of, the education of students with a disability or other special  
education needs, or … are representative of Irish language organisations.618 

 
One of the key functions accorded the NCCA by the 1998 Act is “from time to time to review the 
curriculum, or any part of the curriculum, for schools and the syllabuses taught and to advise the 
Minister.”619 

By 1998 therefore the Department had set in place procedures, and thus guaranteed, that the 
curriculum, an area of the educational environment left unchanged for so long, would now be 
accorded regular and on-going attention, and (when considered necessary) review. In 1984 the 
Curriculum and Examinations Board, which mainly dealt with post-primary level education, 
recommended an overall review of the primary curriculum.620 Nevertheless, as on previous 
occasions, the Department was again slow to act on external recommendations and it was not until 
the early 1990s that a process was initiated to revise the working of the 1971 National School 
curriculum.621 The 1990s was to be a momentous decade where the Department of Education 
instituted significant legislative reform that was to facilitate curricular change and growth within the 
National School environment.622 

The publication of a Green Paper titled Education for a Changing World (Dublin, 1992) by 
the Irish Government began the momentum for a decade of review and reform in Irish education. 
The paper specifically concluded that the Irish education system as a whole “was over centralised, 
making curriculum innovation enormously difficult.”623 This in turn led to a call for “a wide-ranging 
debate on the future of education, its content and structures.”624 One result from the debates and 
investigations that ensued was the White Paper on Education in 1995.625 

                                                 
616 The Council sits for a three-year term and has 22 members, four of whom are appointed by the Minister of Education 
and the remaining 18 are appointed on a representational basis . The term of office of a member (including the 
chairperson) shall not be greater than five years (Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998 (Dublin, 
1998), p.43 and Department of Education and Science National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (Dublin, nd). 
617 Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998. (Dublin 1998), Part VII, pp.34-38. 
618 Ibid., pp.34-35. 
619 Ibid., p.35. 
620 A. Hyland, op. cit., (Dublin, 1986), pp.30-32. 
621 T. Walsh, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004), p.8. 
622 B. O’Neill, Media Education in Ireland: An Overview, (Dublin, 2000), p.57. 
623 Ibid., p.58. 
624 Ibid. 
625 Department of Education and Science. Charting Our Education Future. White Paper on Education (Dublin, 1995). 
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In the Foreword, the Minister of Education Niamh Bhreathnach states that the White Paper builds 
on the consultative process, unprecedented in Irish history, that has taken place, it heralds a major 
programme of legislation and also provides the strategic direction for these innovations to occur.626  
She declares: 

 
The ultimate objective of the strategies set out in the White Paper is an education system 
which will provide every student with fulfilling educational experiences at every stage in a 
lifetime of learning.627 

 
As educational aims and guidelines for inclusion in the daily practices of teaching and learning in 
schools the document states two of its aims to be, “to foster an understanding and critical 
appreciation of the values – moral, spiritual, religious, social and cultural – which have been 
distinctive in shaping Irish society and which have been traditionally accorded respect in society628 
and “to ensure that Ireland’s young people acquire a keen awareness of their national and European 
heritage and identity.”629 (emphasis added). 

The document also declares: 
 
 Ireland has a rich cultural heritage. The education system has an important role to play in its  

conservation and development. Education can do this by inculcating a strong sense of pride  
in being Irish and by emphasising the Irish language and traditions, Irish literature,  
music and other cultural activities.630 (emphasis added). 

 
Thus, the national agenda was still firmly ensconced within the National School teaching 
environment and the administrative bodies were still pursuing inculcation policies. The attitudes 
and objectives of the bureaucratic machine and its national school education policy in the 1990s, as 
the above illustrates, were still very similar to those expressed 73 years previous by education 
officer Pádraig Ó Brolcháin, (and cited again below for visible comparison to the 1995 document):  

  
In the administration of Irish education, it is the intention of the new government to work 
with all its might for the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, 
music and tradition of Ireland, their natural place in the life of Irish schools.631 (emphasis 
added) 

 
The review of the primary school curriculum in 1971 resulted in the introduction of a child-centred 
approach to school instruction “which radically changed the philosophy and methodology of 
primary education from its previous emphasis on subject-centred, didactic learning.”632 
Additionally, “[the]child-centred principles of the 1971 curriculum were endorsed in 1990 in 
reports by the Review Body on the Primary Curriculum and the Primary Education Review 
Board.”633  

                                                 
626 Ibid., p.1, dated 12th April 1995. 
627 Ibid., p.2. In Chapter 1 ‘Philosophical Rationale for Educational Policy and Practice’, in the Section concerning 
‘Societal and Individual Development Through Education.’ 
628 Ibid., p.10. 
629 Ibid. 
630 Ibid. 
631 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(1981), p.41. As cited from the 11 February 1922 issue of The Irish School Weekly. 
632 Department of Education and Science, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.16. 
633 Ibid. 
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Commenting on the Irish language it maintains the promotion and preservation of the (Irish) 
language has been an important aim of every Irish government since the foundation of the State.634 
Furthermore it emphasises, a minimum objective in the revised curriculum is that:  

 
on completion of their primary education, students … will have acquired a knowledge of the 
basic structures of the Irish language, as a foundation for further study at second level, and 
an awareness of Irish history and culture635 (emphasis added).  

 
It asserts “[T]he Irish language has an integral and creative role to play in defining Irish identity.636 
(emphasis added); and further proclaims: 
 

(B)enefits derived from primary education are key determinants of the extent to which the 
individual citizen participates in society: all subsequent education and training are built upon 
the foundation of primary education.637 

 
The National School therefore remained an environment where the Department intended to continue 
with the indoctrination of a unique identity policy aimed at the country’s school-going population. 
One avenue by which this policy was being pursued was by the continued inclusion of the 
mythological tales in the schoolbooks up to and throughout the 1990s. Additionally, mythological 
texts were still being included in many of the new series of textbooks that had slowly begun to 
appear after the introduction of the New Curriculum of 1971.  

In 1995 there were almost 500,000 children attending school in just over 3,200 primary 
schools and 115 Special Schools staffed by over 20,000 teachers throughout the 26 counties.638 This 
was indeed a substantial number of the country’s population639 exposed to the exploits of such 
heroes as Cuchulainn and Fionn MacCumhall, as well as Brian Boru, Wolfe Tone and Patrick 
Pearse.  

As confirmed in the 1995 White Paper on Education, there had been no substantive 
legislation enacted in relation to first-level education in independent Ireland in the twentieth 
century, other than the Vocational Education Act of 1930.640 The introduction and legislation of the 
Education Act, 1998641 was thus a significant juncture in National School education in Ireland. This 
Act was a detailed piece of legislation covering most areas of the education environment642 and it 
came into operation two years from the date of its passing.643 One of the objectives of the Act was 
“to contribute to the realisation of national educational policies and objectives;”644 and one of the 
functions of a school laid down by the Act was “to promote the development of the Irish language 
and traditions, Irish literature, the arts and other cultural matters.”645 

This instruction was in effect presenting and carrying forward, implicitly, the infusion 
policies inherent in the educational environment since the formation of the Free State. 

                                                 
634 Ibid., p.19. 
635 Ibid. 
636 Ibid., p.185. 
637 Ibid. p.34. 
638 Ibid., p.15. 
639 The population of The Republic of Ireland (26 counties) in July 1994 was estimated at 3,539,296 (source: 1995 CIA 
World Factbook). 
640 Department of Education and Science, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.173. 
641 Department of Education and Science, Education Act, 1998 (Dublin, 1998). 
642 Chapter 4. Appendix 2. Preamble to the Education Act, 1998. 
643 Department of Education and Science, op.cit., (Dublin 1998), p.6 Article 2 (3). 
644 Ibid., p.10. 
645 Ibid., p.13. 
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In relation to the curriculum, as the approach to any curricular developments up until this time in 
independent Ireland had been a highly centralised one under the control of the Department alone, 
the provision of statutory recognition and functionality to The National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA), originally established in 1981, was “a crucial step towards a more responsive 
and flexible system of curriculum development.”646  

Although the NCCA had been operating since 1981, from 1998 onwards its activities and 
proposals were to be underpinned by law, so a greater responsiveness to curricular change and 
innovation would now be ensured.647 Finally, practically no attention is given in the Act to the 
preparation and provision of textbooks for the National Schools. With reference to teaching through 
Irish it states that the Minister will establish a body to plan and coordinate the provision of 
textbooks to the learning of Irish and the teaching through Irish.648 There are no references to 
textbooks dealing with any of the other subjects, history included, so one has to assume such an 
area as textbook decisions in general were solely covered in the annual Circulars distributed 
nationally by the Department to all National Schools throughout the country. 

In culmination of the debate, analysis and work by all involved in education that was 
initiated by the Department of Education in the early 1990s, a revised primary curriculum was 
launched in 1999. It represents:  

 
a detailed interpretation of the recommendations of the Review Board on the Primary 
Curriculum (1990) … encompasses the philosophical thrust of the 1971 Curaclam na 
Bunscoile649 and reflects the thinking and aspirations of the National Convention on 
Education (1994), the White Paper on Education, Charting our Education Future (1995) and 
the Education Act (1998).650   

 
Additionally, it was the first complete revision of the curriculum since 1971. This curriculum was 

 
designed to nurture the child in all dimensions of his or her life - spiritual, moral, cognitive, 
emotional, imaginative, aesthetic, social and physical. The curriculum reflects the 
educational, cultural, social and economic aspirations and concerns of Irish society. It also 
takes account of the changing nature of society and aims to help children to adjust to these  
changes.651 

 
This revised curriculum reiterated the commitment of the National School system to the ideas and 
practice of child-centred education and unlike past innovations it was being introduced on a phased 
basis rather than being implemented immediately (for example, the implementation of the revised 
history section of the curriculum was scheduled for 2005).652 It contained seven curricular areas,653 
with each subject presented in a single book, each one also having an accompanying Teacher 

                                                 
646 B. O’Neill, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.57. 
647 Ibid., p.58. 
648 Department of Education and Science, op.cit., (Dublin 1998), p.30 Article 31 (1).  
649 Primary School Curriculum (of 1971). 
650 Department of Education and Science and National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, The Primary School 
Curriculum (Dublin, 1999), p.1. 
651 Department of Education and Science. A Brief Description of the Irish Education System (Dublin, 2004), p. 9. 
652 F. Waldron, op.cit., (Dublin, 2003), pp.63-64; B. O’Neill, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.57. 
653 The seven areas are: 1. Language (Irish & English), 2. Mathematics, 3. Social Environment and Scientific Education 
(History, Geography, Science), 4. Arts Education (Visual Arts, Drama, Music), 5. Physical Education, 6. Social, 
Personal and Health Education, 7. Religious Education. Source: National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 
Primary School Curriculum, (Dublin, 1999), p.1. 
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Guidelines book. The curricular content is presented in two-year cycles,654 four in total, in order to 
facilitate curricular planning and implementation. Finally, perhaps the most important facet of the 
revised curriculum was that for the first time in independent Ireland the previous curriculum was 
used as the foundation for revision and change, which resulted in educational continuity for the 
pupils, the teachers and many of the fundamental elements prescribed within the earlier 
curriculum.655 

Over this 30-year period (1971-2001) seventeen different people held the position Minister 
of Education covering 20 different terms of office. This continued the trend of the last two decades 
of the previous time period, 1933-1971, where there were numerous changes of personnel in the 
post. Once again there was also quite a difference in the amount of time each politician held the 
minister’s portfolio. The longest serving Minister of Education was Mary O’Rourke, serving 2 
terms of office in a time period of four years and eight months. The shortest term of office was a 
three-week portfolio served by Charles Haughey.656 As none of the politicians holding the post of 
minister were responsible for any direct policy statements on teaching methodology or curricular 
development similar to those made by MacNeill, Derrig or de Valera previously, they will not be 
discussed here. 

In summary, whereas the 1970s (after the introduction of the Primary School Curriculum in 
1971) and the 1980s witnessed little departmental activity concerning curricular issues, thus 
continuing a trend ingrained in earlier decades, the 1990s, especially under Ministers Niamh 
Bhreathnach (1993-1997) and Micheál Martin (1997-2000), was a decade of broader inclusion, 
legislative change and innovation that culminated in the Education Act of 1998 and the Revised 
Primary School Curriculum of 1999. The insularity of the National School teaching environment 
that prevailed up to the late 1960s gave way to a broader, more child-centred curricular aspiration 
from the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971, although it still took many years for a clear 
implementation of the objectives set out. Development, review and change was achieved through 
the establishing of such groups as the NCCA and the recognition by the Department of the value of 
the inclusion of a broader spectrum of groups and individuals in curricular concerns and curricular 
innovation and change. By the end of the 1990s the situation had been reached where the 
Department alone was no longer the sole entity in charge of curricular change. Instead, adopting “a 
partnership approach”657 and based on the reports, advise and suggestions of the NCCA, the 
National School curriculum and changes thereof would now be approved by the Department of 
Education and Science and then implemented by the teaching staff through the Inspectorate.  
 
 

Textbooks: the Department of Education, the Inspectorate and the Publishing Houses 
 
The Department of Education 
The Department of Education has exercised and continues to exercise great powers over first level 
education in Ireland, specifically in the areas of educational policy and administrative procedures.658 
The Department devises the curriculum659 and ensures it is being implemented satisfactorily; it pays 
the salaries of the teaching staff and monitors teacher efficiency (through the National School 
Inspectorate); and it sanctions the textbooks that may be used in the schools.660 This administrative 
                                                 
654 Junior & Senior Infants, First & Second Class, Third & Fourth Class, Fifth & Sixth Class. Source: National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment, Primary School Curriculum, (Dublin, 1999), p.1. 
655 T. Walsh, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004), p.8. 
656 Chapter 4. Appendix 1. 
657 T. Walsh, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004), p.9. 
658 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.160. 
659 Since the early 1990s it is doing this on a partnership basis with all other groups directly involved in the educational 
environment. 
660 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.160. 
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situation results in a strong, centralised system of National School level education. In relation to 
school textbooks, “The Department of Education reserves the right to sanction the textbooks in use 
in the national schools and officers of the Department liase with the educational publishers for 
planning and approval purposes.”661  

However, it is at the school level that the choice and selection of the textbooks were and are 
actually made so that the theoretical policies and what actually occurs on the ground at publishing 
houses and in schools does not always concur. According to the NCCA, “[T]he selection of 
textbooks and classroom resources to support the implementation of the curriculum is made by 
schools, rather than the Department of Education and Science or the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment.”662 

As such each school, and in turn each teacher, is accorded a great deal of autonomy to 
choose and use textbooks which they deem suitable to carrying out their interpretations of the 
specific objectives outlined in the curriculum distributed by the Department. In so doing, the 
particular character of each school makes a vital contribution to shaping the curriculum in 
classrooms,663 where each classroom becomes its own unique entity664 in comprehending and 
applying the particulars outlined in the curriculum. This situation allows for a broad interpretation 
of curricular objectives to exist. On the other hand it may also lead to a great dependence on 
textbooks and textbook content, where teachers become over-reliant on the textbook with the result 
that the textbook actually becomes the curriculum and the sole course of study and focus of 
classroom activity. In such conditions the re-occurrence of specific texts in the schoolbooks, for 
example mythology stories, allowed for an uninterrupted flow and pattern of specific material, 
which assisted in the construction of a unique national self-image.  

The over-reliance and dominance of the classroom textbook is the situation that generally 
existed prior to the introduction of the New Curriculum in 1971 and indeed it continued afterwards 
as well. Coolahan refers to it as the dominance of the class textbook;665 Bennett terms it the tyranny 
of the textbook,666 and the Curriculum Unit of the Department even went so far as to state in their 
1985 Report667 that textbooks were being used in the schools as the major source for planning 
lessons and they tended to dominate class practice.668  

The New Curriculum of 1971 called for a reduced role for the textbook in the classroom, 
thus acknowledging its dominance up to that time. For instance, in presenting the new direction for 
the teaching of history that promoted the comprehensive study of chosen periods of history, 
(referred to as the ‘patch study approach’ as opposed to a chronological focus,669 the New 
Curriculum declared: 

 
The traditional textbook will have a limited part to play in such a scheme since it lacks the  
essential associations with the environment and since it is hoped that the child will consult  
many sources and gain experience in selecting matter most suited to his research.670 

                                                 
661 Ibid., p.182. 
662 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, Curriculum and Assessment (Dublin, nd), p.1. 
663 Ibid. 
664 de Valera referred to each classroom as “each a little Éire in itself” in his Easter 1940 address to the Teacher’s 
Congress in Killarney. 
665 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.169. 
666 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.130. 
667 Department of Education. Curriculum and Examinations Board, Primary Education – A Discussion Paper (Dublin, 
1985). 
668 Ibid., p.165, as cited in A. Motherway, The Textbook Curriculum: The Status and Role of the Textbook in the 
Teaching of History and English at Senior Primary Level, (Dublin, 1986), p.195. 
669 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 1  – Primary School Curriculum, 
Teacher’s Handbook, Part 2. (Dublin, 1971), pp.93 & 99. 
670 Ibid., p.96. 
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Furthermore, the Department issued revised guidelines671 for the publishers of school history 
textbooks in the early 1980s advising against presenting information in a strict chronological 
manner, reiterating its support of the child-centred learning curriculum and the necessity for the 
pupils to encounter a broader history programme.672 This illustrates that a decade or more after the 
implementation of the New Curriculum the dominance and use of the textbook still remained pretty 
much unchanged from the period prior to 1971. 

The textbook was thus the main source (if not the only source) used by the teachers in their 
instruction and classroom activities from 1922 up to and after 1971 and even into the 1980s. A 
continual theme in school inspectors’ comments throughout these decades is the dominance of the 
textbook in all classroom learning.673 Even as late as 1988, the textbook continued to dominate 
classroom life.674  

Therefore, the specific information and foci contained in these textbooks were arguably the 
main reference sources for the children to draw upon during their education in the National Schools 
as well as being the core information conduit used by teachers to disseminate information. 
Consequently, the regular inclusion of the mythological tales in the schoolbooks throughout the 
period in question (1922-2001) provided the teachers with sanctioned source material to connect to 
the heroic past. This helped them promote the national identity and self-image policies permeating 
out of Dublin and also helped provide the pupils with material distinctly connected with Ireland and 
its the country’s past. 
 
The Inspectorate 
The professional inspection of government-funded schools began in Ireland in the early nineteenth 
century under the auspices of the Kildare Place Society and became a central feature of the National 
Education System from its establishment in 1831. The early twentieth century witnessed the 
extension of the Inspectorate system to vocational education (1901) and second-level (intermediate) 
education (1909), all of which were eventually merged into one Inspectorate.675 Although the role 
and functions of the Inspectorate have since developed, its core functions have remained constant. 
These are, “the inspection of the quality of schooling, advising teachers and school management, 
and advising Ministers and other officials on educational policy.”676  

Additionally, the approach to conducting class observations and materials used by the 
Inspectorate remained almost unchanged after the formation of the Department of Education in 
1924 and well past the middle of the twentieth century. For example, the observation book used by 
the inspectors remained unchanged from 1834 to 1959.677 As with the situation pertaining to the 
NCCA, the Inspectorate was given a statutory basis in the Education Act of 1998. This legislation 
defines the main functions of the Inspectorate, now a Division of the Department of Education and 
Science, as broadly being the evaluation of the (primary and secondary) educational system and the 
provision of advice to the educational system and its policy makers.678 The 1998 Act gave the 
Inspectorate a legislative base to operate from and clearly defined its role in the national education 
system. Some of the main functions of the Inspectorate as defined in the Act are as follows: 

• To support and advise recognised schools, centres for education and teachers on matters 
relating to the provision of education 

• To evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the provision of education in the State 

                                                 
671 Department of Education, History Textbooks for Primary Schools: Suggestions for Publishers (Dublin, 1980). 
672 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.131. 
673 A Motherway, Developing the History Curriculum in the Primary School 1922-1986, (Dublin, 1988), p.38. 
674 Ibid., p.44. 
675 Department of Education and Science, The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.5. 
676 Ibid. 
677 Personal communication with former National School inspector, 29th July 2004. 
678 Department of Education and Science, The Inspectorate: A Brief Guide, (Dublin, 2004), p.5. 
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• To conduct research into education and to provide support in the formulation of policy by the 
Minister 

• To evaluate the effectiveness of the teaching, development, promotion and use of Irish in 
schools 

• To advise the Minister on any matter relating to education policy and provision, including the 
curriculum taught in recognised schools, assessment and teaching methods.679  

 
In addition, the Inspectorate, the main liaison group between the schools and the Department,680 is 
actively involved with many of the initiatives to improve the quality of education in National 
Schools, for example advisory duties and carrying out investigations for the Department. For 
productive results in such activities it is therefore necessary for the Inspectorate to cooperate with 
the other Divisions within the Department of Education and Science.681 As regards curriculum 
development, the Inspectorate represents the Department on the NCCA where it provides its 
perspective and advice to the Council on ongoing issues related to curricular assessment and 
review.682   

There is no direct reference in the Education Act of 1998 to general school textbooks or the 
role the Inspectorate may have in the decision process related to the textbooks that are sanctioned 
by the Department for the National Schools. It may come under the umbrella of the advisory 
capacity to the Minister the Inspectorate holds on maters relating to the provision of education and 
the curriculum. However, issues related to textbooks are not directly referred to in the Guide and 
neither is there any reference to textbooks in the Education Act Part III. As mentioned above 
though, there is direct reference to the Minister’s obligation to establish a group to plan and 
coordinate the provision of textbooks in Irish for learning and teaching the subject Irish.683  

The Inspectorate were involved in the production and sanctioning of school textbooks, at 
least during the first two decades after independence.684 According to a retired National School 
inspector, during the early years of the Department it was the case where some inspectors wrote 
books for use in the National Schools.685 Within the Department among the inspector group, a 
smaller group were informally assigned with responsibilities to overview the incoming books from 
the publishing houses as well as from individuals such as inspectors and teachers and then consider 
them for distribution.686 Particular subjects, such as History, English, Mathematics, would be 
assigned to specific inspectors based on their experience and knowledge in that particular field. 
They might then have this responsibility for a number of years.687  
 
The Publishing Houses 
The major publishing house of educational material for the National Schools throughout the 
twentieth century has been The Educational Company of Ireland (ECI). Founded in 1910 in Dublin, 
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it has played an influential role in Irish education from its inception.688 From the beginning it 
established a strong working relationship with teachers and launched a new educational journal, The 
Irish School Weekly, to facilitate communication and the dissemination of information among the 
educational community.689 By the 1930s it had expanded its operations to Cork and had become “the 
leading supplier of school textbooks and materials in the country.”690 In 1971 ECI merged with 
Longman and Browne and Nolan, making it the largest school publishers in the country.691 Other 
publishing houses active in the output of educational material for the National Schools are CJ 
Fallons and Folens. During the early decades of the Free State the publishing house of Alex Thom 
released schoolbooks, as did Browne and Nolan up until its merger with ECI in 1971.692 

There was not a great variety or quantity of National School textbooks published from 1922 
to the 1970s, as is evidenced from the publishing activities of all the publishing houses presented in 
Appendix 3.693 Many of the Reader Series of books were republished and much of the content of the 
textbooks was regularly recycled, as can be seen from the selection of mythology texts that are 
included repeatedly over class levels and decades throughout this period (see Chapter 9). This 
phenomenon is directly linked to Department policy and the lack of innovation or change within the 
curriculum during this period; it can also perhaps be connected to the economic circumstances of 
the majority of the population and their inability to spend money on education necessities.  

By 1971 however there was the realisation that the issue of textbooks needed to be 
addressed and impetus was needed to provide a more diverse selection of material for schools. 
According to Coolahan: 
 
 Following the publication of the ‘new’ curriculum in 1971, educational publishers arranged  

for new schemes of textbooks which reflected the change in emphasis. A wider range of  
textbooks and alternative readers became available which, in general, were more colourful  
and better presented than the older schemes.694 

  
Nevertheless, although style and variety of the school textbooks did begin to change, the 
mythological stories included in the school textbooks remained constant even after 1971.695  

As explained above, the mythological cycles had been incorporated into the history curriculum 
during the nineteenth century and as such had become embedded within the history syllabus in the 
National Schools. The Department of Education had issued statements pertaining to the inculcation 
of a national pride and the teaching of history and the history syllabus included a number of 
textbooks specifically dealing with Irish mythology (examples are provided in ‘The New 
Curriculum 1971’ above). Additionally, many of the regular history textbooks contained a variety 
of mythology texts.696 However, there were relatively few history textbooks published during the 
years 1924-1971 and by far the most common type of school textbook up to the introduction of the 
New Curriculum in 1971 were the Literary Reader series of textbooks. These covered a range of 

                                                 
688 J. J. Dunne, The Educational Company of Ireland Limited, (Dublin, n.d.), p.3.  
689 Ibid., p.4. 
690 Ibid., p.7. 
691 Ibid., p.9. 
692 Refer to Appendix 3. Publishing Houses and Textbooks 1922 – 1967 for a sample overview of publication output. 
693 Chapter 4. Appendix 3. Publishing Houses and a Sample of Textbooks Published 1922 – 1967. 
694 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.181. 
695 Refer to Chapter 4. Appendix 4. Mythological Texts: Thematic Groups & Number Breakdown by Decade. 
696 For example, The Land I Love Book I, Stories from Irish History (ECI, 1926) contains Cuchulainn, Finn Mac Cool –
I,II and The Children of Lir I,II; New Course in Primary History (School & College Services Ltd., 1973) contains 
Ancient Irish Heroes; The March of Time I (ECI, 1996) contains The Salmon of Knowledge. 
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subject and topic areas, mythology included.697 Examples of these Literary Reader series textbooks 
are: 

 
• The Oriel Readers 1926  
• The Saint Enda Readers 1929  
• The Clarion Readers 1931  
• Ireland School Reader 1935 
• The Saint Brigid Readers 1937 
• The Kincora Readers 1940  
• Emerald School Readers 1945 
• The Golden Key Readers 1954 
• On Wings of Words 1956 
• The Road to Reading Series 1958  
• The Mellifont Readers 1960 
• Fact and Fancy 1963 
• The Day by Day Readers 1967698  

 
Many of these Literary Reader Series had more than one publication run and some were reprinted 
under a different book title, so that the same book may have been reprinted and reissued multiple 
times over a number of years. Based on the fact that few history books were published in these 
years, that both the Literary Reader Series of books and the history books in circulation contained 
similar (often identical) mythology texts, and that there were no specific time periods for particular 
subject areas to be covered during the course of a day in the National School699 (so that an element 
of history could very easily be covered in conjunction with reading a mythology story from the 
general textbook), the mythology tales can have served a similar purpose when focused on in the 
Literary Reader Series as when covered in a history class.  

The school textbook was, and remains, a significant feature of the National School learning 
environment. It has traditionally played a central role in the life of the pupil700 but has also been 
recognised and documented as holding an unduly prominent position in the teaching environment 
from 1922 to 1971 and later.701 Motherway notes: 

 
The over-dependence of teachers on poor quality textbooks in history was regarded by 
inspectors as a major problem during the period 1922-1971. Most teachers restricted the 
range of the course to the contents of what one inspector described as ‘meagre and arid 
little textbooks’.702 

 
The National School textbook was the core reference material and central instruction and 
information source for sixty years or more in first-level education in Ireland. As stated earlier, as 

                                                 
697 Of the total 88 National School textbooks from 1924-2001 in the writer’s corpus, 78 are ‘General’ texts and 10 are 
History textbooks. 
698 This corpus will be fully presented in Chapter 7. 
699 “… although curricular “subjects” differ somewhat from each other in the areas of knowledge they are said to 
embrace, some, because of their very nature, defy all barriers to contain them.” New Primary School Curriculum 1971 
Part 1, p.19. 
700 A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.196. 
701 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), p.129 and J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1994), p.27. 
702 A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1986), p.196, citing the inspector comment from Report of the Department of 
Education, 1928-29. (Dublin, 1930), p.60. 
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recent as 1985 the Curriculum and Examinations Board reported that textbooks still tended to 
dominate lesson planning and class practice.703  

The Second National Programme Conference of 1925 had decided that the aim of the 
teaching of history was the inculcation of national pride.704 As this objective remained unchanged 
after the minor revisions to the curriculum in 1934, one of the main curricular aims in National 
Schools up to 1971 and in the teaching of history especially, was to cultivate a patriotic outlook in 
the children.705 Concerning history texts Bennett states:  
 

(T)he nationalist texts … were avowedly propagandist as distinct from being historical and 
they sought to inculcate a concept of patriotism which glorified valour and bravery in battle 
above all other qualities. The heroism of the ‘fighting men’ provided the criterion by which 
all ‘good’ Irish people were judged.706 
 

Additionally,  
 

the fact that many of the people in government (in the 20s) had been so recently involved in 
the 1916 Rebellion and the War of Independence, it is understandable that the textbooks 
emphasised bravery in battle. The use of history books to inculcate a sense of patriotism is 
also understandable.707  

 
Moreover, there was limited change in text focus over the next four decades and thus the central 
themes in the texts prevailed as such throughout this period.708 Bennett confirms that into the 1960s: 
 
 (T)he centrality of religion in Irish life, the narration of heroic deeds by Irishmen and  

Irishwomen, the importance of patriotism and the depiction of the Irish language as a key  
component of Irish identity remained the staple diet of the texts.709 

 
The 1971 New Primary School Curriculum outlined and called for a number of innovations in the 
teaching of history. Most notably that a central place be accorded to local history to allow the child 
to become more involved in the study of history through exploration and discovery, a call for the 
use of a variety of source materials and a more integrated approach to the study of history.710 It still 
acknowledged the importance of teaching “a simple sequence of history,”711 a recognition of 
“examples of patriotism, courage, self-sacrifice and devotion to noble ideals,”712 and a continued use 
of the traditional class textbook, although in a more limited capacity,713 while moving beyond the 
primary focus on patriotism/nationalism to include a broader focus on personal development and 
citizenship. Curtailing the dominance of the textbook in National Schools did not materialise 
immediately however. As a tool of instruction and information source the class textbook remained 

                                                 
703 Curriculum and Examinations Board, Appendix to Primary Education – A Discussion Paper, 1985, p.165, as cited in 
A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.44. 
704 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.175. 
705 A. Motherway, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.37. 
706 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.118. 
707 Ibid., p.121. 
708 Ibid., p.302. 
709 Ibid., p.313. 
710 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 2, op.cit., (Dublin, 1971), pp.87-88. 
711 Ibid., p. 87. 
712 Ibid. It actually states, “Illustration of History should not, however, be confined to sublime examples of patriotism, 
courage, self-sacrifice and devotion to noble ideals …”, thus not removing this focus but incorporating it into a broader 
focus. 
713 Ibid. 
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central throughout the 1980s and even the 1990s in the selection of historical content and the 
teaching methodology applied, as research conducted during these decades continued to find.714  

The Department of Education, realising that the teaching environment was not undergoing 
much change and the implementation of the 1971 curriculum was proceeding at a snail’s pace, 
issued revision guidelines for the publishers of textbooks in 1980 in the hope of initiating change in 
the classroom.715 This resulted in the beginning of a number of new series of textbooks being 
published, starting in 1983. Although a new style approach to the school textbooks was adopted by 
the publishers, it did not diminish the inclusion of mythology-related stories in the books. For 
example, Pathways in History: Book 1 published by The Educational Company in 1983 contained 
six Irish legends.716 Irish mythology still remained entrenched within the teaching of early Irish 
history to the children of the country as well as continuing to appear in the general English language 
texts also.717 Moreover, in the teaching of reading, syllabus text editors continued to include legends 
in the textbooks which concurred with the Revised Guidelines for a Reading Programme in Primary 
Schools that advised that “the programme should contain legends, historical … material, and 
reading matter which the children might be expected to meet in their out of school lives.”718 
 
 

The History Curriculum 1999 
 
In culmination of much debate and work by the Department of Education and all others involved in 
the educational environment from the early 1990s, the 1999 Primary School Curriculum was 
launched reiterating the commitment of the primary education system to child-centred education.719 
In this revised curriculum History, along with Geography, and Science, remained within the subject 
grouping Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE). In relation to the teaching of 
history, “(T)he movement away from a predominantly nationalist narrative, which began in 1971, 
comes to fruition here in a curriculum which both acknowledges and celebrates diversity.”720 
Nevertheless, the document states that SESE is (still) concerned with “the cultivation of important 
values and attitudes … [and that] it seeks to generate an appreciation of cultural and historical 
inheritance.”721   

Declaring that the history curriculum places a very strong emphasis on the study of local 
history in all classes at National School,722 it emphasises: 
 
 The history curriculum is constructed on the premise that history can make a unique and  

valuable contribution to the education of the child if it involves the simultaneous acquisition  
of knowledge about aspects of the past, the development of historical skills and the  
cultivation of important attitudes.723 (emphasis added) 

 
It stresses two of its aims as being “to enable the child to play a responsible role as an individual, as 
a family member and as a member of local, regional, national, European and global 

                                                 
714 F. Waldron, op.cit., (Dublin, 2003), p.64. 
715 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1994), pp.32-33. 
716 Ibid., p.33. 
717 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Dublin, 1995), pp.135-136. 
718 Ibid., p.136. 
719 F. Waldron, op.cit., (Dublin, 2003), p.64. 
720 Ibid. 
721 Department of Education and Science and National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Primary School 
Curriculum: History. Social, Environmental and Scientific Education. (Dublin, 1999), p.4. 
722 Ibid., p.7. 
723 Ibid., p.76. 
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communities,”724 and “to foster a willingness to explore personal attitudes and values and to 
promote a openness to the possibility of changing one’s own point of view.”725 (emphasis added) 

Furthermore, as one of its broad objectives it declares that the history curriculum should 
enable pupils “to develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through 
studying the history and cultural inheritance of local and other communities.”726 Therefore, this 
curriculum is effectively continuing, albeit implicitly, the policies carried forward in all curricular 
revisions carried out in 1925, 1934 and 1971 - that of the implanting of an attitude of national 
awareness, pride and respect in Ireland. In the section ‘Values, attitudes and responsibilities’ the 
document declares, “(T)he curriculum stresses the role which history may play in cultivating a 
sense of responsibility for the preservation of heritage, and a sense of local, national, European and 
global identity.”727 (emphasis added) On this issue it further elaborates: 
 
 History can also reveal how our sense of identity – on a personal level and as a member of  

family, national and other communities – has been shaped by the cultural and social  
experiences of many different peoples in the past. Perhaps most of all, history can help the  
child to begin to explore how people’s interpretations of the past can exert a powerful 

 influence on their attitudes, beliefs and actions today.728 (emphasis added). 
 
The curriculum is divided into three two-year blocks – first and second classes, third and fourth 
classes, fifth and sixth classes. Within each block Strands and Strand Units729 are presented to 
provide content focus for subject coverage and progression and their arrangement in the curriculum 
“gives considerable flexibility to schools and teachers in the selection of appropriate topics for the 
history programme.”730  

Additionally, it acknowledges the possibility of covering historical points in an integrated 
fashion, when teaching other subjects and skills.731 Each of the three two-year blocks makes 
reference to the application and use of Irish myths. For first and second classes, in the strand unit 
‘Stories’ students should be enabled to “listen to, discuss retell and record a range of myths and 
legends from different cultural, ethnic  and religious backgrounds in Ireland.”732  

For both the third and fourth classes and fifth and sixth classes the strand unit itself is titled 
‘Myths and legends’, thus according the theme its own prominent position. For the third and fourth 
classes it states students should be enabled to  
 

listen to, discuss retell and record a range of myths and legends from different cultural, 
ethnic  and religious backgrounds in Ireland … (and also be enabled to) express or record 
stories through oral and written forms, art work, drama, mime (and) movement.733  

 
As discussed in Chapter 3, these are objectives that bear resemblance to what Pearse was carrying 
out at the beginning of the twentieth century at Saint Enda’s with his inclusion and development of 
the mythology texts, both in the classroom and in drama form. As well as including the above 
objectives for the fifth and sixth classes, it also states that students at this level should be enabled to  

                                                 
724 Ibid., p.5. 
725 Ibid., p.12. 
726 Ibid., p.13. 
727 Ibid., p.78. 
728 Ibid., p.9. 
729 “The strands and strand units of the history curriculum outline the knowledge areas of the curriculum and suggest 
ways in which historical skills may be developed as these units of work are completed.” Ibid., p.76. 
730 Ibid., p.76. 
731 Ibid., p.25. 
732 Ibid., p.31. 
733 Ibid., p.47. 
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relate the myths and legends to the beliefs, values and traditions of the peoples from which 
they came, … (and also be enabled to) explore and discuss common themes and features 
which are to be found in the myths and legends.734 

 
All of the above illustrate the prominent position the mythological cycles and stories continue to 
hold within the National School history curriculum and general curriculum due to the integrated 
nature of the overall curriculum. This is the history curriculum whose implementation was 
scheduled for 2005. It is fitting to conclude with an observation from Waldron, one that exemplifies 
the position Irish mythology has gained and continues to hold in the teaching of Irish history in the 
Irish National Schools and also exemplifies that, within the Irish National School educational 
environment, pluralism in theory gravitates back to Gaelicism in practice. She writes: 
 
 There is famous history and there is family history and maybe myths and legends are history  

like the Children of Lir or Setanta. There are lots of different types of history. Even wars are  
history. There are even stories about love and sorrow in history like Deirdre of the Sorrows.  
A lot of things have happened in history.735 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
From 1922 to 1971, individuals and groups politically and educationally affiliated were explicitly 
articulating educational policies and opinions in relation to the inclusion of a national tone within 
the teaching curriculum of the National Schools.  Individuals such as O Brolcháin, MacNeill, Derrig 
and de Valera publicly declared the vital role the National School environment was to play and 
maintain if Ireland was to establish itself as a distinct, separate nation. Additionally, administrative 
documentation from the Department of Education and the INTO throughout this period – in 1925, 
1934, 1947 and 1971 – stated categorically the official position the government and the teaching 
community held in support of the inculcation policies initiated in the early years of the Free State.  

After 1971 these inculcation policies still remained entrenched, but in a different way, in the 
attitudes and documentation released by these agencies, oftentimes in a more implicit manner to 
what was hitherto the case. The 1995 White Paper on Education stressed that the education system 
has an important role to play in the conservation and development of Ireland’s rich cultural heritage 
and National School education can achieve this by: 
 

inculcating a strong sense of pride in being Irish and by emphasising the Irish language and 
traditions, Irish literature, music and other cultural activities.736 (emphasis added) 

 
Furthermore, one of the functions of the National School as determined by the Department of 
Education in the Education Act of 1998 is to promote the development of Irish traditions, Irish 
literature, the arts and other cultural matters,737 which is again implicitly acknowledging and moving 
forward the above mentioned inculcation policies. While yet again the Revised Primary Curriculum 
of 1999, in presenting its revitalised history curriculum, declares that the teaching of Irish history 
needs to involve the cultivation of important attitudes related to developing a sense of personal, 
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local and national identity in each child.738 Simultaneously, this revised history curriculum presents 
separate sections within each of its 2-year cycles of classes specifically devoted to the myths and 
legends of Ireland, noting that students should be enabled to relate these myths and legends to the 
beliefs, values and traditions of the people of early Ireland.739 Therefore, throughout all this time a 
reverberating call is being transmitted to inculcate the school children in an Irish pride and self-
image and one of the means of achieving this is through the mythology tales in the schoolbooks. 

From information presented in this chapter it is clear that the Irish government, with the 
support of the Department of Education and Science, continues to frame a good deal of the Irish 
identity phenomenon around Ireland’s unique past and that the National School environment 
remains one of the key areas in which a platform for this identity can be established. We have 
witnessed almost a century of national concerns in curriculum development in the independent Free 
State. We have also seen how various areas were singled out for underlining and inculcating a sense 
of distinct Irishness (such as language and history) and how especially one cardinal area in all this 
was the Irish myths and legends. 

Part of Ireland’s distinct past is to be found in the Irish Mythological Cycles of stories. 
Therefore the inclusion of the mythology tales in National School textbooks has remained a 
constant throughout the eighty odd years since Ireland gained independence and began to forge its 
own unique place in the world. It is to these mythology texts that this study will now turn. Prior to 
introducing the mythology texts however, I will first introduce the school textbooks in which these 
mythology tales are contained. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
738 Department of Education and Science and National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Primary School 
Curriculum: History. Social, Environmental and Scientific Education. (Dublin, 1999), p.76 & p.13. 
739 Ibid., p.66. 
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Chapter 5 
Textbooks: Availability, Lists, Type & Content 1924 – 2001 

  
A new education system in Ireland has to do more than restore a  
national culture. It has to restore manhood to a race that has  
been deprived of it. Along with its inspiration it must, therefore,  
bring a certain hardening. It must lead Ireland back to her sagas.740 

 
 

Introduction 
 
As highlighted in Chapter 4, the textbook was the dominant, and most often the sole, reference 
material in the instruction process in the National Schools throughout the period under 
investigation. As such, its contents was arguably the most influential literature encountered by the 
scholars during their time in primary education, a position supported by an earlier researcher when 
stating, “(A) nation’s school books wield great power … and the sentiments they express become 
second nature to man.”741 
 
 

Availability of Textbooks 
 
The Department of Education no longer houses its own library on site at its headquarters in 
Marlborough Street Dublin. One consequence of this is that there is no complete collection of 
National School textbooks available at a central location either on the Department’s grounds in 
Dublin or anywhere else in the country. National School textbook collections, although incomplete, 
are however available at various locations in and around Dublin City.  Institutions where textbooks 
have been sourced for this study 742 include St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, Education Company 
of Ireland Archives Walkinstown Dublin and the National Library of Ireland Dublin. In addition, 
further textbooks have been sourced from teachers, both active and retired, and from different 
locations around Ireland.  In all of the above mentioned locations, as only partial collections are 
available, the task of attempting to compile a complete representation of the school textbooks for 
the study period was indeed a challenging and time consuming task. Nevertheless, based on the 
sourced Department Circulars and Book Lists of different years throughout the eight-decade study 
period, the collection compiled743 is arguably a fair representation of the textbooks used in the 
National Schools over the time period under scrutiny. 
 
 

Textbooks: Lists, Circulars, Levels and Recycling  
 
Book Lists & Department Circulars  
Since the establishment of the Department of Education in 1924 it has been its policy to regularly 
issue Circulars related to school textbooks and also Book Lists of textbooks that have been 
sanctioned for use in National Schools to the Managers and Teachers of these schools. The ‘List of 
Books’, as it was officially termed, carried the authority of the Department and outlined which 
books were suitable and acceptable for use by the teachers in the schools, as is illustrated by the 

                                                 
740 P.H. Pearse,  in ‘The Murder Machine, VIII Back to the Sagas,’ as cited in S. Ó Buachalla,  A Significant Irish 
Educationalist. The Educational Writings of P.H. Pearse. (Dublin, 1980), p. 382.  
741 P.J.H. op.cit., (In House Publication, 1892), p.9. 
742 A complete list is available in Chapter 5. Appendix 1. 
743 See Chapter 7. Appendix 2 – Complete Corpus Text List / Decades Content. 
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following extract from 1936, “No book which does not appear on this List may be used for Secular 
Instruction in a national school without special sanction of the Department previously obtained.”744 

Such a policy remained in place well into the 1970s illustrating the recurrent influence the 
Department held over the material used in the schools.745 It also demonstrates the importance these 
Lists of Books held in the daily delivery of instruction in the National School learning environment 
and the role the textbook content played in influencing the growing minds of all the learner 
population. Only books listed could be used within the school setting, thus the content of these 
books was important indeed in guiding the learning in the classrooms.  

Additionally, Managers and Principal Teachers of all National Schools were required to 
submit their selection of books from the List to the School Inspector for their district each year by 
1st June.746 Later, at least up to the early 1970s, although not required to submit their selections, 
these professionals were still required to keep a copy of their chosen textbooks in the school records 
for inspection by the school inspector.747  In the Department’s Circular 7 of 1953 to Inspectors, and 
also forwarded to managers and teachers, inspectors are made fully aware of their role and 
responsibilities in this matter. It states:  
 
 The inspector should scrutinise closely the list of books submitted annually by each  

principal teacher and should also, when visiting the schools, take note of the books actually  
in use so as to ensure that no book which does not appear on the official list is used without  
the previous sanction of the Minister.748 

 
Furthermore, in situations where the teacher wished to use a book not listed on the sanctioned List 
of Books, he or she was required to submit a request in writing to the Department for permission to 
use such a book, no later than 1st September in any given year.749 Again this illustrates the firm 
control the Department exercised over curricula content in the material used in the schools for 
instruction. 
 
At this point I want to briefly outline the issue of attendance in the National School education 
environment during this study period to provide a clearer picture of the age range of the students 
attending the National Schools and using these school textbooks. Compulsory attendance at 
National School for all children from the age of 6 to 14 became law from 1st January 1927 and 
remained so until 1972.750 It was therefore normal for students to remain at National School until the 
age of 14, up to the 1960s at least. There was an increased tendency from the 1960s however for 

                                                 
744 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 
1936-37 (Dublin, 1936), p.1.  
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748 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. Inspection of Schools. Section 10 – List of Books Sanctioned for use in 
National Schools: Rule 52. Iml. 7/53 (Dublin 1953), p.3. See also An Roinn Oideachais. Brainse an Bhun-Oideachais. 
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750 J. Coolahan, op. cit. (Dublin, 1981), pp. 46-47. 
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many children to enter National School at the younger age of 5 so that it was then and still is today 
possible to have a variation of one year or slightly more between the ages of students in a class.751 
With the abolition of the Primary Certificate Examination in 1967752 and the introduction of the free 
education scheme for secondary schools also in 1967 the number of students going on to secondary 
education increased dramatically. This also resulted in students transferring to secondary school 
from National School at the approximate age of 12.753 Nevertheless, for the first five decades of the 
National School system (1920s-1960s) a large percentage of Irish children remained at National 
School up to 14 years of age. 

 
Textbook Levels  
Textbooks were written and published to suit the different ability levels of the learners and were 
assigned the following level titles by the publishers:754  
 

1. Primer I 2. Primer II 3. Introductory 4. Beginner 
5. Preparatory 6. Junior 7. Middle (Intermediate) 8. Senior 
9. Advanced    

   Table 1. Textbook Level Titles. 
 
These categorisations were printed on the covers of the textbooks and were also included next to the 
textbook title in the List of Books. From data compiled, the levels Primer I and Primer II seem to 
have been introduced in the 1960s, as they do not appear in any of the sourced Lists of Books prior 
to the one issued in 1963. 

The categorisation term used by the Department in the List of Books communiqués is 
‘Standard.’ Although not directly stated in the material, this term represents both level/ability of 
students and also the year, commonly referred to as ‘class’, in which the student was at in their 
school life, for example 2nd year or 5th year, (commonly referred to as 2nd class and 5th class 
respectively). In support of this deduction, while providing explanatory remarks to assist the 
teachers in choosing a suitable textbook for their respective class(es) and levels of students, the 
1936-37 document states: 

 
The programme requires Standard II to read a Beginner’s Book. Teachers who consider it  
desirable to use an Introductory Book before taking up a Beginner’s Book are at liberty to  
select an Introductory Book from those given below.755 
 

To illustrate the correlation between student age and class level up to the 1960s and from the 1960s 
to 2001 refer to Table 2 below. As can be seen, although students stayed in school longer up to and 
well into the 1960s, throughout the whole time period under investigation (1920s – 2001) students 
generally passed through the same classes at much the same age.  

 

                                                 
751 Personal communication with practicing National School teacher, May 12, 2007. 
752 Department of Education, Curaclam Na Bunscoile, Lamhleabhar An Oide, Cuid 1. op.cit., (Dublin 1971), p. 17. 
753 J. Coolahan, op. cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.134. 
754 As determined and presented in the List of Books communiqués from 1935 to 1968.  
755 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op. cit., (Dublin, 1936), p. 11. See also An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas 
Náisiúnta. List of Books Approved for use in National Schools for the School-year 1968-69. Iml. 13/68 (Dublin, 1968), 
p. 19. 
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Table 2. Student’s Age (approximate) and National School Class Titles up to 1960s and from 1960s.  
 

To demonstrate how class level, textbook level and student age operated and to approximate the age 
at which a student read a particular level text we need to look at a number of different Lists of 
Books issued by the Department from different decades and co-relate and cross reference the 
information. This should then approximate the school year the student was in, the level of textbook 
used in that class year, and the student’s age. 

In the English Literary Section of the List of Books for the school-years 1936-37, 1945-46 
and 1968-69756 the Class Level, Textbook Level and Student age remained almost identical 
throughout, apart from the additions of the two Infant levels in the 1968-69 document.757 Therefore, 
a student in Standard IV would be approximately 10 years of age and would most probably be using 
the Junior Book of an English Literary Reader series. A large percentage of the corpus of textbook 
material for this study is compiled from Junior level textbooks, signifying that the readers of this 
material were in the age range 9 – 11, a highly impressionable age. The stories they would have 
read during these formative years would have been quite impressionistic, which would help form 
some of their views of both themselves and their surroundings such as their national self image. 
 
Policy of Recycling of Textbooks 
The Department pursued a policy of using the same textbooks and series of textbooks repeatedly 
down through the decades. Three years after the introduction of the Revised Programme for 
National Schools,758 in its Circular to managers and teachers of National Schools in September 
1937, the Department states: 
 
 … the Minister for Education … has decided that number 3 of the Preliminary Notes, page 8  

of the Revised Programme of Instruction, viz.: - “In all standards fresh reading material will  
be expected each year.”  shall cease to be operative and that instead, until further notice, the  
following arrangement shall be substituted: - 
(1) In a separate class or standard in charge of one teacher, the Readers and Text Books,  
when selected, are not to be changed, unless in exceptional circumstances, for a period of  
years. 
(2) In a division, consisting of two or more classes or standards combined, in charge of one  
teacher, a similar principle is to be adopted.  

                                                 
756 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1936), pp.11-13; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas 
Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1945), pp. 11-13; and An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin 1968), pp. 
15-18. 
757 Chapter 5. Appendix 2. Class Levels, Textbook Levels and Student Age. 
758 The Revised Programme for National Schools was introduced in 1934. See Chapter 4. 

1920s – 1960s  1960s - 2001 
Student’s age Class title/level  Student’s age Class title/level 
   5 Junior Infants 
6 Infants  6 Senior Infants 
7 First Class  7 First Class 
8 Second Class  8 Second Class 
9 Third Class  9 Third Class 
10 Fourth Class  10 Fourth Class 
11 Fifth Class  11 Fifth Class 
12 Sixth Class  12 Sixth Class 
13 Seventh Class    
14 Eight Class    
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The Readers and Text Books, when selected, should be changed in any year only to the  
extent which is absolutely necessary. … the same Readers and Text Books should be used in  
the division every third year at least.759 (emphasis added). 

  
Here is evidence of a clear policy of repeated use of the same material and also recycling material. 
It concludes:  
 
 Under this arrangement it will be possible for books, kept clean and in good order, to be  

transmitted to brothers and sisters of pupils who have used them or to be acquired by other  
children who need them, and, as a consequence, the cost of book equipment to parents of 
pupils of National Schools will be considerably reduced.760 

 
Consequently, as well as supporting its policy of recycling the textbooks, thus in effect recycling 
the same material and ideas contained in the textbooks for the pupils, this Department directive also 
served as an attractive economic package for the general public as it lessened considerably the cost 
of sending their children to school. This policy of recycling continued to remain constant right into 
the 1970s, as evidenced from the Department Circulars sourced.761 

The Department of Education thus pursued a policy in which a large body of textbook 
material continued to be recycled and used within the National School learning environment over a 
period of many decades. Consequently, we find the same stories appearing again and again from 
decade to decade resulting in similar thematic issues constantly running through the textbooks and 
being presented to the pupils. Such a policy therefore ensured a consistency of theme and message 
being delivered to National School pupils transgenerationally during a large part of the 20th century. 
 
 

National School Textbooks: Type and Content 
  
Lists of Books 
The textbooks sanctioned by the Department in the Lists of Books encompassed all the subjects 
from the National School curriculum, as can be seen in Table 3 below. The Table includes the 
subject areas and, in parenthesis, the number of pages allocated to the school subjects on the List or 
the number of books actually listed where few are presented.  
 
List of Books 1936/37 List of Books 1945/46 List of Books 1965/66 
1. Irish (9½) 1. Irish (9½) 1. Irish (10¼) 
2. English Literary Readers (2) 2. English Literary Readers (2) 2. English Literary Readers (2⅔) 
3. Poetry (⅔) 3. Poetry (¼) 3. Poetry (⅛) 
4. Story Readers (4) 4. Story Readers (1⅛) 4. Story Readers (1¾) 
5. Grammar and Composition (⅛) 5. History (⅔) 5. Grammar and Composition (½) 
6. Mathematics (1½) 6. Geography (½) 6. Mathematics (1) 
7. History (1) 7. Music (⅔) 7. History (1) 
8. Geography (½) 8. Copy Books (⅓) 8. Geography (¾) 
9. Music (1) 9. Cookery (⅛) 9. Music (⅓) 

                                                 
759 An Roinn Oideachais. Readers and Text Books in National Schools. Iml. 13/1937 (Dublin, 1937), p.1. 
760 Ibid. 
761 An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. Liosta de na Leabhair.  Atá ceaduighthe le h-aghaidh Scoileanna 
Náisiúnta sa Scoil-Bhlian 1944-45. Iml. 12/1944 (Dublin, 1944), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Imlitir do Bhainistroiri 
agus do phriomhoidi Scoileanna Naisiunta. Iml. 23/62 (Dublin, 1962), p.1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. 
op.cit., (Dublin, 1963), p. 1; An Roinn Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. op.cit., (Dublin, 1966), p. 1 and An Roinn 
Oideachais. Oideachas Náisiúnta. The list of books approved for use in National Schools for the school-year 1970-71. 
Iml. 13/70 (Dublin, 1970), p. 1. 
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10. Copy Books (½)  10. Citizenship (1 book) 
11. Books Recommended for the 
Use of Teachers (5⅓) 

 11. Copy Books (2 books) 

  12. Additional Irish (½) 
  13. Rural Science or Nature Study (¼) 
  14. Needlework and Dressmaking (1bk) 
  15. Béarla [English Skills] (⅛) 
  16. Uimhríocht [Arithmetic] (2 books) 
  17. Geometry (1 book) 
  18. Books approved for use in School 

Libraries (⅔) 
Table 3. List of Book Contents 1936/37, 1945/46, 1965/66. 
 
The sections on Irish books in all three Lists contains four subsections on Literature, Grammar, 
Poetry and Drama, presents textbooks for each of the different class levels/standards from a variety 
of publishing houses and is by far the largest of the sections in all three Lists. The sections from 
where the corpus is drawn for this thesis, the English Literary Readers (see below), presents 
textbooks for each of the different class levels/standards from a variety of publishing houses; and in 
all three Lists History books are listed from Standard IV and upwards and many are offered in a 
two-part publication format, Part I and Part II. What distinguishes the English Literary Readers 
from all the other English language books listed is that they are published and offered in a series 
format, from Introductory to Senior (sometimes Advanced) level publications, thus catering for 
each ability level of student. The Poetry textbooks are listed from class level/standard V and 
upwards and are one-off publications from a variety of publishing houses. The Story Readers are 
listed from Standard II and upwards in the 1936 and 1965 Lists of Books and from Standard IV and 
upwards in the 1945 List.  The Story Readers from all three Lists are predominantly one-off 
publications from a variety of publishing houses. There are however quite a number of one-off 
publications also and again they are from a variety of publishing houses. It can be concluded from 
these Lists that two core values of the Irish education system throughout this period are Irish and 
literacy. Furthermore, the Literary Readers reflect an emphasis on a cultural frame of reference due 
to the cultural literacy element in their content (see below). 
 
English Literary Readers and the Christian Brothers – the template defined          
As mentioned above, the English Literary Readers were published in a series format, from 
Introductory to Senior level mostly, by all of the publishing houses and this is what distinguishes 
the Readers from all the other English language school books listed. It is from these textbooks that 
the major part of the corpus has been compiled for this thesis.  

The origins and format of the Literary Readers can be traced back to the Christian Brothers 
National School Textbooks of the nineteenth century. Due to the growing criticism the National 
Schools started receiving from the Irish Catholic Hierarchy in the late 1830s, the Christian Brothers 
began to withdraw their schools from the National School State System from 1835 onwards.762 This 
allowed the Brothers to develop their own teaching methodology and in-house teaching materials 
independently of the National School Board. In 1839, under Superior-General Brother Riordan they 
undertook the writing of a complete set of textbooks for use in their schools, textbooks that carried a 
strong Catholic and nationalist tone.763 The Brothers’ secular instruction and their textbooks, or 
Readers, of which there were four from the 1840s and six after 1885, were to have quite an 
influence on Irish education in the 20th century.  

                                                 
762 See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion. 
763 Anon. Chapter L. History of the Institute of Religious Brothers of the Christian Schools, Ireland. Christian Brothers 
Educational Record (In-House Publication, nd), p.27.  
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 Much more revolutionary was the way in which secular instruction was impregnated with  

nationalism. Being critical of the text-books  issued by the National Board, the Brothers  
produced their own editions – reading lessons which emphasised the works of Irish 

 authors, a geography which devoted much of its attention to Ireland alone, and a history  
which was frankly critical of government policy.764 

 
An article in the Waterford Chronicle of July 1844 reviewing the Christian Brothers’ textbooks 
stated, “… their class-books … infuse everything that can make their pupils proud and fond of their 
country … they [textbooks] are thoroughly national, and are highly creditable to the country.”765 
The format used, the mixture of content included and the tone presented basically set the standard 
for the National School English Reader textbook style up to and especially post 1924 under the Free 
State Government. What was particularly important in the Christian Brother textbooks was the 
combination of material of religious and native Irish interest (historical, mythological and lyrical). 
All these components helped to inculcate patriotic and nationalistic sentiment and image in the 
pupils as well as promoting the concept of a Celtic Catholic Ireland across the educational 
environment in general, and as a consequence across society as well. Walsh declares: 
 
 It was in the field of cultural nationalism that the Brothers’ books had their greatest impact.  

From the first publications in the 1840s it was not the overt nationalistic content of the  
books which was significant but rather the almost hidden fact that, in contrast to the reading  
books of the National Board, the books of the Christian Brothers were compiled by Irishmen  
who used Irish sources and who were themselves steeped in Irish history and literature. 
Consequently, from the very beginning a sense of Irishness pervades the Brothers’ books. 
Lessons on the supposed origins of the Irish race, Irish customs, antiquities of Ireland and on 
Irish music made the pupils aware of a separate cultural identity. … The overall impact was 
… that there existed in ancient and contemporary times a set of relationships, a way of 
looking at and doing things different from an ‘English’ way of doing things.766 
 

Additionally, Coldrey asserts that in the Christian Brothers educational environment, “the pupils 
were left in no doubt as regards their country being a separate entity with a separate identity,”767 and 
he also claims that the Brothers helped contribute to the growth of Irish national consciousness by 
“providing ideal patriotic education for Irish boys,”768 aided to a large extent by their textbooks. 
The template for the content of the Christian Brothers Reader was a combination of short prose 
pieces interspersed with one or two items of poetry. There was usually an average of two to three 
prose pieces followed by a poem or two and this presentation was repeated throughout the Reader. 
In addition, these publications also appear to have applied a strong element of recycling, including 
the same content or very close to identical content in their successive publications. For example, the 
Third Reader published in 1906 contains 83 texts in total, 48 prose and 35 poetry.769 The 1935 
publication of the Third Reader contains 73 texts in total, 38 prose and 35 poetry.770 The publication 
of 1935 contains 37 of the same prose pieces and 17 of the same poems from the 1906 publication. 
 

                                                 
764 N. Atkinson. op.cit., (Dublin 1969), p.79. 
765 Anon. Chapter L. op.cit., (In-House Publication, nd), p.30-31. 
766 L. Walsh. Nationalism in the Textbooks of the Christian Brothers. Irish Educational Studies, Vol. 6 Number 2 
(Dublin, 1986-87), pp. 11-12. 
767 B. Coldrey. op.cit., (Dublin 1988), p.65. 
768 Ibid., p. 271. 
769 The Third Reader, by The Christian Brothers. (Dublin, 1906). 
770 The Third Reader, by The Christian Brothers. (Dublin, 1935). 
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 Third Reader 1906 Third Reader 1935 Identical texts 
Prose 48 38 37 
Poetry 35 35 17 

    Table 4. Christian Brothers Third Reader comparison 
 
Another characteristic the Christian Brothers applied in content delivery was the incorporation of 
iconography and illustrations to enhance the mythology themes being presented, as seen in the Our 
Boys publication in Chapter 2. This style was also transferred to the Literary Reader textbooks 

The Christian Brothers realised very early on in their development as a teaching institution 
the important role the class textbook can play in the education of youth and in the dissemination of 
their ideals to the pupils. The emphasis on Catholicism, Irish history,  the Irish language and a 
separate cultural frame of reference not alone greatly influenced their pupils, but helped to shape the 
curriculum of primary education, and most especially textbook contents, well into the 20th century. 

The textbook style developed by the Christian Brothers became the platform and model for 
an important segment of National School Textbooks, The Literary Reader, for well over half a 
century after the formation of the Irish Free State. From the early days of the establishment of the 
Department of Education (1924) the publishers of the English Literary Readers took this 
presentation and contents template developed in the Christian Brothers Readers and used it in an 
almost identical fashion (see below for more detail). 
 
English Literary Readers: Contents and Thematic Concerns 
The English Literary Reader was the core classroom text in Irish National Schools up to and beyond 
the introduction of the New Primary School Curriculum in 1971, a period of 50 years or more. 
During this time the Department instigated a policy of recycling the textbooks. One result of this 
was that, as far as the mythological tales are concerned, generation after generation of National 
School pupils met many of the same stories and characters, were introduced to the same moral 
messages and were instructed to learn a particular angle of the Irish historical past and its cultural 
identity garnered from the stories chosen and covered in class.  

As the mythology tales had become incorporated into the historical realm of Ireland’s past in 
the teaching environment and can therefore be classified as history texts, Bennett’s comments from 
his research in Irish history textbooks are valid and valuable in this discussion. Concerning history 
texts he observes,  
 

The nationalist texts … were avowedly propagandist as distinct from being historical and 
they sought to inculcate a concept of patriotism which glorified valour and bravery in battle 
above all other qualities. The heroism of the ‘fighting men’ provided the criterion by which 
all ‘good’ Irish people were judged.771 

 
He elaborates, 
 

The inculcation of patriotism and a sense of national identity were seen as important 
functions in the teaching of history, but the texts interpreted these concepts in a very limited 
fashion. The content of the texts was used as corroborating evidence for the validity of the  
revival campaign, and the texts were seen as one of the main weapons in the process of the  
Gaelicisation of the State. They perpetuated a vision of an inward looking Ireland, and they  
contributed to the marginalisation of all cultures other than the Gaelic speaking, Nationalist,  

                                                 
771 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.118. 
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Catholic tradition.772 
 
The inclusion of a Gaelic Antiquity component in the Literary Reader, most commonly either in the 
form of a retelling of one of the Irish myths or a story in relation to one of the figures of the early 
Celtic Church, insured that the heroic Irish past was never far away from the minds of the pupils. It 
allowed for a strong reference factor to be always present to remind the pupils of their unique 
country’s past. As with the English Literary Readers, there was also a limited change in text focus 
or the central themes in the history texts from the 1930s to the 1960s.773 Bennett further remarks, 
 

The centrality of religion in Irish life, the narration of heroic deeds by Irishmen and  
Irishwomen, the importance of patriotism and the depiction of the Irish language as a key  
component of Irish identity remained the staple diet of the texts (into the 1960s).774   

 
For the purposes of this thesis, the Literary Reader textbook contents can be divided into four 
salient categories: 
 
a. Gaelic Antiquity  This represents themes, events and scenarios from the earliest times to  

the arrival of the Normans in 1169.  
b. Oppression and  This represents themes, events and scenarios in the time period  
    Resistance    covering the Tudor conquest to 1921. 
c. Neutral    This represents all those texts outside the above two categories. 
d. Unknown This represents those texts that I am unable to identify from their 

titles alone, as provided in the Textbook Table of Contents pages. 
 
In Table 5 below a sample of the Literary Readers across six decades is presented as a 
representative body of the textbook content. The text types are divided, where it can be identified, 
into two categories, poem texts and prose texts, with a total number of texts in the schoolbook also 
provided. Additionally, a percentage breakdown of each category to text type and also to the overall 
text number is given to illustrate the volume of each text type included in the schoolbooks. 
 
 
 
Year Textbook Title / Level     
1927 The Saint Columba 

Readers / Junior 
Text Type Poems 

22 
Prose 
21 

Total 
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity  3 (13.6%) 5 (23.8%) 8 (18.6%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 2 (9%) 0 2 (4.6%) 
  Neutral 16 (72.7%) 16 (76.2%) 32 (74.4%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.5%) 0 1 (2.3%) 
1931 Irish Life and Work 

Readers / Junior 
  

21 
 
22 

 
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity  2 (9.5%) 7 (31.8%) 9 (20.93%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 0 0 0 
  Neutral 17 (80.9%) 14 (63.6%) 31 (72.1%) 
  Unknown 2 (9.5%) 1 (4.5%) 3 (6.9%) 
1936 The Saint Brigid Readers 

/Junior 
  

23 
 
55 

 
78 

                                                 
772 Ibid., pp.258-259. 
773 Ibid., p.302. 
774 Ibid., p.313. 
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  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4.3%) 32 (58.2%) 33 (42.3%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 0 0 0 
  Neutral 21 (91.3%) 23 (41.8%) 44 (56.4%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.3%) 0 1 (1.3%) 
1948 Young Ireland Reader / 

Junior 
  

22 
 
27 

 
49 

  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4.5%) 4 (14.8%) 5 (10.2%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 2 (9%) 1 (3.7%) 3 (6.1%) 
  Neutral 18 (81.8%) 22 (81.5%) 40 (81.6%) 
  Unknown 1 (4.5%) 0 1 (2%) 
1958 Road to Reading / Junior   

23 
 
40 

 
63 

  Gaelic Antiquity  0 5 (12.5%) 5 (7.93%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 1 (4.3%) 0 1 (1.6%) 
  Neutral 22 (95.7%) 34 (85%) 56 (88.9%) 
  Unknown 0 1 (2.5%) 1 (1.6%) 
1963 Fact and Fancy / Junior   

25 
 
40 

 
65 

  Gaelic Antiquity  1 (4%) 4 (10%) 5 (7.7%) 
  Oppression & Resistance 1 (4%) 0 1 (1.5%) 
  Neutral 23 (92%) 36 (90%) 59 (90.7) 
  Unknown 0 0 0 
1974 Signposts 2 / Junior Note. Unable to determine 

type of text (poem or 
prose) 

 
 

  
43 

  Gaelic Antiquity    2 (4.7%) 
  Oppression & Resistance   0 
  Neutral   41 (95.3%) 
  Unknown   0 
Table 5. Content and Thematic Breakdown of the Literary Readers, 1927 – 1974. 
 
 
A complete breakdown of the text titles and the authors for the seven textbooks listed above are 
provided in Chapter 5 Appendices 3-8.775 Various elements from Table 5 will be elaborated on and  
discussed in Chapters 8 and 9, most specifically related to the small percentage of Gaelic Antiquity 
texts included in the schoolbooks. 

Although the table contents above represents just a sample of the texts analysed, based 
especially on the Department’s policies in relation to recycling of material, it can nevertheless be 
considered a solid representation of the textbooks used in the National Schools in the period under 
investigation. Thus the graphic overview below of this information can be interpreted as an 
illustration of the proportion of Gaelic Antiquity texts included in the Literary Readers for the major 
part of the period under investigation. 

                                                 
775 Chapter 5. Appendix 3. Textbook Contents – 1927, Appendix 4. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936, Appendix 5. 
Textbook Contents – 1948, Appendix 6. Textbook Contents – 1958, Appendix 7. Textbook Contents – 1963, Appendix 
8. Textbook Contents – 1974. 
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Chart 1. Content & Thematic % breakdown: Quantitative Comparative overview 1920s – 1970s. 
 
A number of points from the data presented are immediately evident. First of all, in relation to the 
overall number of text types, the Gaelic Antiquity texts make up a small percentage of the overall 
text content, apart from the rise in number during the first two decades, 1920s and 1930s. Based on 
the information in Table 5 above, the content ratio for the Gaelic Antiquity texts in 1927 is 18.6%, 
in 1936 it is 42.3%, in 1958 it is 7.9% and in 1974 it is 4.7%. These Gaelic Antiquity texts can hold 
a strong indoctrinating value and, as illustrated in their inclusion in the schoolbooks, they remained 
quite constant throughout the study period. Although proportionally very small indeed compared to 
the other text types in the textbooks the students were assigned to read, what is intriguing about 
these texts is that, quantitatively, this indoctrination characteristic is resting solely upon a very small 
proportion of the school textbook contents. Furthermore, the messages these texts can be interpreted 
to contain and the images they imply are closely aligned with Government policies of the day, that 
of an inculcation of a national pride among the school population. These texts then are a salient, 
prominent and arguably a deliberately introduced proportion of the textbook content throughout the 
century. Their inclusion in the textbooks can be associated with a strong Government policy 
investment. This salience will be addressed in more detail in Chapter 9. 

Secondly, the number of texts in the Neutral category overshadows all of the other 
categories and are the dominant group of texts of the Literary Reader. However, on analysis of the 
text types in the Neutral category, it is evident that there is no central theme nor set of themes in this 
category that focus the contents or organise them in any way. For example, the prose texts in the 
1931 schoolbook include such diverse titles as How the Bees Work I, II., The Golden Bowl and 
Wonderful Trees while the poem texts include such titles as A Song of Work, God Made All and 
Kylemore Lake.776 The prose texts in the 1958 schoolbook include such titles as By Air to Paris, Our 
Lord and the Children and The Wonderful Story of the Eel and the poem texts include such titles as 
The Clocks, My Heart’s in the Highlands and The Sea-Gull in the Garden.777 The texts in the 1974 
schoolbook include such titles as Famous Indian Warriors, Whiddy Island Oil Terminal and 
Waving at trains.778 Thus there is no umbrella theme or controlling idea in the Neutral text category 
knitting the list of text titles and contents together into one or more connected themes.  

The remaining two categories, Oppression and Resistance and Unknown, will not be 
discussed here as they both account for very small proportions of the schoolbook contents and have 
no impact of the study focus. All the above points are elaborated and discussed in Chapter 9 below. 
The data provided above is not a complete representative breakdown of the whole corpus but it does 
serve to highlight an approximate text percentage that was being allocated to texts with Gaelic 

                                                 
776 Chapter 5. Appendix 4. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936 
777 Chapter 5. Appendix 6. Textbook Contents - 1958 
778 Chapter 5. Appendix 8. Textbook Contents - 1974 
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Antiquity themes in the English Literary Reader textbooks. When considering that there was a 
History Book also in use in the curriculum, the amount of text included in the English Literary 
Reader with a theme related to Gaelic Antiquity is worthy of note, as it is ranges from 7.7% to as 
much as 42.3%. In his thesis Bennett states that “(A)ccording to the Council of Education, the study 
of history was next in influence after religion in creating and fostering a training in citizenship, and 
the love of country.”779  

Based on such a finding alone, one can deduce that the inclusion of mythological tales and 
other texts with a Gaelic Antiquity theme was a considered policy by elements within the 
Government and the Department of Education. Furthermore, considering the evidence presented in 
Chapter 4 related to the attention given to religious school textbooks by the Department (the 
Department’s communication with the Archbishop of Dublin), one may assume the Department was 
also careful when considering other types of text included in the school textbooks, especially when 
these texts helped to forward or strengthen a government policy.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 

As mentioned above, the National School textbook is an influential and important publication both 
in its delivery and in its imparting of particular viewpoints and beliefs within the school learning 
environment and beyond. It is capable of having quite an impact on the developing minds that read 
and studied it during the formative years spent at National School. This Chapter has detailed the 
administrative position the Department of Education held in relation to the dissemination and 
recycling of the National School textbooks from the 1920s up to and after the introduction of the 
New Primary School Curriculum in 1971. It has also presented the influential role the earlier 
publications of the Christian Brothers had on the form and content of the Literary Readers. It needs 
to be reiterated that this sampling of texts  is not a complete representation of the mythological texts 
used in the Literary Readers. It is a cross-sampling of the corpus which attempts to highlight an 
approximate percentage that was being allocated to texts with a Gaelic antiquity content or theme in 
the Literary Readers over the study period in question. With a better understanding of the 
development, content and thematic concerns of these publications, it is now time to introduce and 
outline the actual mythological tales that were included in these school books.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
779 J. Bennett, op.cit. (Maynooth, 1992), p.314. 
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Chapter 6. 
Mythology In The Textbooks 1924 – 2001 

 
Child of the Gael 

 
Old tales, old songs, were made for thee, 
Sweet Gaelic child; and thou shalt see 
How brave thy race, its birth, its youth, 

Its love of honour, goodness, truth, 
 

And thou, grown strong, grown rich and wise, 
Shalt till the soil, bid cities rise, 

The bond is loosed; the poor are free; 
The world’s great future rests with thee.780 

       
 

Introduction 
 
What is the body of literature classified as ‘Celtic mythology’? What are the themes and who are 
the characters that populate this literature? What are the primary sources and where are they to be 
found? This chapter will present an overview of the sources from which the Celtic mythology 
corpus for this study has been derived. It will provide a description of the mythological cycles into 
which the body of this literature is divided and will describe a number of characters and themes 
from the mythological tales that are included in the targeted school textbooks during the period 
under investigation.  
 
 

Celtic Mythology: Sources and Cycles 
 

Some peoples, such as the Romans, think of their myths historically;  
the Irish think of their history mythologically.781  

 
Sources of Celtic Mythology 
The sources for all Irish Celtic mythology available today, and thus for those extracts featured in the 
Literary Readers used in the National Schools, come primarily from manuscripts that date from 12th 
Century Ireland.782 The most important sources are Leabhar na hUidre (The Book of the Dun Cow) 
held in the library of the Royal Irish Academy, Leabhar Laignech (The Book of Leinster) held in the 
libraries of Trinity College and the Franciscan Library Killiney, Co. Dublin and the Rawlinson 
Manuscript B 502 (also referred to as the Book of Glendalough), a manuscript held in the Bodlein 
Library at Oxford University.783 

Leabhar na hUidre is the oldest surviving manuscript written entirely in Irish.784 It was 
compiled at Clonmacnoise under the supervision of Máel Muire Mac Céilchair in cooperation with 
some other unnamed scribes around the year 1050. It gets its name from a 6th century sacred relic 

                                                 
780 Anonymous. Ancient Celtic Poem. The Saint Columba Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1927). 
781 M-L. Sjoestedt, Gods and Heroes of the Celts (London, 1949), p.2. 
782 The Corpus of Electronic Texts (CELT) at University College Cork (http://celt.ucc.ie/index.html) is a very useful 
online corpus for an overview of many of these manuscripts 
783 P.B. Ellis, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology (London, 1993), p.3. 
784 T. O’Neill, The Irish Hand. Scribes and their Manuscripts from the Earliest Times to the Seventeenth Century with 
an Exemplar of Irish Scripts (Portlaoise, 1984), p. 26. 
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of Clonmacnoise, the hide of the dun cow that apparently belonged to St. Ciarán, the founder of the 
monastery. 785 It contains many mythological stories including a selection of the Ulster sagas, among 
them the oldest version of the Táin Bó Cuailgne (the Cattle Raid of Cooley), “the oldest vernacular 
epic in Europe”786 along with other mythical, religious, and historical material. 

Leabhar Laignech, also referred to as Leabhar na Núachongbala, is the other major source 
for the Irish mythological tales, containing many entries related to the Ulster Cycle sagas especially. 
It was compiled between 1152 and 1161 by at least four main scribes, the most prominent being 
Aed Ua Crimthainn, a leading 12th century Irish scholar and head of the monastery in Terryglass Co 
Tipperary.787  

The Rawlinson Manuscript B 502 is a composite of two manuscripts thought to have been 
put together sometime in the seventeenth century.788 The first part of this manuscript is believed to 
have been compiled in Clonmacnoise around the middle of the 12th century. The second part is 
claimed to be the lost Book of Glendalough (Leabhar Glinne da Locha).789 This manuscript contains 
a selection of Leinster sagas and heroic tales as well as a selection of poetical, legal and 
genealogical material.790   

Some of the other important manuscript sources for Celtic mythology from later centuries 
include the following, compiled in the 14th or 15th centuries: 

The Yellow Book of Lecan (Leabhar Buidhe Lecain). This is a composite of at least sixteen 
parts and arranged in the seventeenth century. It was transcribed over a long time-period (1391-
1592) in various counties throughout the country – Sligo, Galway, Tipperary and Cork. It contains 
many ancient sagas including the Táin Bó Cuailgne and legends of Fionn Mac Cumhail, as well as 
a large selection of legends of the Irish saints.791 

The Book of Uí Mhaine (Leabhar Uí Mhaine). This work was compiled around the same 
time as the Yellow Book of Lecan and was written for Muircheartach Ua Ceallaigh, bishop of 
Clonfert 1378-1394 and Archbishop of Tuam 1394-1407. It was written entirely in Irish and 
contains such information as stories on early Irish history and pseudo-history, religious and secular 
poetry and lists of saints.792 

The Book of Ballymote (Leabhar Bhaile an Mhota). Part of this book at least was written at 
the end of the 14th century. As with many of the manuscripts of this era it was written over a period 
of time and in different locations. The contents of the book consist of Gaelic historical, legendary 
and genealogical material, with much of the contents very similar to that in Leabhar na hUidre. 
Additionally, it contains valuable Brehon Law texts as well as translations of some Greek classical 
material.793   

Christian monks compiled a large percentage of the manuscripts, especially the early ones. 
These men of God were perhaps torn between the desire to record the native culture, the culture of 
their ancestors, as it was handed down or given to them and their religious hostility to the non-
Christian ideas and beliefs contained within the material being recorded. 

To briefly summarise and trace the source path for the mythology stories that were included 
in the school textbooks one must begin with the abovementioned manuscripts spanning a time 
period from the 11th century (Leabhar na hUidre) to the late 16th century (The Yellow Book of 
Lecan). Then, in the middle of the 17th century Geoffrey Keating794 wrote Foras Feasa ar Éirinn795 

                                                 
785 Royal Irish Academy, http://www.ria.ie/library+catalogue/leabharnahuidre.html.  
786 T. O’ Neill, op. cit., (Portlaoise, 1984), p. 26. 
787 P.B. Ellis. op cit., (London, 1993),  p.4 and T. O’ Neill, op. cit., (Portlaoise, 1984),  p. 30. 
788 T. O’ Neill, op. cit., (Portlaoise, 1984), p. 28 
789 Ibid. 
790 Ibid. 
791 Ibid., p. 34 
792 Ibid., p. 36 
793 Ibid., p. 38.  
794 Please refer to Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion. 
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covering the historical period from the creation to the coming of the Normans and including a 
prominent element of Irish myth and legend, drawing on the manuscripts for source material. The 
following two centuries witnessed a diversity of published material owing their sources to the 
manuscripts. For example, Charlotte Brooke translated and published many of the ancient tales that 
included such characters as Cú Chulainn in works like her Reliques of Irish Poetry in 1789. 
Additionally, Theophilus O’ Flanagan also translated and published many of the original Irish 
stories, among them Deirdri or, the Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach in 1808. Such works 
were a most important source for writers throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, most notably 
Thomas Moore, Standish O’Grady, Lady Gregory, W.B. Yeats, Eleanor Hull and Patrick Pearse. In 
the material sourced for this investigation, apart from Yeats, excerpts from the writings of all of 
these writers works found their way to be included in the National School textbooks from 1924 
onwards. 
 
Mythological Cycles 
The Irish Celtic mythological literature is divided into four cycles presented below in the 
chronological order it appears in the source manuscripts. 

 
1. The Mythological Cycle  
2. The Ultonian Cycle  
3. The Ossianic Cycle  
4. The Cycle of the Kings.  

 
1. The Mythological Cycle.  
Also referred to as the Cycle of Invasions, it describes the principle peoples who invaded and 
inhabited the island of Ireland from the earliest times. These are Cessair and her followers, The 
Formorians, The Partholonians, The Nemedians, The Firbolgs, The Tuatha Dé Danann, and The 
Milesians. This historical-mythological cycle especially details the exploits of the Tuatha Dé 
Danann, the people of the Goddess Danann or Danu. It must be noted that it is the Milesians, the 
Sons of Mil, who represent the Celtic people and from whom the later ruling families of Ireland are 
supposedly descended. The main source for this cycle is from the Book of Invasions (Leabhar 
Gabhála), which is to be found in a number of the above-mentioned ancient manuscripts, the most 
important being the Leabhar Laignech. According to information posted on the website of the 
Royal Irish Academy, 
 

The Book of Invasions (Leabhar Gabhála) is an origin legend for the people living on the 
island of Ireland. The narrative traces the history of Ireland back to Noah and Cessair, 
daughter of Noah, who is said to have arrived forty days before the Flood. It then tells the 
story of the arrival of other settlers: Parthalon, Nemed, the Fir Bolg, the Tuatha Dé Danann  
and finally the Milesians. The story formed a standard element of the history of Ireland  
(seanchas) as recorded by medieval scholars.796  

 
2. The Ultonian Cycle.  

                                                                                                                                                                  
795 Foras Feasa was translated into English and published in London as early as 1723 and was again translated in 1857 
by John O”Mahony and again in 1902-1914 by Comyn and Dinneen (refer to Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion). 
796 Royal Irish Academy, http://www.ria.ie/library+catalogue/gabhala.html; it continues: “This version of the Leabhar 
Gabhála (23 M 70) was compiled for Brian Ruadh Meguidir (Maguire), Baron of Inniskillen. It was written in Irish, in 
1631, at the Franciscan convent of Lisgoole beside Lough Erne, in County Fermanagh. This new recension was a 
collaborative project, and involved the revision of an earlier version of the Book of Invasions ultimately derived from 
that in Leabhar na hUidhre (Book of the Dun Cow).”  
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Also referred to as the Ulster Cycle, this cycle is considered the great heroic cycle of Irish 
mythology. It relates the deeds of the Ulster king Conchobhar Mac Neasa, the Red Branch Knights 
and particularly those deeds of its chief hero, Cú Chulainn. Most of the material and actions 
covered take place in the provinces of Ulster and Connaught. The central story in the cycle is the 
Táin Bó Cuailgne (the Cattle Raid of Cooley). The Ulster Cycle introduces such historically 
impressive and influential characters as King Conchobhar mac Neasa, Cú Chulainn, Fear Diadh 
(Ferdia), Queen Meadhbh, Feargus mac Róich, Lugh and Deirdre and the Sons of Usna.797 
Overlapping of characters from the Mythological Cycle is common, especially in the Táin Bó 
Cuailgne, where many of the Tuatha Dé Danann feature. 
 
3. The Ossianic Cycle.  
Also referred to as the Fianna Cycle, it predominantly deals with the exploits of Fionn Mac 
Cumhail and the Fianna. A large percentage of the stories revolve around the Fianna warriors and 
their heroic deeds and activities that mainly take place in the provinces of Leinster and Munster. 
The stories tell of the deeds of Fionn, his roving bands known as the Fianna; his son Oisín 
(Ossian), Oisín’s son Oscar and numerous other heroes. It also connects to elements of the 
Mythological Cycle as it incorporates stories associated with Tír na nÓg (the Land of Eternal 
Youth), as well as that of the early Christian period in Ireland. This cycle is important because it 
bridges these two eras, Pre-Christian and Christian, where it allows Oisín’s sojourn in Tír na nÓg 
with the Princess Niamh of the Tuatha Dé Danann to last for three hundred years (although it 
seemed only a short while to Oisín); on Oisín’s return to Ireland from Tír na nÓg he meets the 
Christian monk Patrick (later to become the patron saint of Ireland, St. Patrick) and conducts 
extensive discussions with him. These documented discussions were widespread and were 
especially very popular from the late Middle Ages to the Early Modern period, well over six 
centuries. Ó hOgain states that “(F)rom the 13th to the 18th centuries, new verses were continuously  
being composed and put into the mouths of Patrick and Oisín as they argued the pros and cons of 
the warrior life of old and the monastic life of the saints.”798 

This cycle is known as the Ossianic Cycle because most of the poems contained in it are 
attributed to having been composed by Oisín. 

 
4. The Cycles of the Kings.  
This cycle, also referred to as the Historical Cycle, describes the genealogies and adventures of the 
kings of Ireland, some mythical, from 3rd century BC up to 8th century AD. It includes such kings as 
Conn (of the Hundred Battles) and Cormac Mac Art and deals with the institution and founding of 
the great and lesser kings of Ireland.799 
 
 

The Myths in the Textbooks 
   

… boys are ‘potential heroes, and are essentially hero-worshippers’  
and identify with the man of action800  

 
The Literary Readers contain a cross-section of mythological text, with a fair representation from 
each of the three cycles, Mythological, Utonian and Ossianic. Most of the main characters and 
themes from these three cycles feature in the textbooks predominantly in prose format with the 
other common presentation format being poetry. While the majority of the myths are situated in pre-

                                                 
797 D. Ó hÓgáin, Myth, Legend & Romance. An Encyclopaedia of the Irish Folk Tradition (London, 1990), pp. 413-417. 
798 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit, (London, 1990), p. 351. 
799 T. Kinsella, The Tain (Oxford, 1970), p.ix, and http://irelandnow.com/mythology.html.  
800 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p. 124. 



 119  

Christian times, a number belong to the Christian era where such characters as Oisín and the 
Children of Lir come into contact with Christian holy men, such as Saint Patrick, due to the 
spanning of their stories over ‘hundreds of years’ in consequence of the magic involved in their 
tales.  
 
Thematic Units: Characters, Stories and Themes within the Cycles 
The mythological characters, stories and themes presented below are those found in the textbook 
contents compiled for this thesis. They are presented here to give the reader an overview and 
understanding of each prior to Chapter 8 in which the analysis will be conducted on each of the text 
compilations associated with each theme and character. Note, a number of versions exist in relation 
to the origin and characteristics of all of the mythological themes and characters listed below. 
Accordingly, the most common version is presented for the sake of general understanding of these 
characters and to allow the reader a platform from which to understand the central elements and 
attributes of each of the themes and characters. 

The table below summarizes the mythological cycles and the main source manuscript 
literature for the mythological thematic units (characters, stories, themes and places) presented here. 
There is quite an element of source overlap with many of the entries; however, a distinction is 
provided regarding whether the theme is central to that cycle or a peripheral concern. 
 
Mythological Cycle Thematic Unit Main MS Source 
Mythological 
Central Themes Tuatha de Danann Book of Leinster 
 The Children of Lir Book of Leinster 
   
Peripheral Themes Táin Bó Cuailgne Book of Dun Cow / Book of 

Leinster / Yellow Book of 
Lecan 

 Cú Chulainn Book of Dun Cow / Yellow 
Book of Lecan 

 Fionn Mac Cumhall Yellow Book of Lecan 
 Oisín Yellow Book of Lecan 
 The Salmon of Knowledge  
 Tír na nÓg  
 Diarmuid and Gráinne Book of Leinster 
Ultonian 
Central Themes Táin Bó Cuailgne Book of Dun Cow / Book of 

Leinster / Yellow Book of 
Lecan 

 Cú Chulainn Book of Dun Cow / Yellow 
Book of Lecan 

 Deirdre & the Sons of 
Uisneach 

Book of Leinster 

 Tuatha de Danann Book of Leinster 
 Eamhain Mhacha  
   
Peripheral Themes Tír na nÓg  
   
Ossianic 
Central Themes Fionn Mac Cumhall Yellow Book of Lecan 
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 Oisín Yellow Book of Lecan 
 The Salmon of Knowledge  
 Na Fianna  
 Cormac Mac Airt  
 Diarmuid and Gráinne Book of Leinster 
 Tír na nÓg  
 Tuatha de Danann Book of Leinster 
Kings 
General Themes Fionn Mac Cumhall Yellow Book of Lecan 
 Na Fianna  
 Cormac Mac Airt  
 Diarmuid and Gráinne Book of Leinster 
Others 
Voyages Maelduin Book of Dun Cow 
   
Table 1. Thematic Groupings from the Mythological Cycles. 
 
1. The Mythological Cycle.  
The Mythological Cycle describes the principle peoples who invaded and inhabited the island of 
Ireland from the earliest times. The main source for this cycle is from the Book of Invasions 
(Leabhar Gabhála), which is to be found in a number of the above-mentioned ancient manuscripts, 
the most important being the Leabhar Laignech (the Book of Leinster). The central themes in the 
Mythological Cycle are:  
 
1.1. Tuatha Dé Danann 
The Tuatha Dé Danann are the people of the Goddess Danann or Danu, “the principle otherworld 
race in Irish literary myth,”801 who inhabited Ireland before the arrival of the Milesians. It is 
generally accepted that these were the gods and goddesses of pre-Christian Ireland who were 
demoted to heroes and heroines by the Christian monks and scribes who recorded the stories. They 
are described as magical, beautiful people, possessed with skills in music and the arts. They are 
always spoken about within a context of great magical powers and wonders, while simultaneously 
possessing all the virtues and vices common to the human race. According to the mythologies, they 
came from a northern country under the leadership of Nuada, taking with them four powerful 
talismans: 
 

… the Lia Fail (Stone of Destiny) which cried out at Tara when touched by the rightful king, 
the great spear of Lugh which guaranteed victory to its wielder, the sword of Nuadhu from 
which no opponent escaped, and the cauldron of the Daghdha from which no company 
departed unsatisfied.802 

 
On arrival in Ireland they defeated the Formorians and the Fir Bolg but were later themselves 
overcome by the Milesians with whom they then divided the island of Ireland. The Milesians were 
to retain the land over ground while the Tuatha Dé Danann were to live under the ground, in the 
invisible realm, in the mounds and hills so common in the landscape of rural Ireland. The Tuatha 
Dé Danann are thus also referred to as Na Aes Sídhe - the people of the hills - and more commonly 

                                                 
801 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit, (London, 1990), p. 407. 
802 Ibid., p. 408 and  M-L. Sjoestedt. op. cit., (London, 1949), pp. 7-8. 
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referred to as just na Sídhe.803 Sídh is the Gaelic word for a mound or a hill. Many of these hills are 
regarded as the dwelling places of the Tuatha Dé Danann. According to legend, each of the Dé 
Danann princes were allocated a sídh by the Daghdha and those names are still used today as the 
names of the hills. For example, Bodh Dearg received Sídh Bodh, just to the south of Portumna in 
Co. Galway, Fionnbharr received Sídh Meadha, now called Knockma, five miles west of Tuam and 
Aonghus was given Brug na Boinne, castle of the Boyne (in Co. Meath).804 

 
The influence of the Tuatha Dé Danann on the Celtic and Irish805 mind was very strong. Standish 
O’Grady observes: 

 
So firm was the hold which the ethnic gods of Ireland had taken upon the imagination and  
spiritual sensibilities of our ancestors that even the monks and christianized bards never  
thought of denying them. They doubtless forbade the people to worship them, but to root 
out the belief in their existence was so impossible that they could not even dispossess their  
own minds of the conviction that the gods were real supernatural beings.806 

 
Some important characters of the Tuatha Dé Danann include:  

 
i. the Daghdha (father of all the gods), vi. Lir  (father to the Children of Lir), 
ii. Anu (also known as Dana, mother of all 
the gods), 

vii. Aonghus (the love god and son of the 
Daghdha), 

iii. Nuada (their king), viii. Boann (the water goddess and mother of 
Aonghus), 

iv. Lugh (father of Cú Chulainn), ix. Brigid (a goddess of fertility, healing and 
poetry and daughter of the Daghdha and 
mother of the Sons of Tuireann) 

v. Bodh Dearg (son of the Daghdha and his 
successor), 

x. Niamh (lover of Oisín whom she took to 
Tír na nÓg with her for three hundred years) 

 Table 2. Important characters of the Tuatha Dé Danann. 
 

1.2. The Children of Lir 
The Children of Lir is considered one of the Sorrows of Irish Story-Telling.807 The children were 
two sets of twins born to Aobh, foster-daughter of Bodh Dearg, and wife of  Lir , a chieftain of the 
Tuatha Dé Danann (as was Bodh Dearg). The children’s’ names were Fionnula, Aedh, Conn and 
Fiachra (one daughter and three sons). Unfortunately Aobh died while giving birth to the second set 
of twins and after a period of deep mourning, Lir  took Aobh’s sister Aoife as his second companion 
and wife. Aoife gradually grew deeply jealous of the love Lir  had for his children and she 
eventually, using magical spells, turned the four children into swans but allowed them retain their 
human voices. The spell forced the children to spend a total of nine hundred years in the shape of 
swans: three hundred years on Lake Derravaragh in Co. Westmeath, three hundred years on the Sea 
of Moyle between Ireland and Scotland and finally three hundred years off the western coast by Inis 
Gluaire (Erris) in Co. Mayo. The spell would be broken when the bells of the new religion would 
                                                 
803 The Banshee of popular legend - an Bean Sídhe - is literally the Woman of the Hill and perhaps the most well known 
of the Sídhe in contemporary Irish life, in most cases carrying a negative connotation with her name, one that is 
associated with death. 
804 W.Y.Evans Wentz, The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries (Gerrards Cross, 1977), pp. 292-293. 
805 Celtic and Irish. These terms are used here to define the peoples who inhabited the island from pre-Christian times to 
the 12th century, the period in which the majority of the main manuscripts were compiled. 
806 O’Grady, as quoted in W.Y.Evans Wentz, op. cit, (Gerrards Cross, 1977), p. 283. 
807 The Three Sorrows of Irish Story-Telling are: 1. The Sons of Tuireann, 2. The Children of Lir, 3. Deirdre and the 
Sons of Usnach. 1 & 2 come form the Mythological Cycle while 3 is from the Ultonian Cycle. 
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sound and a noblewoman from the south take in marriage a nobleman from the north. In their final 
years of the spell along the western coast they befriended a Christian monk named Mochaomhóg 
(also given as Kemoc in some versions) who treated them with kindness and compassion. On their 
return to human form, extremely old and close to death, the monk baptised them. When they died he 
buried them together.808  

The peripheral themes in the Mythological Cycle are: 
Táin Bó Cuailgne 
Cú Chulainn 
Fionn Mac Cumhall 
Oisín 
The Salmon of Knowledge 
Tír na nÓg 
Diarmuid and Gráinne 

 
These are determined to be peripheral themes as elements within their theme are connected to a 
theme or character from the Tuatha de Danann. Please refer below for more detailed information. 
 
2. The Ultonian Cycle.  
The Ultonian Cycle or Ulster Cycle is considered the great heroic cycle of Irish mythology. The 
central story in the cycle is the Táin Bó Cuailgne (the Cattle Raid of Cooley). Overlapping of 
characters from the Mythological Cycle is common, especially in the Táin Bó Cuailgne, where 
many of the Tuatha Dé Danann feature. The main sources for this cycle are from the Book of Dun 
Cow, the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of Lecan. The central themes in the Ultonian Cycle 
are: 
 
2.1. Táin Bó Cuailgne 
The Táin Bó Cuailgne,809 the Cattle Raid of Cooley, is the most famous epic in Irish mythology. 
According to Eleanor Hull the epic is preserved in fifteen manuscripts in total, ranging from the 11th 
to the 19th century with the main outline of events mirrored upon the contents of the Book of 
Leinster (Leabhar Laignech).810 Hull describes the divisions of the Táin as follows:  
 

(a) Prologue. (b) Gathering of the hosts of Erin, and preliminary movements of the forces of  
Meave (Secs. 1-15.). (c) Episode of Cuchullin’s Boy-deeds (Secs. 16-29.). (d) Combats and 
progress of the host, ending in the Brislech mór of Magh Muirthemne (Secs 30-72.). (e) 
Final conflicts, the Awakening of Ulster, the Gathering on the Hill of Slane, with the Final 
Battle of Gáirech and Ilgáirech and the Deaths of the Finnbennach and the Donn of Cuailgne 
(Secs. 73-130.).811 

 
The narrative centres around the pride and scheming of Queen Meadhbh of Connaught in her efforts 
to secure the Brown Bull of Cooley in order to have her wealth equal to that of her husband’s Ailill . 
In doing so she goes to war against Ulster. She enlists the help of such famous personages as 
Fearghus mac Roich and Fear Diadh (Ferdia) and successfully plots to destroy the hero Cú 
Chulainn.812 When the army of Meadhbh tries to invade Ulster to take the bull all the Ulster warriors 
except Cú Chulainn are unable to respond due to a curse put on them by the goddess of war, 

                                                 
808 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 272, P.B. Ellis. op cit, (London, 1993), pp. 26-27, R. Coghlan, Pocket 
Dictionary of Irish Myths & Legends (Belfast, 1985), pp. 45-46. 
809 For a thorough and acknowledged translation please read T. Kinsella, The Tain (Oxford, 1970). 
810 E. Hull, The Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature, (New York, 1972), p. 110.  
811 Ibid. 
812 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit, (London, 1990), p. 294. 



 123  

Macha.813 Cú Chulainn is not afflicted with this curse as he is only part human, his father being 
Lugh, of the Tuatha Dé Danann. He defends Ulster against the army of Meadhbh often through 
single combat, the most tragic combat recorded being against his best friend Fear Diadh whom he 
also kills.  Cú Chulainn is eventually overcome, defeated and killed by Meadhbh’s trechery and 
sorcery while Meadhbh fails in her bid to secure the Brown Bull. It is broadly acknowledged that 
the Táin “is the longest, most elaborate and powerful of all the Irish myths”814 and is comparable to 
Homer’s Iliad. Another important characteristic in the Táin Bó Cuailgne is the topographical 
element it contains. Kinsella writes: 
 

The topographical element is important for a full appreciation of the Táin. Much of the 
action consists of the movement of the Connacht armies across Ireland and back and forth 
… over present-day County Louth. We can be certain about the identification of some of the 
Táin place-names and certain also that others are unidentifiable, having been replaced by 
English names over the years. … The Táin’s sense of place is on the whole much more 
realistic than its sense of place-names and their origin, and it is possible to follow the route  
of the Táin in all its essentials.815 

 
2.2. Cú Chulainn 
The stories related to Cú Chulainn, also known as the Hound of Ulster, come mainly from the Táin 
Bó Cuailgne. He is undoubtedly the greatest of all Irish heroes and is described as “a brave and 
honourable warrior.”816 Originally named Setanta, his name was changed to Cú Chulainn, meaning 
the hound of Cullan,817 after he killed Cullan’s hound. His parents were the god Lugh and Deichtire, 
daughter of the druid Cathbad and sister to King Conchobhar mac Neasa. Cú Chulainn was thus 
nephew to the king of Ulster and also had a connection with the otherworld realm through his father 
Lugh. After joining the king’s retinue in Eamhain Mhacha,818 Cú Chulainn took up arms on a day 
designated to be an auspicious one, one which would result in him being a great hero but would also 
result in him having a short life. Cú Chulainn’s exploits are daring, heroic and numerous and he is 
chiefly famous for his single-handed defence of Ulster during the war instigated by Queen Meadhbh 
and the army of Connaught against Ulster in her pursuit of the Brown Bull of Cooley. Although 
armed with magical weapons and receiving the assistance of otherworld characters such as Lugh, 
through the revenge and sorcery of Queen Meadhbh and the wrath of the goddess of death, the 
Morrigan, which he provoked by rejecting her love, he is tricked and killed during this war between 
Connaught and Ulster (in the Táin Bó Cuailgne).819 Cú Chulainn’s character, heroic exploits and 
imagery has permeated Irish society in modern times, being used in educational circles and in the 
political arena to name but two examples. According to O hOgain, 

 
The heroic personality of Cu Chulainn [has] exerted a strong influence on the literature and 
on the popular imagination in the past hundred years, through the work of writers such as 
Standish James O’Grady, Lady Augusta Gregory, W.B. Yeats, P. H. Pearse, Austin Clarke 
and Thomas Kinsella.820 

 
2.3. Deirdre & the Sons of Uisneach 
                                                 
813 T.W. Rolleston, The Illustrated Guide to Celtic Mythology (London, 1993), p. 10.  
814 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), p. 205. 
815 T. Kinsella, op cit., (Oxford, 1970), p. xiv. 
816 A Short History of Ireland. Part 1 (Dublin, 1959), p.4. 
817 Cú meaning ‘hound’ in Irish. 
818 Navan Fort, Co. Armagh. 
819 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), pp.131-139, P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), pp. 70-71, R. Coghlan, 
op.cit., (Belfast, 1985), pp. 22-23. Also see T. Kinsella, The Tain (Oxford, 1970). 
820 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 139. 



 124  

This myth is documented in the Ultonian cycle and is considered the Third Sorrow of Irish 
Storytelling. Deirdre was a lady of great beauty, the most beautiful woman in Ireland in her day, but 
is known as ‘Deirdre of the Sorrows’ due to the death and ruin caused by her beauty. Although 
arranged to marry the aging king of Ulster, Conchobhar mac Neasa, Deirdre instead compels one 
of the sons of Uisneach, Naoise821 to elope with her and they run away, first to numerous hideouts 
around Ireland and finally to Scotland out of reach of the king. Naoise is joined in this elopement by 
his two brothers, thus the myth title Deirdre and the Sons of Uisneach. After a number of years in 
Scotland Conchobhar sends messengers to them telling them he forgives them and invites them to 
return to Ulster. On their return he tricks them, has the three brothers killed and forces Deirdre to 
marry him. After one year of marriage Conchobhar gives Deirdre to the man who killed Naoise 
because she is such an unwilling wife to him. However, she kills herself before this can take place. 
She is then buried close to where Naoise is buried and two trees grow from their graves and 
intertwine so that even in death they cannot be parted.822 
 
2.4. Tuatha Dé Danann 
See Section 1.1. above. 
 
2.5. Eamhain Mhacha 
Eamhain Mhacha was the capital of Ulster and thus the seat of the Kings of Ulster in the 
mythological texts. Most of the great mythological heroes such as Cú Chulainn, Fergus Mac Roth 
and Queen Meadhbh are associated with it. Eamhain Mhacha, commonly known in English as 
Navan Fort, was supposedly situated close to present day Armagh. There are a number of versions 
as to how its name came about. One version on how Eamhain Mhacha derives its name is from the 
myth of Macha, the wife of Crunnchu. On being forced to race against the king’s horses while close 
to childbirth, she wins the race but dies while giving birth to twins, the ‘Twins of Macha,’ in Irish 
Eamhain Mhacha. Before she dies she puts a curse on the men of Ulster proclaiming that for nine 
times nine generations they will be inflicted with the sickness of childbirth in the times when Ulster 
is in greatest need of them or in greatest danger.823  

A peripheral theme in the Ultonian Cycle is: 
Tír na nÓg 

 
3. The Ossianic Cycle.  
Also referred to as the Fianna Cycle, this cycle predominantly deals with the exploits of Fionn Mac 
Cumhail and the Fianna where a large percentage of the stories revolve around the Fianna warriors 
and their heroic deeds and activities. The Ossianic Cycle is important because it bridges the Pre-
Christian pseudo-historical with the Christian historical times in Ireland’s past. It also connects to 
elements of the Mythological Cycle as it incorporates stories associated with Tír na nÓg within its 
compilation. The main sources for this cycle are from the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of 
Lecan. The central themes in the Ossianic Cycle are: 
 
3.1. Fionn Mac Cumhall 
Another celebrated hero in Irish mythological literature, Fionn Mac Cumhall is portrayed as a great 
warrior-seer whom, like most of the other Irish heroes in the mythologies, had a partly Tuatha Dé 
Danann ancestry.824 Originally named Demna, he is later named Fionn825 due to the whiteness of his 

                                                 
821 The Sons of Uisneach are Naoise and his two brothers Ardán and Aindle. 
822 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), p. 79 & D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), pp. 155-156. 
823 M-L. Sjoestedt. op. cit., (London, 1949), p. 27. 
824 His mother Murna was grand-daughter of Nuada of the Silver-Hand, king of the Tuatha Dé Danann. T.W. 
Rolleston. Myths & Legends of the Celtic Race (London, 1985), p. 255. 
825 Fionn means ‘fair-haired’ in Irish. 
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skin and his golden hair. After a turbulent childhood (his father is killed and he is reared by two 
women in the Slieve Bloom mountains), he studied under the tutelage of the druid Finnegas by the 
banks of the Boyne River. Here he eats the Salmon of Knowledge that imparts to him great wisdom 
and knowledge. He then went to the court of King Cormac mac Art, joins the Fianna and becomes 
their “most renowned chieftain.”826 The literature describes Fionn being involved in many 
adventures involving fighting, sorcery, hunting and tales related to his many liaisons with women, 
the most noted being with the goddess Sadhbh who gives birth to their son Oisín.827 However, there 
is no complete narrative of Fionn’s death to be found in all the Ossianic literature, rather “Finn 
seems to have melted into the magic mist which enwraps so many of his deeds in life.”828 One 
tradition maintains that Fionn and some of his companions never died but instead lie in an 
enchanted cave waiting for the time to reappear and aid Ireland in her hour of need.829 
 
3.2. Oisín 
Oisín is the son of Fionn Mac Cumhall and the goddess Sadhbh, daughter of Bodb Dearg who is a 
king of the Tuatha Dé Danann (thus again providing a link for the hero with the mystical past). The 
story relates that a malicious wizard turned Fionn’s wife into a deer and she ran off into the forest 
where Fionn tried in vain to find her. While in that shape in the forest Sadhbh gave birth to a human 
boy whom Fionn finds one day several years later while out hunting. Fionn realises that this boy is 
in fact his son whom he then names Oisín, meaning ‘little fawn’.830 Oisín has many exploits with 
Fionn and the Fianna but he is most noted for falling in love with Niamh and going away with her 
to Tír na nÓg, the magical Land of Eternal Youth, for what he believes to be a short time but in 
reality turns out to be three hundred years. After some time there he longs to see his father and 
companions again. Asking leave of Niamh (who warns him not to set foot on the land of Ireland 
from his horse lest the magic spell be broken) he returns to Ireland to find a completely changed 
country, one that is on the verge of becoming Christian where his father and all the Fianna are long 
dead. After a mishap in which he falls from his horse that breaks the magic spell, he rapidly ages 
and becomes a feeble old man. The literature tells how he meets St. Patrick who cares for him till 
his death. In the intervening time, Oisín relates to Patrick the heroic tales of the Fianna. As 
mentioned above, these dialogues between Oisín and Patrick develop to become a popular genre 
during the post-mediaeval era as O hOgain outlines: 
 
 The idea of Patrick thus meeting ancient Irish heroes and converting them  posthumously to  

Christianity had been current for some time, and an earlier story had Cú Chulainn return  
from the dead and accept the new teachings.  When it became attached to Oisín and to his  
memories of the Fianna, however, the idea gradually developed into dialogues of  
unprecedented drama and humour.831 

 
3.3. The Salmon of Knowledge 
One version of The Salmon of Knowledge states that the salmon is actually Fintan, the husband of 
Caesair who was the first inhabitant of Ireland. In order to survive the Flood he changes himself 
into a salmon and eventually ended up in a pool by the banks of the river Boyne. Here he ate the 
nuts of knowledge that fell from the overhanging hazel trees. It was said that whoever caught and 
ate of the flesh of the salmon would be granted great wisdom and knowledge. One person trying to 
catch this salmon was Finnegeas the druid. He was joined by the young Fionn Mac Cumhall who 

                                                 
826 A Short History of Ireland. Part 1, op. cit., (Dublin, 1959), p. 6. 
827 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), p.99.  
828 T.W. Rolleston, op. cit., (London, 1985), p. 308. 
829 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993),  p.99 & T.W. Rolleston, op. cit., (London, 1985), p. 308. 
830 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 350. 
831 Ibid., p. 351 
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came to be trained by Finnegeas. After trying for many years, Finnegeas finally caught the salmon 
and gave him to Fionn to prepare for him to eat. While preparing the fish however, Fionn burned 
his thumb on the skin of the salmon and put his thumb in his mouth to sooth the burn, thus ingesting 
the fish and securing the knowledge the fish held. From that time forward, Fionn could gain great 
knowledge, even look into the future, by putting his thumb in his mouth.832 
 
3.4. Na Fianna 
The Fianna were a group of warriors whose primary purpose was to guard the high-king of Ireland. 
They were:  
 
 great warriors who were at the height of their power during the reign of Cormac Mac Airt.  

Their chief function was to repel invaders. They also punished those guilty of robbery or 
violence. They were both a defence force and a police force.833 

 
O hOgain writes that King Cormac appointed one hundred and fifty chiefs of the Fianna with 
Fionn Mac Cumhall as the captain.834  In order to be accepted as a member of the Fianna it is 
explained that a warrior … 
 
 must be a poet and also a supreme athlete. One test was for the applicant to stand in a hole in  

the ground and ward off a spear-cast from each of nine warriors, another was to race through  
the forest pursued by many warriors without upsetting his hair or cracking a twig under his  
foot, yet another was at high speed to jump over a branch as high as his forehead 

 and bend under another as low as his knee, and he must also be able to draw a thorn from his  
foot without slackening speed.835 

 
The majority of the tales of the Fianna documented occur after Fionn Mac Cumhall becomes the 
leader of the group. Numerous tales are told of their exploits relating to Fionn himself, Oisín, 
Oscar, Diarmaid and Caoilte. O’hOgain explains that “[T]he pre-eminence of a half-dozen or so 
heroes was a recurrent feature of the Fianna lore.”836 Two of the greatest Irish tales, Toraigheacht 
Dhiarmada agus Ghrainne (The Pursuit of Diarmaid and Grainne) and Oisín in Tir na nOg (Oisín 
in the Land of Eternal Youth) revolve around tales of the Fianna.  
 
3.5. King Cormac Mac Airt 
A supposed mythical high-king of Ireland, Cormac Mac Airt is portrayed as the Solomon of the 
Irish known for his wise decisions and councils.837 Cormac, a patron of the Fianna during the period 
Fionn Mac Cumhall was their leader, is said to have lived during the 3rd century.838 A National 
School history book from the 1950s describes Cormac thus: 

 
Cormac Mac Airt was a very great king. The country prospered during his reign. He put an  
end to most of the fighting between chieftains and sub-kings. He established many schools  
and made and enforced very good laws. … Peace reigned and the country prospered while  
Cormac was king.839 

                                                 
832 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 216, & P.B. Ellis. op cit., (London, 1993), p. 98. 
833 A Short History of Ireland. Part 1, op. cit., (Dublin, 1959), p.6. 
834 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 204. 
835 Ibid. & T.W. Rolleston, op. cit., (London, 1985), pp. 264-265. 
836 D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), p. 204. 
837 Ibid., pp. 120-123. 
838 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), pp. 66-67 & R. Coghlan, op cit., (Belfast, 1985), p. 21. 
839 A Short History of Ireland. Part 1, op. cit., (Dublin, 1959),  p.4. 
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Cormac Mac Airt was the father of Gráinne, she who, although betrothed to Fionn Mac Cumhall, 
instead eloped with another member of the Fianna, Diarmuid.840 Although reputedly to have lived 
before the coming of Christianity to Ireland, it is also written that on his death, Cormac wanted to 
be buried in a Christian place and not at Brugh na Bóinne841 where all other non-Christian kings 
were buried. Even though his followers tried to bury him at Brugh na Bóinne they failed due to a 
freak flood appearing on the river and stopping them from carrying his remains across. With 
Cormac, writers and historians again thread a fine line between pseudo-history and history, as the 
quote from the schoolbook above attests. Additionally, furthering this subject Byrne writes: 

 
The mass of legend and myth which surrounds Cormac mac Airt signifies that his  
descendants the Connachta and Ui Neill looked back to him as the founder of the high- 
kingship they claimed for Tara. He is the only figure among their ancestry whose career one 
is tempted to regard as historical.842 

 
The subject of the blending of myth / pseudo-history and ‘true’ history, particularly in the School 
Literary Readers is returned to in Chapter 9 below. 
 
3.6. Diarmuid and Gráinne 
Diarmuid Ua Duibhne was the most handsome warrior of the Fianna and Gráinne was the daughter 
of Cormac Mac Airt, king of Ulster. Gráinne consented to marry Fionn Mac Cumhall after the 
death of his wife but at the party prior to the wedding she saw and fell in love with Diarmuid and 
persuaded him to elope with her. They are then pursued throughout Ireland by Fionn and the 
Fianna for sixteen years. Then, through the intervention of Aonghus,843 the foster-father of 
Diarmuid, Fionn stops the chase and allows them return to Diarmuid’s home in Kerry to live where 
they settle and have children. Fionn and Cormac Mac Airt also grant them land in Connaught and 
Leinster. Nevertheless, Fionn still plans for revenge on Diarmuid and finally, through Fionn’s 
manipulation, Diarmuid is mortally wounded by a magic wild boar on the slopes of Ben Bulben in 
Co. Sligo. Fionn is the only person who can save his life but he refuses to do so and Diarmuid 
dies.844 Even into modern times there are many locations throughout Ireland, particularly dolmens, 
that are known as the ‘Bed of Diarmuid and Gráinne because they are said to have slept there 
during their time on the run from Fionn and the Fianna. 
 
3.7. Tír na nÓg 
Tír na nÓg, the Land of Eternal Youth, features prominently in the mythological tales of the Celtic 
people. It is the realm inhabited by the Tuatha Dé Danann in which a person can stay forever 
young. Attempting to explain this place Sjoestedt states: 
 
 In this Land of Youth … rich in fruits and flowers, men and women, eternally young and  

divinely beautiful, dwell in places sparkling in precious stones and metals, intoxicated with  
mead from an inexhaustible vat, lulled by the music of many birds or by the melody of an  
apple-branch with flowers of crystal whose sound soothes grief and brings peaceful  
slumber.845 

 

                                                 
840 The myth known as “The Pursuit of Diarmuid and Gráinne” describes this series of events. 
841 Newgrange on the River Boyne. 
842 F.J. Byrne, Irish Kings and High-Kings (London, 1987), p. 66. 
843 The love god and one of the Tuatha Dé Danann. 
844 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993),  p. 81 & D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), pp. 161-163. 
845 M-L. Sjoestedt, op. cit., (London, 1949), p. 48. 
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One notable sojourn in Tír na nÓg was by Oisín who travelled there with Niamh on her magical 
horse. Niamh, known as Niamh of the Golden Hair, was the daughter of the king of Tír na nÓg, 
Manannán mac Lir. Oisín stayed in Tír na nÓg for what he believed was a short time but in fact 
was three hundred years in human time. When he returned to Ireland all his family and the Fianna 
had been already long dead. However, this allowed him to return to an Ireland then coming under 
the influence of the new religion, Christianity. This brought him into contact with the Christian 
monk, Patrick. This contact resulted in another set of stories being developed, imbuing the myth 
with Christian teachings and beliefs. 
 
3.8. Tuatha de Danann 
See Section 1.1. above. 
 
4. The Cycles of the Kings.  
This cycle, also referred to as the Historical Cycle, describes the genealogies and adventures of the 
kings of Ireland, some mythical, from 3rd century BC up to 8th century AD. It includes such kings as 
Conn (of the Hundred Battles) and Cormac Mac Art. The main (mythological) sources for this cycle 
are from the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of Lecan. Some of the themes in the Cycles of 
the Kings include King Cormac Mac Airt, Fionn Mac Cumhall, Na Fianna and Diarmuid and 
Gráinne and are also integral elements within the other Cycles. 
 
5. Tales of Voyages 
 
5.1. Maelduin 
The Voyage of Maelduin, the Irish Odyssey, is the oldest voyage tale so far identified in the Celtic 
mythological corpus and comes mainly from the Book of the Dun Cow. Maelduin was the 
posthumous son of a chief of the Eoghanachta of the Aran Islands who was killed by raiders. After 
Maelduin learns of how his father was killed he sets out to avenge him, taking advice from a druid 
on when to build his boat and how many companions to take on his quest. However, on reaching 
the island where his father’s killers are he and his companions are suddenly engulfed in a storm and 
carried out to sea. So begins their incredible multifarious voyage into the unknown in which they 
encounter many fantastical and imaginative beings and situations. The Voyage of Maelduin, the 
Irish Odyssey, is the oldest voyage tale so far identified in the Celtic mythological corpus and 
comes mainly from the Book of the Dun Cow Leabhar na hUidre. It is considered by many to have 
been the inspiration for the later Christian epic Navigato Brendani.846 
 
Early Christian Characters within the Celtic Myths 
Many of the early Christian characters, both male and female, noted for being active in the Irish 
mission to bring Christianity to the Celtic peoples of the island of Ireland were also incorporated 
within the mythological literature.  

Although they do not directly figure in the corpus under investigation, some of these 
Christian personages do appear in the texts analysed. This is really not so surprising because the 
majority of the mythological texts were transcribed by the Christian monks, not by lay members of 
the community. Saint Patrick, arguably the most influential Christian missionary monk in Ireland in 
the 5th century and now the national saint of Ireland, is associated with Oisín after his return from 
Tír na nÓg where Oisín’s retelling of the activities and heroics of the Fianna to Patrick developed 
into an important body of literature used by the Christians to highlight essential differences between 
the old beliefs and Christianity. Another example is that of the monk Kemoc, who is portrayed as 
                                                 
846 P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993),  pp. 152-153, D. Ó hÓgáin, op. cit., (London, 1990), pp. 290-291, S. Eddy and C. 
Hamilton, Celtic Myths (London, 2001), p. 96, R. Coghlan, op cit., (Belfast, 1985), pp. 48-49 & T.W. Rolleston, op.cit., 
(London, 1993), p. 91. 
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befriending the Children of Lir. He is responsible for baptizing them into the ‘new religion’ 
Christianity, in the final stages of their lives and burying them in a Christian grave. Yet another 
Christian figure, Bridgit, is especially interesting as she can be identified as being venerated by the 
pre-Christian Celts and being identified as a personification of the mother goddess as well as later 
becoming recognised as the dominant and most popular female Irish Christian saint from the early 
period of Christianisation of the island. 

The inclusion of these Christian characters in some of the more popular myths illustrate the 
Christian influence the scribes who transcribed the myths from the oral tradition to the written script 
attempted to impose upon one of the most profound elements of the Celtic culture, the tradition of 
storytelling and the passing on of the ethno-historical lore of the group. This was the one element of 
communal life that was shared and continued from generation to generation and the inclusion of the 
Christian characters and messages in the stories no doubt helped to establish the greater power of 
the new religion over the old heroes and their ways.  
 
Illustrations in the Texts  
Illustrations and particular Celtic script motifs also form part of the presentation in the mythological 
stories in the textbooks. Many of the book cover designs of the Literary Readers also incorporate a 
strong Celtic symbolism. This facet of the texts, heroic drawings and Celtic iconography, will be 
elaborated upon in Chapter 9.   
 
 

Thematic Popularity of Themes over the Decades 1920s – 2001 
 
The following Charts, 1 – 8, illustrate the distribution and breakdown of the mythological themes 
over the period under investigation, 1920s – 2001. The standout feature in all the Charts is the 
temporal distribution of the themes over the decades. This phenomenon will be developed in more 
detail in Chapter 9.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 130  

1. All individual themes 1920s - 2001 
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 Chart 1. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – all individual themes. 
 
2. Top frequency themes 1920s – 2001. 
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 Chart 2. Frequency of Mythological themes 1920s – 2001 – top frequency themes. 
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3. Cuchulainn, Fionn & Oisín themes 
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 Chart 3. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – Cuchulainn / Fionn  / Oisín. 
 
4. Cuchulainn related themes 
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 Chart 4. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – Cuchulainn related themes. 
 
 
5. Fionn related themes 
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 Chart 5. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – Fionn related themes. 
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6. Oisín related themes 
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 Chart 6. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – Oisín related themes. 
 
 
7. Combined themes for Fionn, Oisín & Cuchulainn 
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Chart 7. Frequency of Mythological themes 1920s – 2001 – Combined themes Cuchulainn / Fionn  / Oisín. 
 
  

Conclusion 
 

The most noticeable and most striking feature evident in all the Charts is the close similarity of 
thematic and temporal distribution over the decades. As evident in Charts 1 through 7 above and 
clearly illustrated in Chart 8 below, there are two peak periods, the 1930s and 1980s/1990s, with a 
conspicuous trough in the 1960s and 1970s. There is quite a similar distribution of themes in the 
decades 1940s and 1950s while the number of mythological themes evident in the 1920s is quite 
considerable. This relatively high number in the 1920s is probably due to it being the initial decade 
the National Schools were under the auspice of the Free State Government and an apparent effort 
was being made to set the tone for the inclusion of such a theme in the school textbooks in the 
decades to follow. 
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All themes combined 1920s - 2001 
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 Chart 8. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001 – all themes combined. 
 
Furthermore, this thematic and temporal distribution of the mythological genre runs in line with the 
administrative attitudes and instructions that were emanating from the Department of Education 
during the study period. The high content of the mythological themes in the books of the 1920’s and 
1930’s is in synchronization with the Department’s communiqués in relation to inculcating a 
national pride in the students in the National School communities. Additionally, the high thematic 
content evident again in the 1980’s and 1990’s is in line with the Department’s call for more 
schoolbooks to be published for the National Schools.847 This temporal distribution, particularly 
evident in Chart 7 above, was indeed a very significant finding in the study undertaken and will be 
elaborated upon in Chapter 9. 

The story telling, oral transmission of important moral themes and historical events within 
the life of the Celtic group, was an essential element of everyday Celtic life. The early myths and 
legends were thus handed down orally from generation to generation within the local non-Christian 
communities, as written text and the use of written records was not a feature of the Celtic culture 
generally. The responsibility for preserving the existing tradition intact and sharing it within the 
community as well as invigorating and innovating new stories and verses lay with the bards and 
poets, referred to as members of the áes dána.848  

Subsequently, after the establishment of Scriptoria849 in the monasteries that sprung up 
around the country from the fifth century onwards, these tales began to be recorded in written form. 
The early Christian missionaries and local Christian holy men began to record these tales and 
renderings in the Scriptoria, and thus saved them for future generations. However, in many cases 
they edited the story lines to incorporate and implant their Christian beliefs and teachings over the 
characters and plots of the story lines and the moral and religious beliefs that already existed within 
the Celtic group.850 Nevertheless, in most cases the central tenets of the stories remained intact and, 
although in summarised form, they entered the contemporary education literature through the path 
outlined in Chapters 2 and 3 above to become part of the schoolbook corpus to be read and 
interpreted by young National School pupils right through the 20th century. Additionally, as 
illustrated by the references to Cuchulainn, Fionn Mac Cumhaill, Na Fianna, and Cormac Mac Airt 

                                                 
847 These policies are elaborated above in Chapter 4. 
848 The term áes dána was used to describe the learned class within the Celtic community and included such people as 
poets, judges, doctors of medicine, metalworkers and woodworkers. (P.B. Ellis, op cit., (London, 1993), p. 19.). 
849 Generally, a Scriptorium (a place of writing) was the room in monasteries devoted to the copying of manuscripts by 
monastic scribes. 
850 For example, Oisín’s meeting with St. Patrick on his return from Tír na nÓg and the Children of Lir’s encounter with 
the Christian monk Kemoc at the conclusion of their 900 year spell. 
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from the school textbook quoted above,851 the information presented in this National School History 
book of 1959 illustrates how the mythology was still being introduced as pseudo-history. This was 
thus giving the impression of historical fact to the young readers and scholars and furthering the 
authentification of the mythology stories in the school environment. Just as in earlier times as the 
myths were handed down orally from generation to generation, so too in the contemporary 
educational environment the myths and their thematic values were once again transmitted 
transgenerationally from decade to decade through their incorporation in the National Schoolbooks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
851 A Short History of Ireland. Part 1 (Dublin, 1959). 



 135  

Chapter 7. 
Mythological Tales: Corpus, Analyses & Findings 

 
 

One of the greatest of the Irish heroes lived about the time 
when Our Saviour was on earth. … The hero of whom we  
are now to read was a little boy named Setanta; though  
afterwards he won for himself another and more noble 
name.852 

 
 

 
Analysis Terminology, Methodology, Procedures & Foci 

 
Prior to introducing the analysis terminology I employ and refer to in describing my investigation it 
is necessary to once again reiterate that this thesis is not a linguistic study about, for example, 
finding out more about the language of education used in Ireland. As explained in Chapter 1, the 
primary objective of this thesis concerns examining the self-image of Ireland as it was 
transgenerationally transmitted from decade to decade in the Irish National School system through 
the medium of the mythology tales contained in specific categories of textbooks. Furthermore, this 
study is not about the mythology tales themselves but more specifically it is about the ingredients 
that arguably make these tales ideological. As I also remarked in Chapter 1, I began with a position 
that these mythology tales played a role in the delivery of an ideological ambience in the National 
School learning environment and hence I wanted to examine how the tales played this role. I had 
therefore already identified this body of texts as the salient body of texts for investigation so, as 
would otherwise be required from a corpus linguistic perspective, I took the position that there was 
no need to look at, examine or compare this mythology tale corpus with another neutral corpus of 
tales, mythological, historical or otherwise.  

Specifically, this thesis is first and foremost an imagological investigation where I seek to 
emphasize and describe what themes, aspects and qualities are already present in the tales, 
particularly through the frequency of specific language employed in the tales that can be interpreted 
to carry specific connotations that one may arguably associate with uniqueness, national identity 
and self-image. In describing my investigations and analyses I am obliged to use some terminology 
from the field of corpus linguistics853 in order to clearly present the specific items of language I refer 
to and to remove any possible ambiguity that may arise while describing the procedures and 
deductions described. This does not however make this study a corpus linguistic study, rather the 
use of the terms aims to provide clarity on my procedures conducted and deductions presented. It is 
hoped that in doing so I can remove some of the impressionistic interpretations about the discourse 
of ideologies that do not actually take the verbal substance on board of what is actually being said. 
Once again, my specific concern was one of examining the tales for what means of expression they 
contained to transmit ideological connotations and not to examine the tales from a linguistic content 
perspective. 

                                                 
852 M. Bayne, A Champion of Ulster Pt. I, II, III. In The Oriel Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1926), p33. 
853 For introductory reading see references Chapter 1. For a comprehensive overview of the theoretical and 
methodological concerns of corpus linguistics see A. O’Keffe & M. McCarthy The Routledge Handbook of Corpus 
Linguistics (London, 2010), M. Hoey, M. Mahlberb, M. Stubbs, W. Teubert & J. Sinclair Text, Discourse and Corpora 
(Lonedon, 2007), W. Teubert & R. Krishnamurthy (Eds.) Corpus Linguistics. Critical Concepts in Linguistics (London, 
2007), K. Aijmer & B. Altenberg (Eds.) English Corpus Linguistics (Essex, 1991). 
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Some basic definitions are presented below to explain or clarify the key terminology referred to in 
this analysis. These terms are Corpus, Concordance, Word and Lemma, Function words and Lexical 
words, Token and Type, Frequency, and Collocation. 

A corpus is a systematic collection of textual or discoursal material that has been 
accumulated for a specific purpose.854  For this thesis, the corpus referred and analysed is that of a 
compilation of mythological tales from the Literary Readers and some History books,855 sourced 
from Irish National School textbooks, from 1924 to 2001. As explained in Chapter 5, the English 
Literary Reader was the core classroom text in Irish National Schools up to and beyond the 
introduction of the New Primary School Curriculum in 1971 and thus received most usage in the 
school learning environment. Also a small percentage of the target tales are drawn from History 
books. 

A concordance is an index to the words in a text that gives access to many important 
language patterns in texts.856 It is a complete and exhaustive listing of all the words in a corpus; in 
this study it is a complete compilation of all the salient tales sourced from the schoolbooks. A 
concordance is accompanied by the words’ immediate contexts and is also normally alphabetically 
ordered.857 The computer-generated concordance can be very flexible as the context of a word can 
be selected on various criteria, for example providing information in relation to the number and type 
of words on either side of the word being examined.858 Most specifically, the fundamental idea in 
utilising a concordance is “to direct .. [one’s] .. attention to the immediate linguistic environment of 
the specified word.”859 One of the most widely used forms of concordancing is that of Key Word in 
Context (KWIC). 

A word is a lexical item that can stand alone in meaning, that can act as a sentence 
constituent and that can also directly correlate with an object of thought as a general reflection of 
reality or imagination.860 In this study and in the descriptions and discussions arising from my 
analyses, the term ‘word’ is used in the sense of its dictionary form, its headword, also referred to as 
its lemma. I make no morphological, phonological or orthographic distinctions in my analyses, each 
word is recognised individually for its semantic properties in the texts. I therefore am not 
encompassing the family of variations that exist around each word, known in lexicography as the 
lexemes or inflected forms (e.g. 1. lemma = go; inflected forms = goes, going, went, gone. 2. lemma 
= great; lexeme = greater, greatest). So regardless of its inflection, in this study I take each lexical 
representation at its own face value. For example in the verb frequency list, ‘said’ is found to be the 
most frequent item – I do not have this word grouped under its headword, its lemma ‘say’; so ‘say’ 
and ‘said’ are thus recognised and listed as separate frequency items in the concordances I 
conducted. Likewise in the common type frequency list, ‘great’ is highlighted and discussed for its 
own properties and contributions, as opposed to grouping it together with ‘greatest’ or ‘greater.’ 
Knowles points out that the degree of distributional identity bonding between the members of a 
lemma set may well be quite surprisingly low and these members often have quite independent 
existences in terms of their semantics.861  

Function words are a closed set of words used to express the structure of an utterance or 
statement rather than to express the meaning or message delivered in the text.862 These words play a 
major part in English grammar (e.g. pronouns, determiners, modal verbs, conjunctions), they 

                                                 
854 F. Knowles, Lexical Studies Module File Unit 2 (Birmingham, 1996), p.5.  
855 Approximately 10% of the corpus derives from History school books. See Chapter 7 Appendix 2 and Appendix 4. 
856 J. Sinclair, Corpus Concordance Collocation (Oxford, 1991), p. 170. 
857 F. Knowles op. cit., (Birmingham, 1996),  p. 20. 
858 J. Sinclair op. cit., (Oxford, 1991),  p. 171 
859 Kings College London Digital Humanities. Fundamentals of the Digital Humanities: Method in text-analysis: An 
Introduction, p.5. http://www.cch.kcl.ac.uk/legacy/teaching/av1000/textanalysis/method.html 
860 F. Knowles op. cit., (Birmingham, 1996),   p. 21. 
861 Ibid. p.8. 
862 Chapter 7. Appendix 1.Sample List of Function Words. 
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provide grammatical information such as quantity, tense and modality and are thus also referred to 
as ‘grammatical words’ or ‘structure words.’863 They are words that are empty of any lexical 
meaning; they carry no message in the expository text. On the other hand, ‘lexical words’ are words 
that infuse a text with meaning(s) and that carry the message(s) in the text. They are considered 
open classes of words and comprise of nouns, adjectives, full or lexical verbs and adverbs.864 The 
analyses conducted for this thesis all centre on lexical word content in the target texts. 

In the generic descriptions when discussing corpora contents and findings in lexical studies, 
a token is any instance of a word in running text. For example, a text length can be expressed as 
having 7,234 tokens. In my analyses, tokens are counted as each headword – so ‘old’ and ‘oldest’ 
are counted individually, and ‘man’ and ‘men’ are counted individually. In corpus analysis, when 
the same word (token) appears more than once it is then referred to as ‘a type’. The example “the 
cat sat on the mat” contains six (6) tokens, but five (5) types.865 For this thesis the term ‘word’ will 
be used interchangeably with the term  ‘type’ to carry the same meaning, while ‘token,’ when 
referred to, will hold the generic meaning presented above, any word in running text. 

The term frequency refers to the actual occurrence number in the text in question of any 
particular word, which is then referred to as a token. This can also be referred to as its ‘absolute 
frequency’. 

Generically in the English language, collocation is the regular co-occurrence of certain 
lexical patterns866 that is habitual and oftentimes appears to have neither rhyme nor reason. The 
most common examples are idioms and fixed expressions (she takes the biscuit, he’s a pain in the 
neck, I’m over the moon, he got the wrong end of the stick). In corpora, collocation is the 
occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a text where the usual 
measure of proximity is a maximum of four words intervening.867 Collocation of particular words 
can help to highlight the semantic message a specific word may carry in a text. Such collocational 
environments evidenced in this study have helped to highlight the specific self-image and 
uniqueness the high frequency words carry in the mythology tales that make up this corpus.  
 Additionally, for this study I have applied a categorisation procedure to describe the word 
groupings evidenced in the analyses. These are the terms ‘common types,’ ‘proper types’ and 
‘ethnographic reference types.’ These categorisations are not part of corpus linguistics terminology, 
but are terms I have conceived here particularly for this study. The common types comprise of 
general nouns and adjectives in the frequency lists, the proper types are nouns identifying the most 
frequent protagonists names in the corpus and the ethnographic reference types are made up of the 
Ireland-specific nouns and place-names evidenced in the analyses. 
 
On sourcing the textbooks at the various locations around Ireland, I examined them and identified 
the salient texts - the mythological tales, where included. I then proceeded to photocopy these texts 
for filing. Next, using the scanning software OmniPage.868 I proceeded to scan, upload and file all 
these mythological tales I had identified.869 

Before running each of the concordances I created a Stop List870 to omit the high frequency 
functional words in order to reduce the concordance size and to speed up the concordance analyses. 
The Stop List is presented below.  
                                                 
863 S. Greenbaum and R. Quirk. A Student’s Grammar of the English Language (Essex, 1990), p.16. 
864 Ibid. 
865 F. Knowles op. cit., (Birmingham, 1996), p.7 & p. 21. 
866 Examples of collocation: adjective + noun, noun + noun, verb + adverb, adverb + adjective, adjective + adjective. 
867 J. Sinclair op. cit. (Oxford, 1991),  p. 170 
868 ScanSoft, OmniPage Pro 14.0 (2). 
869 Chapter 7. Appendix 2. Complete Corpus Text List – Decades. 
870 The Stop List allows one to list words that can be ignored (omitted) when making a Full Concordance.  A Full 
Concordance includes every word found in the input files, unless you choose to use a Stop List, in which case it 
includes all words except those in the Stop List. A Stop List is often used to omit high-frequency words such as 'the', 'a', 
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Table 1. Stop List for Full Concordances. 
 
Then, examining each concordance, I documented a list of twenty lexical words from each 
concordance, focusing on and documenting the highest frequency of use of these lexical words in 
descending order.871 Following on from this initial analysis, my next step involved examining the 
collocational values and environments of these words in order to examine the language used with 
these words and to try identify any phraseology or word combinations that may link to the 
connection to or promotion of a national self-image.  

This investigation incorporates an interdisciplinary approach, where I utilise strategies from 
the field of corpus linguistics to address a question from the field of literary studies in order to 
examine texts that I already determine to contain salient imagological content. I apply such methods 
to investigate, through statistical breakdowns, the lexical content of the tales in order to try and 
determine what makes these tales ideological and how this imagology operates. Ultimately, my 
objective is to clarify the imagological ingredients of the mythology tales in the target texts. As 
noted in Chapter 1 and above, I began with a belief that these mythology tales played a role in the 
delivery of an ideological ambience in the National School learning environment and so I set out to 
examine how the tales played this role. As I had already identified the salient body of texts for 
investigation, I took the position that there was no need to examine or compare my corpus with 
another neutral corpus of tales, mythological, historical or otherwise. This imagological 
investigation emphasizes and describes the themes and qualities present in the tales, through the 
frequency of language used in the tales that have particular connotations associated with uniqueness 
and self-image specifically. Primarily, this study sets out to demonstrate the role and support these 
themes and stories played in assisting the Department of Education, the Free State governments and 
later the Republic’s governments, in carrying out its objectives of inculcating a sense of self-image 
in the national school population.  

The procedures and foci I applied are as follows. My first step was an electronic series of 
quantitative statistical analyses, utilising the scanning programme described above and corpus 
analysis software.872 Complimenting this approach, I then conducted a series of rhetorical 
interpretative analyses on the texts. These procedures are now outlined below.  
The quantitative statistical analyses: 
1. Year and Decade Analysis. 
From each decade, I randomly chose two years of mythological tale publications and ran the full 
concordance analyses on each year chosen. I then examined the findings and listed the twenty (20) 
most frequently used lexical words from the texts in descending frequency. Following this, I 
documented the ten (10) most frequent words from each year. I then combined both years to 
compile a list of the top ten lexical words from each decade. These lexical words encompassed: 
common types, proper types and ethnographic reference types.    
Following this, where they were evidenced: 

                                                                                                                                                                  
'and' in English.  Omitting just a few high-frequency words can greatly reduce the size of a finished concordance since 
they occur so often. The concordance will also be made faster. (Concordance, Watt 1999-2003).  
871 Chapter 7. Appendix 3 Frequency List decade (x2yrs) & total corpus. 
872 Concordance Version 3.2 (December, 2004). Copyright © R.J.C. Watt 1999-2003. 

Stop List applied to all Full Concordances 
the to on by be was had 
of in for as am were  
and that is from is have  
a it at or are has  
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a) I took the top five (5) common types and ran concordances to see their collocational 
environments for commentary & analysis,  
b) I then took the top five (5) proper types and ran concordances to see their collocational 
environments873 for commentary & analysis and finally  
c) I took the top five (5) types containing ethnographic references and ran concordances to see their 
collocational environments for commentary & analysis. 
2. Complete Corpus Analysis.  
I uploaded the complete corpus and ran a full concordance analysis. I then examined the findings 
and listed, as in the decade analyses described above, the twenty (20) most frequently evidenced 
lexical words from the texts in descending frequency. Again, following this, I documented the ten 
(10) most frequent words evidenced in the complete corpus. These lexical words encompassed: 
common types, proper types and ethnographic reference types.    
Following this, where they were evidenced: 
a) I took the top five (5) common types and ran concordances to see their collocational 
environments for commentary & analysis,  
b) I then took the top five (5) proper types and ran concordances to see their collocational 
environments for commentary & analysis and finally  
c) I took the top five (5) types containing ethnographic references and ran concordances to see their 
collocational environments for commentary & analysis. 
 
The rhetorical interpretative analyses: 
The electronic analyses highlighted specific characteristics within the tales that allowed me to then 
focus my rhetorical analyses on specific areas of the corpus. Using this direction, I examined the 
way the high frequency items and thematic units were deployed in the tales at the phraseological 
and supralexical level, limiting myself to the texts that represented the highest frequency 
occurrences of the Proper Types identified from the concordances (see below ‘The Top Five Proper 
Types in the Concordances - by Decade’). These were all the texts associated with Fionn, 
Cuchulainn (and Setanta) and Oisín.874 While reading and conducting my analyses I focussed on 
five key areas: a time period identification; references to the magical realm; references to pseudo-
historical characters; references to topographical locations; and evidence of heroic phraseology.  
 
 

Description of the Mythological Tales Corpus 
 
As detailed in Chapter 5, the mythological tales that make up the present corpus were sourced from 
the Literary Readers and some History books, held by institutions and individuals around Ireland. 
These institutions included St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, Church of Ireland College of 
Education Rathmines and the National Library of Ireland Dublin. The individuals were active and 
retired teachers and members of the general public. The textbooks were published by a multitude of 
publishing houses, some now no longer in business.875 The texts were then scanned, saved as rich 
text and analysed with concordancing software.876 

When scanned and saved as a rich text file, the corpus size is 148,521 tokens. On 
completion of a full concordance and applying the Stop List detailed above, the corpus size is 
104,884 tokens and 7,820 words (types). See Table 2 below. 

 
 

                                                 
873 Chapter 7. Appendix 10. Sample Concordance - Finn 1925 
874 Refer to Chapter 8. Appendices 20, 21, 22. 
875 Chapter 7. Appendix 4 Textbooks Publishers, Titles & Years of Publication 
876 Concordance op.cit., (December 2004). 
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Corpus Size 
Original Scanned Size 148,521 tokens 
Full Concordance with Stop List 104,884 tokens 
Full Concordance with Stop List 7,820 words 

   Table 2. Corpus size, before and after running full concordance 
 
This corpus can be described as being functionally ‘diachronic’ because the manner in which I have 
compiled it allows me to separate, view and compare parts or sections of it with one another (e.g. 
decade can be compared with decade; decade can be compared with overall corpus).877 

The contents of the tales and the decades from which they are drawn from are presented in 
Appendix 5.878 The frequency characteristics of these tales will be introduced and discussed in more 
detail below. 
Note: It must be acknowledged that the corpus gathered here is not collected from all the National 
School books, Literary Reader Series and History, published and circulated during the time frame 
under investigation. As explained earlier, it was not possible collect and investigate all the books 
published due to the absence of a central repository and also for logistical reasons. Nevertheless, it 
is arguably representative of the whole period, especially when considered in the light of the book 
publication lists overviewed for the period and the amount of recycling of texts and their contents 
that took place during the time period under investigation. Secondly, in my discussions below, I 
will use the terms mythology text and mythology tale interchangeably, both phrases refer to the 
same material. 

As described above, I conducted two main analyses of the school texts. I randomly chose 
two years of mythological tale publications from each decade (1920s-1990s) and ran the full 
concordance analyses. Additionally, I ran a full concordance of the complete corpus. 
 
The years chosen for analysis and the numbers of texts contained in each year are as follows: 
 
 

   Table 3. Years and Numbers of Texts chosen for Analyses (113 in total). 
 
In total this represented 113 tales, exactly half of the total corpus compiled and thus arguably a fair 
cross section and representation of the mythological tales contained in the textbooks being 
examined.  
 

Frequency of Lexical Words in the Mythological Tales 
 

                                                 
877 R. Krishnamurthy: “If the corpus texts are held in such a way that texts from a particular period of time can be 
accessed as a separate and discrete group, then the corpus is functionally diachronic. We can compare April texts with 
November texts, or texts from the first decade of the century with texts from the final decade. Crucially, we can observe 
and comment on language change”. ESSE 4 Conference (Debrecen, September 5th-9th 1997). 
878 Chapter 7. Appendix 5 Corpus Overview of Mythological Texts 1924-2001. 

Decade Year & # of texts Year & # of texts Text totals 
1920s 1925 / 8 1929 / 7 15 
1930s 1933 / 12 1937 / 6 18 
1940s 1945 / 12 1948 / 7 19 
1950s 1954 / 8 1956 / 5 13 
1960s 1963 / 4 1966 / 6 10 
1970s 1973 / 1 1974 / 3 4 
1980s 1983 / 8 1988 / 5 13 
1990s 1993 / 11  (total 64) 1996 / 10 (total 49) 21 (total 113) 
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The findings of my analyses in relation to the frequency of lexical words in these texts, on the 
yearly basis, from the accumulative number from both texts in each decade and in the overall 
corpus are presented in the Tables below. The five columns in each of the Tables 4 – 11, represent 
the frequency of words evidenced (from the highest frequency downwards, #1, to # 10) in the two 
years from each decade, the accumulative number from both texts in each decade and the frequency 
of lexical words from the overall corpus. The above Stop List (Table 1) was applied for every 
concordance run. The frequencies are presented in Descending Frequency order in all columns. 
 
Decade: 1920s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1920s were 1925 and 1929. The 
number of texts analysed for 1925 was eight and the number analysed for 1929 was seven. The 
token count from the texts for 1925 was 7,379 and the word count was 1,548. Concerning the 1929 
texts, the token count from the texts was 2,907 and the word count was 1,180. Table 4 below 
provides the frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1925 1929 Decade (’25 /’29) Overall Corpus 
1 Finn / 46 Fionn / 33 Finn ~ Fionn / 79 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 Maildun / 44 Diarmuid / 29 great  / 51  king / 630  
3 palace / 39 Oisin / 24 Maildun / 44 great / 521 
4 great / 38 Fianna / 20 palace / 39 men / 389 
5 men / 30 Grania / 16 men / 30 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 time / 29 King / 14 Diarmuid / 29 day / 373 
7 island / 28 great / 13 time / 29 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 queen / 26 Tir-na-nOg / 11 island / 28 man / 344 
9 long / 26 old / 10 queen / 26 Fianna / 329 
10 day / 24 Erin / 10 long / 26 time / 328 
Table 4. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1920s (1925, 1929), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
Decade: 1930s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1930s were 1933 and 1937. The 
number of texts analysed for 1933 was twelve and the number analysed for 1937 was six. The token 
count from the texts for 1933 was 8,688 and the word count was 2,148. Concerning the 1937 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 1,097and the word count was 477. Table 5 below provides the 
frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1933 1937 Decade (’33 /’37) Overall corpus 
1 Fionn / 50 Fionn / 19 Fionn / 69 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 Oisin / 38 tales / 9 Oisin / 38 king / 630  
3 men / 37 Patrick / 8 men / 37 great / 521 
4 Irish / 34 mother / 8 Irish / 34 men / 389 
5 Ireland / 30 Kathleen / 8 Ireland / 30 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 time / 29 Fianna / 7 time / 29 day / 373 
7 Maelduin / 27 wished / 6 Maelduin / 27 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 great / 27 story / 6 great / 27 man / 344 
9 sea / 26 noble / 6 sea / 26 Fianna / 329 
10 man / 25 songs / 5 man / 25 time / 328 
Table 5. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1930s (1933, 1937), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
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Decade: 1940s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1940s were 1945 and 1948. The 
number of texts analysed for 1945 was twelve and the number analysed for 1948 was seven. The 
token count from the texts for 1945 was 5,683 and the word count was 1,724. Concerning the 1948 
texts, the token count from the texts was 5,271 and the word count was 1,480. Table 6 below 
provides the frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1945 1948 Decade (’45 /’48) Overall corpus 
1 king / 39 Cuchulain~n / 44 Cuchulain~n / 78 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 Cuchulainn / 34 king / 35 king / 74 king / 630  
3 great / 31 men / 28 great / 55 great / 521 
4 Setanta / 28 day / 28 day / 47 men / 389 
5 Oisin / 25 Ireland / 26 men / 44  Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 Fionn / 20 Ferdia / 25 Ferdia / 42 day / 373 
7 day / 19  great / 24 Setanta / 28 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 land / 17  Ulster / 23 Ireland / 26 man / 344 
9 Ferdia / 17  Naoise / 17 Oisin / 25 Fianna / 329 
10 men / 16 Deirdre / 17 Ulster / 23 time / 328 
Table 6. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1940s (1945, 1948), Years Combined & Overall Corpus  
 
Decade: 1950s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1950s were 1954 and 1956. The 
number of texts analysed for 1954 was eight and the number analysed for 1956 was five. The token 
count from the texts for 1954 was 3,692 and the word count was 1,234. Concerning the 1956 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 2,019 and the word count was 736. Table 7 below provides the 
frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1954 1956 Decade (’54 /’56) Overall corpus 
1 Fionn ~ Finn / 52 Fionn / 26 Fionn ~ Finn / 78 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 great / 21 men / 18 great / 34 king / 630  
3 Oisin / 19 great / 13  Fianna / 28 great / 521 
4 Fianna / 18 harp / 13 king / 26 men / 389 
5 time / 16 stories / 12 Oisin / 19 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 long / 14 music / 12 men / 18 day / 373 
7 little / 14 king / 12 time / 16 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 king / 14 women / 10 long / 14 man / 344 
9 salmon / 12  leader / 10 little / 14 Fianna / 329 
10 steed / 12 Fianna / 10 salmon / 12 time / 328 
Table 7. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1950s (1954, 1956), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
Decade: 1960s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1960s were 1963 and 1966. The 
number of texts analysed for 1963 was four and the number analysed for 1966 was six. The token 
count from the texts for 1963 was 2,108 and the word count was 735. Concerning the 1966 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 2,142 and the word count was 819. Table 8 below provides the 
frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1963 1966 Decade (’63 /’66) Overall corpus 
1 Fionn / 38 great / 24 Fionn / 54 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
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2 Oisin / 25 men / 21 great / 37  king / 630  
3 Fianna / 17 stories / 16 Oisin / 25 great / 521 
4 Niamh / 14 Fionn / 16 men / 21 men / 389 
5 Goblin / 14 Setanta / 13 Fianna / 17 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 Tara / 13 king / 12 stories / 16 day / 373 
7 great / 13 Patrick / 11 Niamh / 14 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 white / 12 Caoilte / 11 Goblin / 14 man / 344 
9 horse / 11 legends / 9 Setanta / 13 Fianna / 329 
10 land / 10 Irish / 9 Tara / 13 time / 328 
Table 8. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1960s (1963, 1966), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
Decade: 1970s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1970s were 1973 and 1974. The 
number of texts analysed for 1973 was one and the number analysed for 1974 was three. The token 
count from the texts for 1973 was 3,007 and the word count was 753. Concerning the 1974 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 2,056 and the word count was 654. Table 9 below provides the 
frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1973 1974 Decade (’73 /’74) Overall corpus 
1 Deirdre / 37 Fionn / 32 Deirdre / 37 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 king / 32 Oisin / 22 Fionn / 32 king / 630  
3 Naoise / 26 Ireland / 15 king / 32 great / 521 
4 brothers / 20 man / 14 Naoise / 26 men / 389 
5 high / 14 Fianna / 14 Oisin / 22 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 girl / 13 young / 13 brothers / 20 day / 373 
7 beautiful / 13 great / 11  Ireland / 15 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 Fergus / 12 old / 11 Fianna / 14 man / 344 
9 wild / 11 weak / 10  man / 14 Fianna / 329 
10 strong / 10 white / 11 high / 14 time / 328 
Table 9. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1970s (1973, 1974), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
Decade: 1980s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1980s were 1983 and 1988. The 
number of texts analysed for 1983 was eight and the number analysed for 1988 was five. The token 
count from the texts for 1983 was 5,566 and the word count was 1,137. Concerning the 1988 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 2,197 and the word count was 662. Table 10 below provides the 
frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1983 1988 Decade (’83 /’88) Overall corpus 
1 Cuchulainn / 39 king / 26 Fionn ~ Finn / 52 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 Maeve / 36 Fionn / 25 Cuchulainn / 51 king / 630  
3 great / 32 Setanta / 20 Maeve ~ Meabh /49 great / 521 
4 day / 32 day / 17 day / 49 men / 389 
5 bull / 32 Goblin / 15 great / 32 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 Fianna / 30 Meabh / 13 bull / 32 day / 373 
7 Finn / 27 Salmon / 12 Fianna / 30 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 Ulster / 26 Cuchulainn / 12 Ulster / 26 man / 344 
9 Ferdia / 26 children / 12 Ferdia / 26 Fianna / 329 
10 long / 25 years / 11 long / 25 time / 328 
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Table 10. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1980s (1983, 1988), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
Decade: 1990s 
The years chosen for analysis from the body of texts from the 1990s were 1993 and 1996. The 
number of texts analysed for 1993 was eleven and the number analysed for 1996 was ten. The token 
count from the texts for 1993 was 5,677 and the word count was 1,377. Concerning the 1996 texts, 
the token count from the texts was 4,817 and the word count was 1,269. Table 11 below provides 
the frequency of lexical words evidenced in these groupings of texts. 
 
# 1993 1996 Decade (’93 /’96) Overall corpus 
1 Fionn ~ Finn / 84 Fionn / 49 Fionn ~ Finn / 133 Fionn ~ Finn / 827 
2 men / 35 day / 31 king / 61 king / 630  
3 king / 34 Conor / 30 Cuchulainn / 54 great / 521 
4 Cuchulainn / 30 Fianna / 28 Fianna / 50 men / 389 
5 great / 27 king / 27 time / 44 Oisin ~ Ossian / 387 
6 castle / 23 bull / 26 Ulster / 41 day / 373 
7 Fianna / 22 warriors / 26 men / 35 Cuchulain~n / 362 
8 Setanta / 22 Cuchulainn / 24 day / 31 man / 344 
9 time / 21 time / 23 Conor / 30 Fianna / 329 
10 Ulster / 21 Ulster / 20 great / 27 time / 328 
Table 11. Frequency of lexical words in the texts from the 1990s (1993, 1996), Years Combined & Overall Corpus 
 
 

The Top Five Common Types in the Concordances - by Decade. 
 

The frequency of lexical words evidenced from the analysis of the texts from the 1920s to the 1990s 
and the top five common types found are presented in Appendix 6.879 The top five common types 
for all of the eight decades analysed are presented in Table 12a below. The collocational 
environments of these top five common types found on running the concordances are presented in 
Appendices 6a-6h.880 
 

                                                 
879 Chapter 7. Appendix 6. Frequency of Lexical Words & top five Common Types 1920s – 1990s. 
880 Chapter 7. Appendix 6a, Appendix 6b,  Appendix 6c, Appendix 6d, Appendix 6e, Appendix 6f, Appendix 6g, 
Appendix 6h.  
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Table 12a. The Top Five Common Types by Decade 1920s – 1990s. 
 
The most frequent occurring common word throughout the eight decades is ‘great’, occurring in all 
of the texts analysed from the eight decades. The number of occurrences for the word ‘great’ in the 
decade analyses totals 274 instances.  

The next most frequent occurring common word is ‘men’ along with its singular form, 
‘man’, occurring in seven of the eight decades analysed, with a total number of 256 instances. This 
is followed by the third most frequent occurring common word, ‘time’, occurring in four of the 
eight decades and with an occurrence number of 118 instances. These words and their collocational 
environments will be discussed in Chapter 8. Note, I will omit the common word ‘day,’ from the 
discussion due to its generic use in story telling, for example in the form, ‘one day,’ and as it 
arguably therefore does not carry any salience in this investigation. 
 

# Common Types / Total #  
 
 
>>> 

# Common Types / Total # 
1 great / 274 1 great / 274 
2 men / 185 2 men / 185  
3 day / 127 3 time / 118 
4 time / 118 4 man / 71 
5 man / 71 5  
6 long / 65   
Table 12b. The Top Five Common Types 1920s – 1990s. 

 
 

The Top Five Proper Types in the Concordances - by Decade. 
 

The frequency of lexical words evidenced from the analysis of the texts from the 1920s to the 1990s 
and the top five proper types found are presented in Appendix 7.881 The top five proper types for all 
of the eight decades analysed are presented in Table 13a below. The collocational environments of 
these top five proper types found on running the concordances are presented in Appendices 7a-7h.882 

                                                 
881 Chapter 7. Appendix 7. Frequency of Lexical Words & top five Proper Types 1920s – 1990s. 
882 Chapter 7. Appendix 7a, Appendix 7b, Appendix 7c, Appendix 7d, Appendix 7e, Appendix 7f, Appendix 7g, 
Appendix 7h.  

Decade of Texts Top 5 Common Types & number of times evidenced 
1920s Texts great  - 51 / men - 30 / time - 29 / island – 28 / long - 26 

 
1930s Texts men  - 37 / time - 29 / great - 27 / sea - 26 / man – 25 

 
1940s Texts great  - 55 / day - 47 / men - 44 / man - 32 / land – 17 

 
1950s Texts great  - 34 / men - 18 / time - 16 / long – 14 / little – 14 

 
1960s Texts great  - 37 / men - 21 / stories - 16 / white – 12 / horse – 11 

 
1970s Texts man  - 14 / beautiful - 13 / girl - 13 / young – 13 / great – 11 

 
1980s Texts day  - 49 / great - 32 / bull - 32 / long – 25 / fight – 25 

 
1990s Texts time  - 44 / men - 35 / day - 31 / great – 27 / warriors – 26 
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Table 13a. The Top Five Proper Types by Decade 1920s – 1990s. 
 
The most frequent occurring proper word throughout the eight decades is ‘Fionn’ (sometimes spelt 
as ‘Finn’), occurring in all of the texts analysed from the eight decades. The number of occurrences 
for the words ‘Fionn’ and ‘Finn’ (in the decade analyses) totals 523 instances.  
The next most frequent occurring proper word is ‘Cuchulainn’ (sometimes spelt as ‘Cuchulain’), 
occurring in three of the eight decades analysed, with a total number of 183 instances.   
‘Oisín’ is the third most frequent occurring proper word, occurring in six of the eight decades 
analysed, with a total number of 168 instances.   

These three words ‘Fionn’/ ‘Finn,’ ‘Cuchulainn’ and ‘Oisín’ and their collocational 
environments will be discussed in Chapter 8. Setanta will also be discussed, but in combination 
with Cuchulainn. 
 

# Proper Types / Total # 
1 Fionn/ Finn / 523 
2 Cuchulainn / 183 
3 Oisin / 168 
4 Setanta / 83 
5 Maeve / 83 

Table 13b. The Top Five Proper Types 1920s – 1990s. 
 
 

The Top Five Ethnographic Reference Types in the Concordances - by Decade. 
 

The frequency of lexical words evidenced from the analysis of the texts from the 1920s to the 1990s 
and the top five ethnographic reference types found are presented in Appendix 8.883 The top five 
ethnographic reference types for all of the eight decades analysed are presented in Table 14a below. 

                                                 
883 Chapter 7. Appendix 8. Frequency of Lexical Words & top five Ethnographic Reference Types 1920s-1990s. 

Decade of Texts Top 5 Proper Types & number of times evidenced 
1920s Texts Finn - Fionn  - 79 / Maildun -  44 / Diarmuid – 29 / Oisín – 24 / 

Patrick – 20 
1930s Texts Fionn  - 69 / Oisín -  38 / Maelduin - 27 

 
1940s Texts Cuchulain~n - 78 / Ferdia -  42 / Oisín – 40 / Fionn – 36 / Setanta - 28 

 
1950s Texts Fionn -Finn - 78 / Oisín -  19 / Finegas – 12 

 
1960s Texts Fionn - 46 / Oisín -  25 / Niamh - 14 / Setanta – 13 / Caoilte - 11 

 
1970s Texts Deirdre - 37 / Fionn - 32 / Naoise - 26 / Oisín – 22 / Fergus - 12 

 
1980s Texts Fionn - Finn – 70 / Cuchulainn - 51 / Maeve - Meabh - 49 / Ferdia – 

26 / Conor - 21 
 

1990s Texts Fionn - Finn – 133 / Cuchulainn - 54 / Conor - 50 / Setanta – 42 / 
Maeve – 34 
 



 147  

The collocational environments of these top five ethnographic reference types found on running the 
concordances are presented in Appendices 8a-8h.884 
 

Table 14a. The Top Five Ethnographic Reference Types by Decade1920s – 1990s. 
 
The most frequent occurring ethnographic reference word throughout the eight decades is ‘king’, 
occurring in seven of the eight decades analysed, with a total number of 213 instances.  
The next most frequent occurring ethnographic reference word is ‘Fianna’, occurring in all of the 
texts analysed from the eight decades, with the number of occurrences totalling 203 instances.  

The word ‘Ireland’ is the third most frequent occurring ethnographic reference word. It 
occurs in five of the eight decades and its number of occurrences is 106. The next most frequent 
ethnographic reference word is ‘Ulster’ occurring in three decades with a total number of 
occurrences of 90. The word ‘Irish’ occurs in two of the decades, with a total number of 
occurrences of 43. These words and their collocational environments will be discussed in Chapter 8. 
 

# Ethnographic Types / Total # 
1 king / 213 
2 Fianna / 203 
3 Ireland/ 106 
4 Ulster/ 90 
5 Irish / 43 

  Table 14b. The Top Five Ethnographic Reference Types 1920s – 1990s. 
 
In summary, Table 15 below presents the word list for the most frequently occurring words in all 
the above texts throughout the eight decades. The five most frequently occurring words from each 
of the three-named categories as presented above in Tables 12b, 13b and 14b will be discussed in 
Chapter 8 in relation to their collocational environments and how each one may have impacted on 
the development of a national self-image in the National School learning environment throughout 
the study period. 
 

                                                 
884 Chapter 7. Appendix 8a, Appendix 8b, Appendix 8c, Appendix 8d, Appendix 8e, Appendix 8f, Appendix 8g, 
Appendix 8h.  

Decade of Texts Top 5 Ethnographic Reference Types & number of times evidenced 
1920s Texts palace - 39 / queen - 26 / Fianna – 20/ curragh – 18 / Tir na nOg – 11  

1930s Texts Irish - 34 / Fianna - 30 / Ireland – 30 / king – 21  

1940s Texts king - 74 / Ireland - 26 / Ulster – 23 / Fianna – 14 /  Fairies – 11  

1950s Texts Fianna - 28 / king - 26 / Dagda – 9 / Fomorians – 11 / Goblin – 7  

1960s Texts King - 21 / Fianna - 17 / Goblin –14 / Tara – 13 / Irish – 9  

1970s Texts King - 32 / Ireland - 15 / Fianna –14 / high – 14 / King’s – 10  

1980s Texts King - 47 / Fianna - 30 / Ulster –26 / Ireland – 18 / Goblin – 15 
 

1990s Texts King - 61 / Fianna - 50 / Ulster –41 / Ireland – 17   
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 Word List for Collocational Environment Analyses – by Decade 
 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 
Common 
Types 

great 
men 
time 
island 
long 

men 
time 
great 
sea 
man 

great 
day 
men 
man 
land 

great 
men 
time  
long 
little 

great 
men 
stories 
white 
horse 

men 
beautiful 
girl 
young  
great 

day 
great 
bull 
long 
fight 

time 
men 
day 
great 
warrior 

Proper 
Types 
 

Finn 
Mailduin 
Diarmuid 
Oisin 
Patrick 

Fionn 
Oisin 
Maelduin 

Cuchulainn 
Ferdia 
Oisin 
Fionn 
Setanta 

Fionn 
Oisin 
Finegas 

Fionn 
Oisin 
Niamh 
Setanta 
Caoilte 

Deirdre 
Fionn 
Naoise 
Oisin 
Fergus 

Fionn 
Cuchulainn 
Maeve 
Ferdia 
Conor 

Fionn 
Cuchulainn 
Conor 
Setanta 
Maeve 

Ethnogr-
aphic  
Reference 
Types 

palace 
Queen 
Fianna 
Curragh 
Tir na nOg 

Irish 
Fianna 
Ireland 
king 

king 
Ireland 
Ulster 
Fianna 
fairies 

Fianna 
King 
Dagda 
Goblin 
Formorians 

King 
Fianna 
Goblin 
Tara 
Irish 

King 
Ireland 
Fianna 
High 
King’s 

King 
Fianna 
Ulster 
Ireland 
Goblin 

King 
Fianna 
Ulster 
Ireland 

Table 15. Word List for Collocational Environment Analyses – by Decade. 
 
 

The Top Ten Types in the Concordances - Complete Corpus. 
 

The frequency of lexical words evidenced from the analysis of the texts from the complete corpus 
body of texts and the top ten types found are presented in Appendix 9.885 The collocational 
environments of these top ten types found on running the concordances are also presented in 
Appendix 9. The top ten types from the complete corpus are presented in Table 16 below. 
 

Table 16. The Top Ten Types - Complete Corpus. 
     
To summarise, the most frequent occurring common words evidenced throughout each of the eight 
decades are great, men, time, man and long. The most frequent occurring common words from the 
complete corpus are great, men, man, time, and old. (‘day’ is omitted due to its generic use in story 
telling and thus lack of salience here). 

The most frequent occurring proper words evidenced throughout each of the eight decades 
are Fionn (& Finn), Cuchulainn, Oisin, Setanta and Maeve. The most frequent occurring proper 
words from the complete corpus are Fionn (& Finn), Oisin, Cuchulainn, Setanta and Conor. 

The most frequent occurring ethnographic reference words evidenced throughout each of the 
eight decades are king, Fianna, Ireland, Ulster and Irish. The most frequent occurring ethnographic 
reference words from the complete corpus are identically king, Fianna, Ireland, Ulster and Irish. 

                                                 
885 Chapter 7. Appendix 9. Frequency of Lexical Words & top ten Types from Complete Corpus. 

Texts Top 10 Types & number of times evidenced 
 
Complete 
Corpus 

 
1. Fionn/Finn 604+223=827                    6. Day 373    
2. King 630                                              7. Cuchulainn/n 280+82=362    
3. Great 521                                             8. Man 344    
4. Men 389                                               9. Fianna 329    
5. Oisin/Ossian 344+43=387                  10 Time 328    
                                                                (11. Ireland 290 [men & man as one]) 
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  What is evident from the analyses is that all of these words are present and in quite similar 
frequency in each of the two approaches to the analysis – from the decade by decade approach and 
from the complete corpus approach. This is clearly illustrated in Table 17 below. 
 

Top Frequency Items: common, proper and ethnographic reference 
Common Proper Ethnographic Reference 
Decade by 
Decade 

Complete 
Corpus 

Decade by 
Decade 

Complete 
Corpus 

Decade by 
Decade 

Complete 
Corpus 

1. great (274) 1. great (521) 1. Fionn/Finn 
(523) 

1. Fionn/Finn 
(827) 

1. king (213) 1. king (630) 

2. men (185) 2. men (389) 2. Cuchulainn/n 
(183) 

2. Oisin/Ossian 
(387) 
 

2. Fianna (203) 2. Fianna (329) 

3. day (127)* 3. day (373)* 3. Oisin/Ossian 
(168) 
 

3. Cuchulainn/n 
(362) 

3. Ireland (106) 3. Ireland (290) 

4. time (118) 4. man (344) 4. Setanta (83) 4. Setanta (235) 4. Ulster (90) 4. Ulster (199) 
5. man (71) 5. time (328) 5. Maeve (83) 5. Conor (166) 5. Irish (43) 5. Irish (132) 
      
6. long (65) 6. old (281) 6. Maelduin (71) 6. Ferdia (154) 6. palace (39) 6. palace (128) 
7. bull (32) 7. three (265) 7. Ferdia (68) 7. Maeve (115) 7. Goblin (36) 7. country (93) 
8. island (28) 8. land (263) 8. Conor (50) 8. Lir (114) 8. queen (26) 8. Macha (92) 
9. sea (26) 9. long (253) 9. Deirdre (37) 9. Deirdre (110) 9. curragh (18) 9. magic (86) 
10. warrior (26) 10. years (240) 10.Diarmuid (29) 10. Niamh (104) 10. high (14) 10. Tara (82) 
Table 17. Top Frequency Items: common, proper and ethnographic – decade by decade & complete corpus. 
 
 

The Top Ten Verbs in the Concordance - Complete Corpus 
 

Prior to proceeding to a more detailed discussion on the lexical word content and specifically to the 
most frequently evidenced proper types in the corpus, I would like to briefly present the most 
frequently evidenced lexical verbs in the corpus.  

Verbs are traditionally defined as words that express an action or a state, they illustrate the 
greatest degree of variation in morphological form of any of the word classes in the English 
language, and they can be, according to Halliday, subdivided into three basic subclasses – lexical, 
finite and auxiliary.886 For example in the phrase ‘I might have been hearing’, hear is a lexical verb, 
might is finite (or modal auxiliary), and have and been are (non-finite) auxiliaries.887 Thus hear is 
the collective form of the verb, the dictionary form, the form that carries the basic meaning of the 
action or state being described. 

The collocational environments of the 10 most frequent lexical verbs in the mythological 
texts and evidenced through the analyses are presented in Appendix 11.888 Table 18 below details 
the frequency evidence of these verbs from the corpus. 
 
 

Top Frequency Lexical Verbs from Complete Corpus 
1. Said (778)  6. Saw (218) 
2. Came (429) 7. Come (207) 
3. Went (272) 8. Heard (195) 

                                                 
886 T. Bloor & M. Bloor, The Functional Analysis of English (London, 1995), p.18. 
887 Ibid., p.19. 
888 Chapter 7 Appendix 11. Frequency of Lexical Verbs & top 10 Verbs from Complete Corpus. 
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4. Told (231) 9. Asked (192) 
5. Made (223) 10. Called (178) 
Table 18. Top 10 Frequency Lexical Verbs – complete corpus. 

             
All the verbs listed in Table 18 belong to the common stock of ordinary, everyday language and can 
thus be considered a non-salient feature in this study. Therefore, they do not warrant a detailed 
analysis or discussion as to their possible ideological purpose in their inclusion in the corpus under 
investigation. Whereas the nouns evidenced in the analyses are arguably significant in the 
influences they convey, the verbs can be considered more or less neutral in the overall ideological 
framework under investigation. Nonetheless, the highest frequency verbs do seem to take on a 
specific profile in the possible interpretations of the texts, thus complimenting the lexical 
frequencies evidenced. Consequently, in Chapter 8, a sample of collocational environments from 
the five highest frequency verbs used throughout the corpus will be briefly presented and discussed.  
 
 

Some Further Findings: Iconography and Illustrations 
 
There are many examples evidenced of paratextual elements accompanying the texts throughout the 
decades. These examples can be divided into letter iconography and illustrations presenting events 
or actions the characters experience and that are described in the stories in question. A large number 
of the illustrations are connected with the main characters of the mythological tales, Fionn, 
Cuchulainn and Oisín, although illustrations are also incorporated in many of the tales associated 
with other themes such as the Children of Lir , the Salmon of Knowledge and Cormac Mac Airt. 
The examples of iconography found in the texts are evidenced in stories from the 1920s, 1930s and 
1940s. They are mostly all the elaborate upper-case letters of the first word in the opening 
paragraph of the text, for example the letters ‘T’ in the word ‘The’, ‘O’ in the word ‘One’, ‘A’ in 
the word ‘At’ and ‘S’ in the word ‘So.’ Furthermore, all the letters are surrounded by elaborate 
Celtic motifs of flowing and intertwining lines.889 

The illustrations are all associated with the tales being described and depict specific scenes 
from the texts in question. The illustrations predominantly portray heroic actions and all the 
characters are mostly depicted wearing very elaborate dress, while additionally much of the 
surrounding scenery is presented as wide-open natural spaces. Both the iconography and the 
illustrations are presented and discussed in more detail in Chapters 8 and 9. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Although the body of texts sourced and analysed in this study is not a complete representation of all 
the texts published over the time period of this study, it is nevertheless a comprehensive one and 
representative of the style and content of the school textbooks and their contents published and 
disseminated throughout the National School learning environment from 1924 through to the 1990s. 
What is noticeable in the results of the frequency findings presented above is the concurrence of the 
contents of the frequency lists from the random sampled texts from each decade with that of the 
frequency lists evidenced from the analysis of the complete corpus. This finding vindicated the 
focusing of the analysis on the top ten frequency list, incorporating common, proper and 
ethnographic reference words, as these words were the most representative language incorporated in 
the mythological texts. Additionally, coupled with the textual frequency findings, the inclusion of 

                                                 
889 See Volume 2, Illustrations 1 ‘Iconography in the Texts,’ for examples. 
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the paratextual elements of the iconography and the illustrations in the texts made this feature 
worthy of attention and analysis, due alone to the visual impact they imparted.  
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Chapter 8 
Mythological Tales: Patterns 

 
 

There is, in most literatures, a meeting-place where the  
Mythological and the Historic stand in close conjunction,  
the one dying out as the other takes its place. Only in Ireland  
we never seem to reach this point; we can never anywhere say, 
‘Here ends legend, here begins history’. In all Irish writing we  
find poetry and fact, dreams and realities, exact detail and wild  
imagination, linked closely hand in hand. This is the Gael as  
revealed in his literature.890 

 
 

Introduction 
 
I will now present and discuss the patterns garnered from the analyses carried out on the corpus of 
mythological texts. I will highlight where it is possible to determine the existence of the 
implantation of a national self-image through the use of unique thematic plots, specific language 
structures, collocational partnerships and implied message within the texts. Throughout, the 
underlining premise will elaborate on how the inculcation of a nationalist tone was an integral 
element in the National School curriculum throughout the period under investigation. I will also 
show how the inclusion of the mythology themes in the schoolbooks remained constant throughout 
the century. By focusing on the collocational environments of the most frequently evidenced ten 
words garnered from the complete corpus, as established in Chapter 7, the discussion will still 
encompass the majority of the highest frequency words listed in the three categories: common, 
proper and ethnographic references. This will thus illustrate the core ingredients these texts contain 
and how they may have helped inculcate a national self-image in its readers, the National School 
children of Ireland. The discussion will also incorporate commentary from the rhetorical text 
analyses I conducted on these proper types. In Chapter 9 I will continue the discussion by looking at 
the most salient findings emerging from the analyses.  

The top ten types evidenced from the complete corpus analysis891 are:  
 

1. Fionn/Finn 604+223=827     6. Day 373    
2. King 630        7. Cuchulainn/Cuchulain 280+82=362 
3. Great 521        8. Man 344    
4. Men 389       9. Fianna 329    
5. Oisin/Ossian 344+43=387        10 Time 328    

11. Ireland 290.   
 
The data presented above includes Ireland because, as explained in Chapter 7, ‘day’ is omitted from 
this discussion. Divided into the groupings that I have applied to date there are thus four (4) 
common types: great, men/man, day, time; three (3) proper types: Fionn/Finn, Oisin/Ossian, 
Cuchulainn/n; and three (3) ethnographic reference types: king, Fianna, Ireland. These groupings 
will be slightly expanded upon in their individual sections, as each section will initially introduce a 
top five frequency list and then move to a discussion on the most salient representatives in each 
category. 
                                                 
890 Eleanor Hull in 1912, as quoted in S. Deane,  Strange Country. Modernity and Nationhood in Irish Literature since 
1790 (Oxford, 1997), p.114. 
891 Chapter 8. Appendix 1. Image_Top Ten in Corpus 
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Verbs  
 

The top five verb types evidenced from the complete corpus analysis892 are presented below. The 
number in brackets indicates the frequency with which the word appears in the corpus. 

   
1. Said (778)    
2. Came (429)     
3. Went (272)    
4. Told (231)     
5. Made (223)     

 
A broad representation from across the corpus for each of these verbs will now be presented below. 
This sample provides a fair illustration of the usage of each of these top frequency verbs in the 
corpus. A full representation of the collocational environments for these verbs is presented in 
Chapter 7 Appendix 11 ‘Frequency of Lexical Verbs and top ten Verbs from Complete Corpus.’ In 
the Tables below, the first three columns represent the textual environment and the fourth column 
presents the line from the corpus where these phrases are evidenced.  
 
‘came,’ ‘ went’ and ‘made’ 
 
‘came’ 

was never seen again. Lir  came to live beside the lake 822  
By and by, little Setanta  came running along. He had with 983  
While still unknown, the hero came one day to a wide 2138  
As Cno. When the Fianna  came back to their camp, tired 2598  
of silver. 4. The lady  came towards Fionn, and spoke to 3206  
 High King. Weariness and sorrow came upon Oisin. The friends of 3637  
could meet him. Naoise  came to Deirdre and they fell 4615  
the magic Music of Mirth  came from the harp. When they 5485  
men of the Red Branch  came out of their sleep to 6274  
of Killarney, a lovely maiden came riding swiftly towards them. She 7059  

  Table 1. Sample Collocational Environments for ‘came’ – complete corpus. 
 
‘went’ 

lake, Lough Derravaragh. The children  went for a swim in the 750  
" said Setanta. So Conchubhar  went on to the smith's house 1141  
the hunting-party returned, while Finn  went to the palace with the 2044  
heard it. One day, Fionn  went to the High King and 2767  
about the Fianna. Everywhere Oisin  went , he saw churches and heard 3696  
From time to time Naeisi  went to meet Deirdre. The servants 4718  
of the dun. Calmly, Lugh  went and picked up the flagstone 5518  
Aillill's herd. Maeve in vexation  went to her steward, Mac Roth 6142  
Oisin, the son of Fionn,  went to the Land of Youth 6607  
Conn of the Hundred Battles,  went a little further into North 6794  

  Table 2. Sample Collocational Environments for ‘went’ – complete corpus. 
 
 
‘made’ 

them. The Children of Lir  made many new and dear friends 556  
the name of Cullan who,  made a feast for Conchubhar (Conor 1136  
and heroic deeds Fionn was  made leader of the Fianna. All 2215  
Fionn left Fionn Eigeas, and  made his way to Tara, where 2761  

                                                 
892 Chapter 8. Appendix 13. Image _ Top Ten Verbs in Corpus 



 154  

Ever-Young. There the King  made Oisin welcome and gave him 3462  
of the nobles of Ulster  made a great feast. The King 4182  
Irish soil, while Lugh was  made chief of the de Danaan 5529  
a warrior. Cuchulainn then  made a bargain with Maeve. " 6152  
because they had strong weapons made of iron, and the Tuatha 6554  
on their kings and heroes  made Ireland a great nation. One 6625  

  Table 3. Sample Collocational Environments for ‘made’ – complete corpus. 
 

In the corpus all three verbs are applied in a generic sense and are combined with words that 
embody actions or activities. For example, ‘came running along,’ ‘ went to the palace,’ and ‘made a 
feast.’  These verbs can simply be described as narratological devices in the overall story, linking 
series of activities as the storyline unfolds. As such they do not have a role or an influence in the 
ideological impact in the text theme and content. 

Nevertheless, a broad representation of the key protagonists in the mythological corpus 
(Setanta, the Fianna, Oisín, Fionn and Cuchulainn) are featured in the collocational environments 
for all three verbs as is evident from the cross samples presented in Tables 1-3 above. Additionally, 
there are references to heroism throughout such as ‘kings and heroes,’ ‘ the hunting party,’ and 
‘heroic deeds.’ Also included are ethnographic references, for instance Tara, Ulster and Ireland so 
once again the overall thematic flavour within their collocational environs encapsulates a sense of 
uniqueness of place and an identifiable past for the readers. 

 
‘said’ and ‘told’ 
 
‘said’ 

"A Man of Knowledge,"  said Finegas, "foretold that I should 85  
monk baptized them. Then Finola  said : " Our end grows near 713  
I will do it,"  said Cuchulain, and before anyone could 1380  
that's the Fenian rule,"  said Diarmaid. " Tonight we must 2677  
But Oisin comforted her and  said : " Weep no more, nor 3375  
"You are welcome, indeed,"  said Cormac, "as the son of 4055  
`This is a holy hermit',  said Mael Duin and he made 5929  
red battle?" And Ferdia  said , " Go back, O Cuchulain 6108  
You must fight Cuchulainn,'  said Maeve. But Ferdia said: `Cuchulainn 6299  
" "Call the hounds,"  said Fionn, "and we will start 7106  

  Table 4. Sample Collocational Environments for ‘said’ – complete corpus. 
‘ told’ 
 

the gift of knowledge. Fionn  told Finnéigeas what had happened.  318  
III. The shouts of boys  told Setanta where the play-green lay 1229  
you love Cuchulainn," she  told Ferdia, " but Cuchulainn himself 1523  
and keen. Many stories are  told of Fionn in those days 2126  
She liked Oisin, too, and  told him who she was. She 3458  
the Fianna." Patrick also  told Oisin stories. He told him 3715  
the garden. Deirdre had been  told by Naoise never to move 4498  
Then one day a druid  told Balor that he would be 5497  
Roth returned to Connacht and  told Maeve what had happened, she 6369  
very kindly. The old hero  told his story to the saint 7037  

  Table 5. Sample Collocational Environments for ‘told’ – complete corpus. 
 
‘Said’ and ‘told’ are the two salient words in the most frequently evidenced verb list. They both 
introduce an orality and story-telling feature to the expository text style, which in turn allows for a 
sense of drama and excitement to be incorporated into the rendering of the stories. The personal 
interaction and discursive style that is described and relayed through the use of said and told creates 
an intimacy between the readers and the protagonists in the story that not only draws the reader into 
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the story but also helps the reader to more realistically visualise the characters being described. 
Examples of interactions such as “’But Oisin comforted her and said “Weep no more …’”’ and 
“ “Call the hounds,” said Fionn,’” can easily be visualised and felt by the readers. The story-telling 
feature incorporated especially through the use of told allows for the intimate and direct 
involvement of the story characters, a coming to life if you will, and thus strong visual 
interpretations can be garnered by the readers of the themes being introduced. 

As with the three more generically used verbs discussed above, a broad representation of the 
key protagonists, Setanta, Oisín, Fionn and Cuchulainn, is featured in the collocational 
environments for the two verbs, as is evident in the samples presented in Tables 4 and 5 above. 
Also, there are again references to heroism evident throughout such as ‘“You must fight 
Cuchulainn,” said Maeve’ and ‘the old hero.’ Also included are ethnographic references, for 
instance, the Fenian rule and Connacht, so once again the overall thematic flavour encapsulates a 
sense of uniqueness of place and a past identifiable for the readers. 

These verbal collocation environments presented above provide another insight and angle 
into the unique, heroic and insular theme that is a constant throughout the text content captured in 
the corpus. In combination with the lexical collocational environments, we are allowed an insight 
into the uniqueness running through the complete corpus and a theme which arguably assisted in 
implanting a self-image that was uniquely Irish and simultaneously heroic and vibrant. Although the 
verbal collocational environments do not carry as much influential weight in the thematic 
interpretation of the mythology stories as the lexical collocational environments, they nevertheless 
still infuse an additional angle through their collocational partnerships and the orality and story-
telling characteristics they bring to the texts. 
 
 

General Nouns and Adjectives (Common Types) 
 

The five most frequent general nouns and adjectives (common types) evidenced in the complete 
corpus concordance893 are presented below. The number in brackets indicates the frequency with 
which the word appears in the corpus. 

 
1. Great (521) 
2. Men (389) 
3. Man (344) 
4. Time (328) 
5. Old (281).  
 

These five types will be presented individually to highlight their usage in the corpus. This will later 
be followed, in combination with the most frequent ethnographic reference types, by looking at the 
possible roles these words may have played in the delivery of an heroic, unique National self-
image.  

‘Great’ has an occurrence of 521 in the corpus.894 A dictionary definition of ‘great’ is: very 
good; important or famous; large in amount, size or degree; extreme; very big/long; a large 
number.895 
In the mythological texts the word great is used in its generic sense to magnify and / or glorify 
abstract concepts in quite positive terms. For example, in the description of positive abstract 
concepts, great is evidenced in the following combinations: 
  
                                                 
893 Chapter 8. Appendix 2. Image_Top Common Types in Corpus 
894 Chapter 8. Appendix 3. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. great 
895 Cambridge Learner’s Dictionary, (Cambridge, 2001), p. 292. 
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great wisdom; great deeds; great courage; 
great honour; great beauty; great fame; 

 
And in the description of negative abstract concepts, great is evidenced in: 
  

great sorrow; great anger; great struggle; 
 
More specifically of interest to this study, great is used with Irish related phraseology to present an 
explicitness that is associated with an Irishness and with the thematic areas of the mythology tales 
in the schoolbooks. The word is used to magnify and / or glorify individuals, groups and people in 
general in glowing, positive terms. For example, in the description of individual heroes, great is 
evidenced in the following combinations: 
  

great Ferdia; great Cuchulainn; great Fionn; 
great Cormac; great god Lugh; great King Conor 

 
In the description of groups, great is evidenced in: 
  

great army; great enemies; great band of fighting men; 
great company of guests; great host  

 
And in the description of people in general, great is evidenced in: 
  

great chief; great boy-hero; great hunter; 
great chieftain; great leader; great king; 

 
‘Men’ has an occurrence of 389 in the corpus and ‘Man’ has an occurrence of 344 in the corpus.896  
The collocations for man are more frequently evident in the negative sense, where the occurrence of 
old man in the corpus has a resounding rate factor of over 18% of the total number of tokens 
present. Another negative example is aged man. As regards the positive aspects found in the data, 
the following combinations are evident: 
 

young man; holy man; wise man; 
 
Conversely, in the texts the word men is used most significantly to portray a positive, virile, 
energetic, fighting image and interpretation. However, its use can be described as more of a 
borrowed salience as it is predominantly due to the adjectival phraseology that men carries any 
significance, for example when used with the words like valiant, strong and wise. Example 
combinations from the texts include: 
 

valiant men; fighting men; brave men; 
mighty men; wise men; great men; 
strong men; famous men; gigantic men; 

 
Furthermore, there is also evidence in the corpus of a negative connotation with the word men, such 
as:  
 

                                                 
896 Chapter 8. Appendix 4. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. men-man 
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old men; weak men; feeble men 
 
‘Time’ has an occurrence of 328 in the corpus.897 In the mythological texts the word time is 
predominantly used in a generic form, to introduce concepts across a narrative line showing 
progression or indicating sequences of events in the texts. Arguably, this is replicating the orality of 
the storytelling that is being mapped upon the expository text in the schoolbooks. The following 
example combinations illustrate this: 
  

at the same time; after a short time; once upon a time; 
time and time again; throughout that time; at the end of that time; 

 
Salient here is the use of time to illustrate a specific historical time or location, thus aiding the sense 
or interpretation of a ‘real time’ situation unfolding or taking place in Ireland’s past. The use of time 
in such a manner can also have made it easier for the young readership to accept more easily the 
characters and events being described in the texts as being authentic and the scenarios being 
described as having actually happened.  Examples include: 
 

the time of Faith was coming to Ireland they knew the time of their release was fast 
approaching 

Irish heroes lived about the time when Our 
Saviour was on earth 

the most famous king of his time in Ireland 

in King Cormac’s time there was a very wealthy 
farmer named Buicad 

a boy who lived about the time that Jesus 
Christ was on earth 

Maeve was at that time fighting against King 
Conor  

Oisin lived on to the time of St. Patrick 

 
‘Old’ has an occurrence of 281 in the corpus.898 In the mythological texts the word old is used 
mainly to describe the character’s state of being, as in: 
 

old hero; old bard; old companions; old warrior; 
 
Examples of the more salient usage of the word old relate to or identify with the past or times gone 
by – an attempt perhaps to relate back to or connect with other, better times in Ireland’s past. 
Examples to illustrate this include: 
 

days of old; these old tales; wise old sayings; 
heroes of old; old Irish texts; memories of old; 
(the) old Gaelic way; old legends; old Irish stories; 
old Irish system of fosterage   

 
 

Ireland-specific Nouns and Place-Names (Ethnographic Types) 
 
The five most frequent Ireland-specific nouns and place-names (ethnographic reference types) 
evidenced in the complete corpus concordance899 are presented below. The number in brackets 
indicates the frequency with which the word appears in the corpus. 

                                                 
897 Chapter 8. Appendix 5. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. time 
898 Chapter 8. Appendix 6. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. old 
899 Chapter 8. Appendix 7. Image_Top Ethnographic Types in Corpus 
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1. King (630) 
2. Fianna (329) 
3. Ireland (290) 
4. Ulster (199) 
5. Irish (132). 
 

These five types will be presented individually to highlight their usage in the corpus. Following 
this, the possible roles these words may have played in the delivery of an heroic, unique National 
self-image will be addressed.  

‘King’ has an occurrence of 630 in the corpus,900 by far the most frequent type in this 
category. In the mythological tales the word king represents three interpretations:  

a) the character and kind of king;  
b) the geographical seat of the king;  
c) used as a simple title to denote social standing.  

 
The following examples illustrate these points: 
 a) the character and kind of king: 
 

the great king; the noble king; the fairy king; 
the famous king; the aged king; an unjust king; 
the good king; its giant king; warlike king; 
the most famous king; their beloved king; the rightful king; 
the powerful king; the great pagan king; a new king; 

 
b) the geographical seat of the king: 
 
the High King; the Ulster King; King of Ireland; 
the King of Connaught; the British legendary king; King of Tír nan-Óg; 
the southern king; an Irish King; King of Tara; 
King of Ulster; a true Irish King; King of Scotland; 
the Munster King; the provincial king; King of Ulidia; 
King of Emhain Macha; King of Lochlann; King of Meath; 
the High King of Ireland; King of Aileach  
 
c) used as a simple title to denote social standing  
 

King Bove Dearg; King Ailill; King Balor; 
King Lir; King Cormac; King Labhra; 
King Bov the Red; King Cairbre; King Fergus; 
King Conor Mac Neasa; King of the Fianna; King Arthur; 

 
‘Fianna’ has an occurrence of 329 in the corpus.901 In the mythological tales, there is a tendency to 
present the word Fianna mainly in one of two ways. One, where heroic activities are described or 
implied and the other, where an undercurrent of a form of moral teaching or a code of national 
conduct that one should aspire to achieving is presented. It describes a type of model the students 
should aspire to, in order to become a ‘true Irish person.’ This is evidenced in the following 
examples: 

                                                 
900 Chapter 8. Appendix 8. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. king 
901 Chapter 8. Appendix 9. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. fianna 
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warriors of the Fianna;  the mighty men of the Fianna;  the Fianna were great hunters; 
heroes of the Fianna;  the brave deeds of the Fianna; the great hero of the Fianna; 
brave men called the Fianna;  the Fianna defended Ireland 

from attack; 
 
a boy of the Fianna should not 
praise himself; 

the Fianna must possess the 
noble virtues; 

before a man joined the Fianna 
he had to prove himself; 

to the Fianna a promise was 
sacred; 

obey the rules of the Fianna; we the Fianna of Eire never 
uttered lies;  

 the Fianna were a noble band;  
 
The above point on a model of moral teaching is further strengthened with the inclusion in texts on 
a number of occasions of a motto of conduct the Fianna used, and one that again could be applied 
in contemporary times also by the readership as they develop into ‘Irish people.’ The motto reads: 
 
  Purity in our hearts; strength in our arms; truth on our lips.902  
 
The close similarity between the Fianna motto and that used by Patrick Pearse on the school crest 
of Scoil Éanna (p.51) is striking. The crest was written in Irish but was practically a direct 
translation of the above. It read: 
 

Neart in ár lamhaibh   [Courage in our hands 
Firinne in ár dteangthaibh  Truth in our tongues 
Agus glaine in ár gcroibhthibh And purity in our hearts] 

 
‘ Ireland’ has an occurrence of 290 in the corpus.903 In the mythological texts, the word Ireland (and 
the country it represents) is used to embody an heroic and often militaristic, grandiose vision of a 
unique, radiant island that existed in the long ago, prior to the arrival of the ‘invaders’ from over the 
seas. The use of heroic language symbolises a glorious past, and perhaps one that the readers, the 
school youth, should use as a model in order to attempt to achieve a glorious present again in their 
contemporary time.  

For example, language evidenced to illustrate an heroic and militaristic vision of Ireland 
includes: 
 
the greatest warrior that Ireland 
has ever seen; 

the best warrior in Ireland; there was once in Ireland a 
mighty warrior named Ailill; 

the fighting men of Ireland; the band of warriors that 
guarded Ireland for the High 
King; 

the heroic tales of ancient 
Ireland; 

bravest leader in Ireland; fighting against the enemies of 
Ireland; 

the Fianna defended Ireland 
from attacks by many invaders; 

the second great hero of Ireland 
was Finn; 

the warriors of ancient Ireland; their kings and heroes made 
Ireland a great nation. 

there lived in Ireland a famous 
body of heroes; 

warriors marching all over 
Ireland; 

 

 

                                                 
902 ‘Fionn and his Men’ in New Prospect, Intermediate Level (Dublin, 1966), p.48.  
903 Chapter 8. Appendix 10. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. ireland 
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Additionally, language to illustrate a unique, radiant island, and a radiant environment include: 
 
the far-off times of ancient 
Ireland; 

across the waves to Ireland; the land of Ireland; 

who guarded the coasts of  
Ireland long ago; 

the loveliest music ever heard 
in Ireland; 

Long ago, Ireland was covered 
with forests; 

on the soil of Ireland; a custom in ancient Ireland; in his time, Ireland was rich 
and happy; 

this beautiful land of Ireland; touched the soil of Ireland; the ancient kingdoms of 
Ireland; 

 
Furthermore, language combinations to illustrate special or unique inhabitants include: 
 
the loveliest  woman in Ireland; from all over Ireland they came 

– kings, chieftains, warriors – 
to sit at the tables in Cormac’s 
hall; 

the mightiest beast in Ireland; 

there lived in Ireland a race of 
tall, beautiful people; 

Chiefs and warriors of Ireland! the richest woman in Ireland; 

the poets and story-tellers of 
Ireland; 

the most handsome man in 
Ireland; 

the greatest poet in all Ireland; 

 
‘Ulster’ has an occurrence of 199 in the corpus.904 In the mythological tales, the word Ulster is 
predominantly represented in a militaristic sense, highlighting an active and heroic connotation, 
with such examples as: 
 

men of Ulster; nobles of Ulster; queen of Ulster; 
king/s of Ulster; champion of Ulster; princess of Ulster; 
warriors of Ulster; chiefs of Ulster; soldiers of Ulster; 
the Ulster hero;   
the seat of Ulster; kingdom of Ulster; the cause of Ulster; 
the Ulster court; honour of Ulster; hound of Ulster; 

 
Additionally, active phrases to highlight the attitude to Ulster and the importance Ulster held for its 
inhabitants and neighbours is evidenced in such language combinations as: 
 

that little lad will serve Ulster yet; to make war on Ulster; ruled over Ulster; 
the only warrior left to defend 
Ulster; 

Maeve marched to Ulster; invade Ulster; 

marched across Ireland to take 
Ulster; 

your army may move into 
Ulster; 

tried to conquer Ulster; 

the task of defending Ulster; set out for Ulster; left to fight for Ulster; 
 
Lastly, the word Ulster is evidenced to identify a particular kind or type of person, place or concept, 
thus helping the location to acquire a connotation of uniqueness. For example: 
 

an Ulster boy; the Ulster court; an Ulster man; 

                                                 
904 Chapter 8. Appendix 11. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. ulster 
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the Ulster hero; the Ulster chiefs; some Ulster warriors; 
the Ulster dialect; the Ulster king; the youthful Ulster champion 

 
‘ Irish’ has an occurrence of 132 in the corpus.905 In the mythology texts, the word Irish is mainly 
used in short descriptive phrases to embody an heroic, ancient and illustrious country as well as 
portraying the concept as being vibrant and youthful. Foe instance: 
 

early Irish stories; old Irish legends; early Irish kings; 
a great Irish chieftain; one of the oldest Irish stories; old Irish texts; 
the famous Irish queen; a true Irish king; the Irish heroic stories; 
ancient Irish kings; great Irish legends; the Irish hero-tales; 
ancient Irish legend; a great Irish chief; great Irish hero; 

 
Additionally, more short noun phrases are evidenced to identify and claim ownership of core 
elements associated with the country: 
 

Irish legend; Irish sagas and folktales; Irish Law; 
for Irish boys; Irish ground; the Irish golden age; 
the old Irish plan of training; their Irish clan-cry; an Irish atmosphere; 
the old Irish system of 
fosterage; 

the Irish language; Irish history; 

our Irish mountains; on Irish soil; Irish language; 
Irish blood; this beautiful Irish legend; (he touches) Irish earth; 
Irish songs; (the homesickness of) an Irish heart; Irish literature; 

 
Finally, the phrase ‘the Irish’ is used as a group identification marker to highlight the individuality 
and separateness of the group from all others, as in: 
 

the Irish; the Irish (before St. Patrick); the Irish (sea); 
the Irish (loved brave men); the Irish (names of mountains); the Irish (sang aloud to their 

hearts); 
 
 

Language and Self Image 
 

So what possible roles could these words [great, men, man, time and old and king, Fianna, Ireland, 
Ulster and Irish] have played or what influence might they have had in the delivery of an heroic, 
unique National self-image? Certainly, it can be argued that these words suggest sentiments and 
images that assist in capturing a specific feeling or attitude and also stimulate certain emotions in 
the reader. Firstly, the more generically used words will be discussed followed by the words that are 
more salient in relation to this study. 

The word men and its singular form man combined occur a total of 733 times in the corpus. 
However, it is such a general word in the English language that it thus contains a low collocational 
value with Irishness and Irish related phraseology. Nevertheless, the phrases in which these two 
words are evident, such as valiant men, fighting men and loyal man, can be interpreted to evoke 
sentiments of bravery and imply an heroic courageous image. 
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Illustration 1. Midac, King Fionn and his men.906 
 
One significant point here is that men bespeaks the notion of a band or a group of strong individuals 
with a common purpose and character, as portrayed for example in Lady Gregory’s publication 
Gods and Fighting Men.907 In the context of the tales presented in the Literary Readers, the frequent 
occurrence of men can be interpreted as a projection of the ideal of political solidarity where 
prowess and strength of purpose become the true fulfilment of the promise that exists in each boy 
exposed to these texts. Simultaneously, the frequent use of men acts as a collectivising feature in the 
interpretation of the text – one sees not only the individual hero but also a group of individual 
heroes, bound together by a common purpose and a common set of actions, which can in itself be 
described as a portrayal of a very Pearsean ideal, as discussed earlier in Chapter 3.908 Nevertheless, 
regardless of the high frequency count for men and man, these words carry quite a weak salience in 
the corpus, as opposed for example to great discussed below. As mentioned on p.157, men and man 
carry more a borrowed salience in the corpus where the words depend on their collocated adjectives 
such as valiant, gigantic and strong to impart any additional meaning.  

Great is used in the mythology tales with Irish related phraseology to present an explicitness 
that is associated with an Irishness and with the thematic areas of the mythology tales in the 
schoolbooks. The word is used to magnify and / or glorify individuals, groups and people in 
positive terms. Phrases such as great boy-hero, great band of fighting men, great courage and great 
deeds evoke sentiments of bravery and heroism that are appealing to the young readership.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
906 ‘The Fairy Palace of the Quicken Trees’ in The St. Patrick Readers, Senior Book (Dublin, 1925), p.97.  
907 Lady Augusta Gregory, Gods and Fighting Men (Dublin, 1904). 
908 For further development on this see E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004). 
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   Illustration 2. Setanta slays the hound of Culann.909 
 
Phrases such as great Cuchulainn and great Fionn elevate the main characters in the stories to a 
position that is looked up to and admired. It draws admiration from the readers as the combined 
phraseology presents the characters in eminent positions and thus their deeds and actions described 
are admired and respected. When the readers read such descriptions as great band of fighting men 
or great leader, they are moved to feel awe and admiration for these characters. Furthermore, when 
the actions of these literary characters are described as being morally correct and righteous the 
influence on the young readers can transcend the classroom to enable them to establish, develop and 
further express their Irishness in their everyday activities among their families and communities. 

Concerning ‘time,’  the usage evidenced in the tales is predominantly generic, introducing 
concepts across a narrative line using phrases such as at the same time, from that time on and 
throughout that time. As stated above, this usage replicates the orality of the storytelling being 
mapped upon the expository text in the schoolbooks. Arguably, these phrases encapsulate the events 
and actions in an intimate personal world and help to bring the stories closer to the readers due to 
the storytelling character and orality factor carried by these phrases.   

The salient use of time here however and where it could be most influential on the readers is 
its use to illustrate a specific historical time or location in the country’s past. This complements the 
sense or interpretation of a ‘real time’ situation unfolding or having taken place in Ireland’s past. 
The use of time in this way allows the young readership to accept the characters and events being 
described in the texts as authentic descriptions and events. Additionally, it permits the scenarios 
being described to be interpreted as having really happened, in the same manner as the students 
would also be reading about, and accepting as valid, events in 19th century Ireland, for example the 
Great Famine years. Phrases such as a boy who lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth 
and Oisín lived on to the time of St. Patrick, create a mental association with the events and 
characters being described and what the readers already are familiar with (e.g. the time Jesus Christ 
lived on earth and the century St. Patrick is credited to have conducted his mission of conversion in 

                                                 
909 ‘How Cuchulainn Got His Name’ in The March of Time 1, Junior Book (Dublin, 1996), p.31.   
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Ireland). The pupils have already a knowledge and acceptance of the validity of the associated 
historical events and descriptions and are thus more readily willing to accept the validity of the 
characters, scenes and events being described in the mythology tales. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          Illustration 3. Out of the mist came a beautiful princess.910 
 
With reference to  ‘old,’ the word is predominantly used to describe the state of being of the 
character, as in old hero and old companions. These descriptive phrases are capable of influencing 
the interpretation the readers may have of the storyline. For example, they may inspire in the 
readers feelings of affinity with the characters or feelings of awe and respect for past times and past 
actions. 
The more salient usage of the word old relates to or identifies with Ireland’s past or times gone by, 
better times in Ireland’s past. With such phrases as old Irish stories, memories of old, (the) old 
Gaelic way and heroes of old the texts are providing an animated mirror into Ireland’s past; a past 
they perceive to be dynamic and true and therefore possible to connect and relate to other 
associations they carry about their country’s past. The authentic aura of phrases like old Irish system 
of fosterage and wise old sayings leave the readers in no doubt that the scenarios they are reading 
about truly occurred and therefore are concrete platforms from which to build their understanding of 
and affinity with their country’s past. 

The phraseology from the ethnographic reference set of words (king, Fianna, Ireland, Ulster 
and Irish)] is especially suggestive and carries quite a poignant sentiment. The concept of an heroic 
and often militaristic vision of a unique, radiant island that existed in the long ago, prior to the 
arrival of the ‘invaders,’ and also the inhabitants duty of protecting their country from such 
invaders, is delivered in phrases like 

the band of warriors that guarded Ireland for the High King,  
he fought to keep Ireland safe from outside attack,  
fighting against the enemies of Ireland, and  
the Irish loved brave men.  

 
This language clearly arouses a nationalist spirit and enthuses the readers to have not just a respect 
for their country, but also be willing to stand up and defend their country if and when necessary. 

The words Ireland and Irish and their respective concordance environments in the tales 
assist in portraying a country with an heroic and glorious past that was populated by people with a 
high moral standard who held their country, family and companions in high regard. These 

                                                 
910 ‘Oisín in Tír na nÓg’ in The March of Time 1, Junior Book (Dublin, 1996), p.55. 
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characters can be considered good role models for the contemporary youth in the National Schools. 
Phrases in the stories such as: there lived in Ireland a famous body of heroes; their kings and heroes 
made Ireland a great nation; in his time Ireland was rich and happy; and there lived in Ireland a 
race of tall, beautiful people, all illustrate the esteem these earlier inhabitants are held in. 

Additionally, phrases such as: our old Irish stories; one of the oldest Irish stories; this 
beautiful Irish legend; and he touches Irish earth, illustrate an intimacy with the country and a 
direct connection with the themes and protagonists of the past, as described in the texts. These 
phrases allow the readers to feel a direct relationship with the theme at hand and provide them with 
concepts they are directly able to relate to. In consequence, such interpretations of the stories results 
in the youth being influenced by the text content and message and these influences carry over to 
their thoughts, beliefs and actions as Irish people as they prepare to enter mainstream Irish society.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 4. The High King was holding a great feast at Tara.911 
 
The insertion of the words Ireland and Irish in the texts can also be interpreted as locating the 
concepts being disseminated to the readers specifically in Ireland. In other words, what these words 
do is set the geographic parameters on the ideas being introduced and promoted in the texts. In one 
sense this can be considered a particularist approach, even bordering on isolationary, but a 
necessary factor in text content as it helps to establish a clear ‘us’ and ‘them’ environment. Due to 
the fact that many key elements in the stories (such as chivalric exploits, individuals excelling in 
tasks and courtly environments) are so close to their English counterparts in theme, plot and 
character (see Chapter 3) these mythology texts need the insistence of Ireland and an Irish identity 
to provide local colour and characteristics for the young readership. By providing this environment 
the reader is confident that the scenes and scenarios he reads about are specifically Irish, concepts 
he can relate to and feel proud about. Thus, by using Ireland and Irish so frequently, a general 

                                                 
911 ‘The Goblin of Tara’ in Footprints 1, Junior Book, (Dublin, 1988), p.41. 
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frame of reference is specified – an Irish frame of reference – and it thus establishes a clear 
distinction between the English concepts and traditions current then and the Irish concepts and 
traditions being promoted at that time. As stated above, this is indeed a particularist approach, 
bordering on isolationary, but still arguably a necessary inclusion as it establishes the clear 
distinction between the two groups, an ‘auto-image’ and ‘hetero-image.’912 

The word king has by far the most frequent number of occurrences in this category, 630, 
which is almost twice that of the next most frequent word Fianna at 329 occurrences. Phrases such 
as the noble king, the great pagan king, the provincial king and the High King of Ireland all suggest 
a separate unified entity that Ireland was in the past. It also suggests that now, if not united under a 
king, at least metaphorically, it is a country (from 1922) that is striving to become united once again 
and can thus look back to when it was united before and so can achieve unification again.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Illustration 5. King Cormac and Goll Mac Morna.913 
 

Even with the republican ethos that is permeating the country from the 1920s through to the 1960s, 
the individuals and groups behind the publication of the school textbooks still believe that one of 
the most appealing aspects to the imagination of the young school population are stories concerning 
kings and chivalry. However, it does seem ironic that the readers are being exposed to chivalric, 
aristocratic stories at a time in the young country’s development when it is politically attempting to 
abolish the Oath of Allegiance to the King of England and to establish an Irish Republic. There is 
an implicit irony here of the newly formed, modern Free State with strong republican aspirations 
wanting to reconnect with an ancient, feudal, monarchical system. Part of the role these mythology 
texts are playing is that they are allowing this newly formed Free State to place glory and splendour 
in the imagination of their young school population highlighting that once in its past the country 
contained a great glittering monarchical system comprising of aristocracy, warriors and kings 
(although presently Ireland is a country made up predominantly of peasants due to the ramifications 
of English occupation for centuries previous). By doing this, it is attempting to make Ireland 
glamorous, which presently it is not. As Leerssen points out the emphasis of a glorious antiquity 
was always used as an argument for vindicating what might presently seem like a downtrodden 
country – emphasising the fact that we are poor now, but we were great once, (and so can be great 
again), a phenomenon he describes as ‘past and peasant.’914 

                                                 
912 J. Leerssen, ‘Image,’ p. 343. In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.) op.cit., (Amsterdam, 2007).  
913 ‘How Fionn Mac Cumhail became Head of the Fianna’ in Let’s Go!, Junior Book (Dublin, 1983), p.31. 
914 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork 1996b), pp.157-223.  
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Although Ireland, in its pursuit of becoming a non-English social and political entity, gained 
a relative autonomy from England in the early 1920s, under the surface in fact many facets of 
society and government remained much the same. Departments were simply taken over from the 
English administration as opposed to radical transformations taking place in relation to philosophy 
of administration or approach to operational policies.915 One dominant element in pedagogical 
idealism in English society at the turn of the 20th century was the Boy Scout movement. This was a 
movement that attempted to inspire young boys with heroic tales of adventure and daring based on 
tales taken from the corpus of English literature from previous centuries. The attitude and approach 
of the Boy Scout movement was directly transferred across into the Irish system – the scenarios 
were simply given an aura of Irishness instead and the imagination was thus simply Gaelicised. This 
evidence can be seen in the abundant use of king and its environs in the mythology texts compiled 
in this corpus. It can be argued that the prevalence of king and its collocational environs in an 
otherwise Irish set of scenarios in the school texts is actually a continuation of Victorian 
imperialism that has been Gaelicised into the Irish setting of the rendering of the Irish myths in the 
school textbooks. What has occurred is that King Arthur, Lancelot and King Alfred have simply 
been replaced by Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín. 

As mentioned above, collocations evidenced around the word Fianna contain an 
undercurrent of a form of moral teaching or imply a code of conduct that the readers should aspire 
to achieving, a model they should aspire to, to be, in a sense, a true Irish person. Additionally, the 
Fianna are implied to be part of Ireland’s factual historical record.  

Firstly, phrases such as: the brave deeds of the Fianna; the Fianna were a noble band; the 
Fianna must possess the noble virtues; and we the Fianna of Eire never uttered lies, embody this 
ideal of a group who were morally strong and virtuous and thus a good role model for contemporary 
youth. These are characteristics that are personified in the character portrayals of Oisín in the Oisín 
related texts (see below). 
Secondly, a direct link is forged between the Fianna of Ireland’s past and the contemporary body of 
youth, both in text and in illustration form. In the text The Exploits of Fionn of 1926916 Oisín is 
quoted as stating:  
 

We, the companions of Fionn, never lied;  
By courage and strength we came out of every  
difficulty. 917 

 
This is directly followed by a call from the writer to the readers where it is written:  
 

Is not that a brave motto for Irish boys and girls?918  (emphasis added) 
 
This content in the story directly links the attributes of the Fianna to the contemporary body of 
students in the National Schools and calls for them to replicate the Fianna’s attitudes and behaviour 
in the developing Ireland of the day. Furthermore, the text Little Fenians of 1933919 includes both 
the Fenian Pledge and an interesting illustration. The Fenian Pledge reads:  
 
 I promise to tell the truth at all times, to keep my word always,  

                                                 
915 Areas such as certain legislation regarding everyday running of society, the postage system and departments of 
government are some examples. 
916 ‘The Exploits of Fionn I, II, III’ The Oriel Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1926).  
917 Ibid. p.81. 
918 Ibid. p.82. 
919 ‘Little Fenians’ The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933). 
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to be kind and generous to all, to follow my chief for ever.920 
 
This is a pledge that can easily be transferred to contemporary times for the students to emulate. 
The use of the word ‘chief’ is also interesting as de Valera, the then newly appointed Taoiseach of 
the Irish Free State, was commonly referred to as ‘the Chief.’921 
 The implication in the texts that students look to Ireland’s past for role models and attitudes 
emanating from the heroes and characters who populated Ireland in the past and played a role in 
developing its uniqueness remains right through the decades. In the mid-sixties again we see the 
inclusion of the motto of conduct of the Fianna. Again this motto could easily be applied in 
contemporary times by the readership as they develop into true Irish people; and it certainly was 
applied by Pearse in 1908 when he devised the school crest for Saint Enda’s and built in an almost 
identical motto in the band of the crest (see p.51). The Fianna motto in the book reads: 

 
 Purity in our hearts; strength in our arms; truth on our lips.922 

 
As mentioned above the 1933 text Little Fenians also contains an illustration.   

 

    
Illustration 6. Little Fenians.923 

 
In contrast to other illustrations found in the texts, the sketch portrays individuals dressed in 
contemporary clothing as opposed to warrior dress or dress more associated with the heroic national 
past. This text promotes the virtues, characteristics and attitudes attributed to the Fianna. It presents 
the ideas in a setting of a theatrical performance, with the boys wearing the uniform of ‘Irish Boy 
Scouts’ as “the most suitable dress they could get to represent the costume of the olden time.”924 The 

                                                 
920 Ibid. p.69. 
921 For example, Arthur Griffith is quoted as having stated to de Valera “You are my Chief, and if you tell me to go [to 
London], I’ll go.” In T.P. Coogan, op.cit., (London. 1991), p. 231. 
922 ‘Fionn and his Men’ in New Prospect, Intermediate Level, (1966), p.48. 
923 ‘Little Fenians’ in The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933), p.67.  
924 Ibid. p. 66. 
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story line portrays the boys playing the roles of some of the renowned Fianna – Fionn, Conán, 
Caoilte – and strongly connects the past with contemporary times. Again, these examples highlight 
the influential role the mythological texts and their contents maintained throughout the period under 
investigation. What is evident here is the text is a combination of the warrior ethos of the Fianna 
with the Boy Scout ethos and the Catholic ethos for young children (as discussed in Chapter 3), 
once again retaining a very Pearsean umbrella over it all. 

Attitudes abounded in academic and literary circles throughout the 1920s and the 1930s in 
relation to the positive role the mythological texts had to play in the education on the younger 
generations of the Free State. Writing in The Clongownian in 1934, Séamas Ó h-Éamhthaigh stated: 
 
 Let us therefore embrace the Fenian lore. Let us embrace it as material for stories, as  
 educational material, as material for drama. What we can learn from it is not insignificant.  

Courage, nobility of mind, true friendship, virtuous heroism – those things are the harvest to  
be reaped by us today, the harvest that is the fruit of that little seed that was put in the earth  
long ago when it was springtime in a splendid Ireland.925 

 
Furthermore, there is an underlying implication in the texts that the Fianna can be considered an 
integral part of Ireland’s factual history and thus an accurate source of inspiration and influence. 
This is illustrated in the opening of the tale Fionn and the Fianna where it is written: 
 
 At a time about two hundred years after the birth of Our Lord there lived in Ireland a famous  

body of heroes, known as Fianna Eireann - the Fenians of Ireland.926 
 
The word Ulster and its collocational environments carry active and heroic connotations that again 
illustrate uniqueness of place, theme and identity. These references also allow the readers to 
develop an affinity with the province as most likely the readership was from the Free State. Phrases 
such as: soldiers of Ulster; honour of Ulster; men of Ulster; the youthful Ulster champion; the cause 
of Ulster; and the task of defending Ulster, all carry an urgency of concept and also help to create an 
affinity and even an intimacy of place for the readers.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Illustration 7. Cuchulainn, the champion of Ulster, stands alone against the men of Connacht.927 

                                                 
925 Séamas Ó h-Éamhthaigh in 1934, as cited in P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Dublin 2004). p. 355. (From his essay ‘Fianna 
Glan-Áilne Gaedheal’ (The beautiful, pure Fianna of the Gaels).  
926 ‘Fionn and the Fianna’ in The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933), p.49. 
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As the greatest of the old Irish stories, the Táin,928 is set predominantly in Ulster and as the greatest 
of all the Irish heroes, Cuchulainn, is an Ulster hero, the concepts this subject matter help to inspire 
draw the readers towards the themes and characters. It also helps them associate more closely not 
just with Ireland but with another part of their country, Ulster, one that was then and still is today 
partly occupied by England. As D. Ó Riagáin wrote in 1937, “The Táin owes virtually nothing to 
any other country other than Ireland itself  - it is a thoroughly native literature.”929 

Of all the regional and sub-national geographical identifications evidenced in the mythology 
texts, Ulster, with a frequency count of 199, is by far the most recurrent. This exceptional frequent 
inclusion of the word Ulster in the corpus, in comparison with the other three provinces of Munster, 
Leinster and Connaught, in one way illustrates the importance Ulster held for the political 
administrations of the Free State. It also highlights the fixation de Valera had of Ulster and the 
importance with which he held the province.930 In greeting Dr. Douglas Hyde on his inauguration as 
the first President of Ireland,931 referring to Ulster de Valera declared: “Not all the territory is at the 
moment under your sway, but the justice of our claim and the tenacity of the Gael in holding to 
what is his own are our assurance that that, too, will also be set right.”932  

The use of the word in the texts moves the interpretation from a tribal name to a territorial 
name. Ulster is central to the historical myth being introduced but is peripheral to the political 
territory and it receives the most frequent usage of all the provinces in the stories. Apart from the 
frame of reference associated with the Ulster Cycle in the mythology corpus, the word also acquires 
an added frame of reference in that it is important as part of the Irish frame of reference. The word 
has an Irish anchoring in the sense that Ulster, although an integral part of the country’s heroic past, 
is now the part of Ireland that remains under English control. 

Thus, Ulster as the second most geographical concept in the corpus after Ireland, is indeed a 
salient factor in the findings. As even with the inclusion of the Ulster Cycle theme, there is still an 
emphasis on the geographical territory and this raises interest and deserves further analysis in the 
broader geopolitical environment of the early decades after the inception of the Irish Free State. 

All the charged phraseology presented above helps to ingrain an image that Ireland’s past as 
seen through the literary heritage of the mythological texts and Ireland’s history is indeed unique 
from others. It is a past that is a part of its ‘true history.’ Thus this past should be recognised, 
respected and possibly even exemplificated in all that it represented in relation to love for one’s 
country and loyalty to one’s leaders and comrades. The words Fianna, Ireland and Irish and the 
collocations they are evidenced in within the corpus can inspire the young readership to a 
recognition of an heroic, unique National self-image. In addition, these words help to inculcate a 
self-image and a sense of national pride as the newly established Free State government so desired 
and as a considerable segment of the broader literary community recognised as being vitally 
important to advance the establishment of the newly formed Irish State.  
 
 

Names (Proper Types) 
 

The discussion will now return to the lexical word content and specifically to the most frequently 
evidenced names (proper types) Fionn, Oisin and Cuchulainn (incorporating Setanta). It will not be 

                                                                                                                                                                  
927 ‘Cuchulainn and Ferdia’ in The March of Time 1, Junior Book (Dublin, 1996), p.34. 
928 Speaking in Dundalk in 1930, An tAthair Mac a’Bhaird stated “It is the opinion of famous scholars that there is 
nothing in the literature of the world that surpasses that epic.” As cited in P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004), p. 344. 
929 D. Ó Riagáin, as cited in 1937, in P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004). p. 351.  
930 For further development on de Valera and Ulster see J. Bowman, De Valera and the Ulster Question 1917-73, 
(Oxford, 1982). 
931 Dr. Douglas Hyde was inaugurated as the first President of Ireland in Dublin Castle on June 27, 1938. 
932 D. Ryan, op.cit., (London, 1939), p.245. 
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possible to present and discuss the findings on all the words presented above in Chapter 7, Table 17 
and Table 18 due to space restrictions. The five most frequent names (proper types) evidenced in 
the complete corpus concordance933 are presented below. The number in brackets indicates the 
frequency with which the word appears in the corpus. 

 
1. Fionn / Finn (827) 
2. Oisin / Ossian (387) 
3. Cuchulainn/Cuchulain (362) 
4. Setanta (235) 
5. Conor (166) 
 

These five types will be discussed individually to highlight their usage in the corpus. Subsequently, 
in combination with commentary from the Rhetorical Text Analyses on the three sets of texts 
dealing with Fionn, Oisín and Cuchulainn (including the Setanta concordance), a discussion on the 
possible roles these words may have played in the delivery of an heroic, unique National self-image 
will follow. 
 
‘Fionn / Finn’ 
 

Finn Mac Cumhal was the captain or leader of the militia  
of the High King of Ireland – Cormac Mac Art – in the  
second century of the Christian era.934  

 
‘Fionn’ has an occurrence of 604 and ‘ Finn’ 223, so accumulatively they have a total of 827 
occurrences in the corpus.935 In the mythological texts, the words Fionn and Finn (referring to the 
same character) are used to portray a central character, a key protagonist in the overall scheme of 
the Irish mythological setting.  
Fionn is portrayed in the stories as a character of action, where the active elements are mainly 
introduced through an array of action verbs in collocation with his name. For example: 
 

Fionn rushed; Fionn ordered; Fionn threw; 
Fionn chased; Fionn answered; Fionn jumped; 

 
Much of the story line in the Fionn texts presents the character Fionn himself as one of Ireland’s 
great heroes. There is much evidence of descriptive phraseology to identify the heroic character of 
Fionn in the texts. For instance: 
 
(a) great Irish hero named Fionn; the brave days of Fionn; the great hero Fionn; 
the noblest quality of Fionn; the legendary hero, Fionn; the noblest thing about Fionn; 
the great Fionn; the mighty Fionn; a great Irish chief named Fionn; 
 
Furthermore, evidence of text recycling is very prominent, oftentimes with just minor alterations 
through the story lines. This is developed below in Chapter 9. 
 
Oisin / Ossian 
 

                                                 
933 Chapter 8. Appendix 14. Image_Top Proper Types in Corpus 
934 ‘Who was Oisin I, II’ in The Rosemary Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1925), p.103. 
935 Chapter 8. Appendix 15. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. fionn-finn 
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While he had been in the Land of the Young, Saint  
Patrick had come to Ireland to teach the people about  
the Son of God.936  

 
‘Oisin’ has an occurrence of 344 and ‘Ossian’ 43, so accumulatively they have a total of 387 
occurrences in the corpus.937 In the mythological tales, the words Oisin and Ossian (referring to the 
same character) are used in less dramatic collocations, such as verb collocations, than that of Fionn. 
The character Oisin is more often portrayed as the son of Fionn, and is thus portrayed as Fionn’s 
loss (when he decides to go the Tír na n-Óg with Niamh), than as a dynamic character himself, as 
Fionn is portrayed in the Fionn related texts. For example: 
 

Oisin answered; Oisin loved; Oisin promised; 
Oisin learned; Oisin touched; Oisin reached; 
Oisin marvelled; Oisin talked; Oisin found; 

 
The more salient findings here are where Oisin is portrayed as a milder, more caring and loving 
character. Some verb collocations that exemplify this are: 
 

Oisin loved learning, music and 
song; 

Ossian comforted her tenderly; Oisin turned away sadly; 

Oisin was filled with 
amazement; 

Oisin standing helpless and 
sorrowful; 

Oisin pitied these men; 

Oisin loved his wife (very 
much); 

Oisin laughed  

 
Although Oisin seems to be portrayed as a less dynamic character to Fionn, he seems to also 
uniquely portray a duality of character and experience where he appears to be torn between worlds; 
one being his love for his own world with his love for Niamh and her world Tír na n-Óg, and the 
other being his loyalty to the Celtic, non-Christian world with his new-found acceptance and loyalty 
to the Christian world and Saint Patrick. For example, 
 
Oisin would never return; Oisin then bade farewell; Oisin turned away sadly; 
Oisin was very happy (in Tír na 
n-Óg); 

Oisin wished to come home; Oisin was heavy at heart; 

Oisin wandered sadly over his 
native land; 

Oisin talked (to Patrick) about 
the old days of the Fianna; 

Oisin told the saint (all about 
Fionn and the Fianna); 

Oisin told Patrick about Fionn; St. Patrick baptised him and 
Oisin died 

 

 
Furthermore, evidence of text recycling is very prominent, again oftentimes with just minor 
alterations through the story lines. This is developed in Chapter 9. 
 
Cuchulainn/n 
 

Some of the finest of our legends tell of a boy who  
lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth.938  

                                                 
936 ‘Oisin in the Land of the Young’ in Now We Read, Junior Book (Dublin, 1974), p.61. 
937 Chapter 8. Appendix 16. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. oisin 
938 ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect, Junior Book (Dublin, 1966), p.97. 
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‘Cuchulainn’ has an occurrence of 280 and ‘Cuchulain’ 82, so accumulatively they have a total of 
362 occurrences in the corpus.939 In the mythological tales, the word Cuchulainn is presented 
predominantly in dynamic and often times  aggressive contexts which tend to portray the character 
as being more violent than the other characters in the texts examined.  

Many of the contexts show Cuchulainn either preparing for battle or in battle, often against 
overwhelming odds. The most common and frequent scenarios evidenced involve Cuchulainn 
(formerly Setanta) playing aggressive sports with the other boy members of the Macra, struggling 
with and killing the large wolfhound outside Cullan’s house, protecting Ulster from the armies of 
Queen Maeve and fighting with his friend Ferdia. The following examples from the corpus illustrate 
these points: 
 
Cuchulainn plucked up his 
courage; 

Cuchulainn let out a loud roar; Cuchulainn took the arms; 

Cuchulainn grew mad; Cuchulainn grabbed the deadly 
spear; 

Cuchulainn leaped from the 
chariot; 

Cuchulainn blocked it with his 
shield; 

Cuchulainn threw the spear; Cuchulainn successfully 
defended the Ford; 

Cuchulainn jumped into the 
chariot; 

Cuchulainn flung his deadly 
weapon; 

Cuchulainn attacked them; 

 Cuchulainn killed each and 
every champion; 

 

 
Cuchulainn’s demise is also described in many of the stories in a manner that continues to highlight 
his heroism and his attitude of fighting on to the bitter end. For example: 
 
mortally wounded in battle 
Cuchulainn bound himself to a 
pillar; 

slowly the hero-light left 
Cuchulainn; 

the great Cuchulainn was no 
more; 

 
Although these contexts primarily portray Cuchulainn in an aggressive, combative manner his 
character is still presented in a heroic sense. Such phraseology as: the great Cuchulainn; the 
chivalry of Cuchulainn; and the bravery of Cuchulainn, are also evidenced in the texts. Such 
portrayals of the character Cuchulainn lend him even more to be a character for whom the school 
pupils can look up to, admire and possible even aspire to model themselves on. 
 
Setanta 
 

Long before the coming of St. Patrick to Ireland  
there lived a very brave and handsome little boy  
named Setanta.940  
 

‘Setanta’ has an occurrence of 235 in the corpus.941 In the texts, Setanta is portrayed as a character 
of small stature and youth as well as a character of action, full of vitality, athletic force, and even 
aggression and heroic prowess. There are also suggestions of his budding military ability. Some 
examples follow: 

                                                 
939 Chapter 8. Appendix 17. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. cuchulainn-n 
940 ‘Little Setanta Part I, II’ in The Clarion Readers for Irish Schools, Junior Book (Dublin, 1934), p.32. 
941 Chapter 8. Appendix 18. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. setanta 
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a) a character of small stature and youth: 
 

little Setanta; young Setanta; the king’s young nephew 
Setanta; 

the boy hero Setanta; a lad of tender years  
 
b) a character of action, full of vitality and athletic force. Again the active elements are introduced 
through an array of action verbs in collocation with his name. For example: 
 

Setanta caught the spear; Setanta caught the bundle; Setanta came running along; 
Setanta threw the ball; Setanta woke early; Setanta leaped over the table; 
Setanta was a great athlete; Setanta set off on foot; Setanta longed to join the Macra; 

 
c) a character full of aggression and heroic prowess with suggestions of his budding military ability: 
 

Setanta faced them all; Setanta went in hot pursuit; many great deeds by Setanta; 
in his fury Setanta …; the battle-cry of Setanta; Setanta attacked them single-handed 

 
Furthermore, evidence of text recycling is very prominent, again oftentimes with just minor 
alterations through the story lines. This is developed further below in the most salient findings 
emerging from the analyses. 

‘Conor’ has an occurrence of 166 in the corpus.942 In the mythology texts, the word Conor is 
portrayed as a multi-faceted king figure. In the Setanta stories he is a sympathetic and kind father 
figure and in the Deirdre stories he is aged, jealous, cunning and evil. The following examples help 
to illustrate these points: 
 
(King) Conor let him join their 
band; 

(King) Conor allowed him to 
join; 

(King) Conor was delighted 

   
(King) Conor was in a great 
rage; 

Conor did not receive them; Conor took Deirdre; 

(King) Conor tricked Fergus; Conor built a secret house; Conor was thinking of revenge; 
Conor was full of hate; Conor had made a cunning 

plan; 
Conor forbade the deed 

 
In the discussion that follows Conor will be omitted as from the evidence gathered I have found 
him to be a peripheral figure in the study, specifically due to the number of multifarious character 
portrayals that are presented of him throughout the corpus. 

So what possible roles could these words (Fionn, Oisín and Cuchulainn/Setanta) have 
played in the delivery and nurturing of an heroic, unique national self-image? A discussion now 
follows incorporating commentary from the Rhetorical Text Analyses on the three sets of texts 
dealing with Fionn, Oisín and Cuchulainn/Setanta. As mentioned in the introduction, while 
conducting the rhetorical text analyses I paid attention to five key areas that may be evident in the 
texts. These were a time period identification, references to the magical realm, references to 
pseudo-historical characters, references to topographical locations, and evidence of heroic 
phraseology e.g. “a band of boy-heroes.”  
 
 
                                                 
942 Chapter 8. Appendix 19. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. conor 
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The Fionn- related Texts 
 

Fionn is the largest recurring proper word in the corpus and as such can be placed at the top of the 
list of the old Irish heroes identified in this study. Phrases from the corpus such as: (another) great 
Irish hero named Fionn; the great hero Fionn; and the mighty Fionn, evoke sentiments of bravery, 
heroism and respect for the readers, as do the phrases the noblest quality of Fionn; and the great 
deeds of Fionn. Such descriptive language could be influential to the young readers in the  National 
School. Additionally, the character Fionn is portrayed as a dynamic personality in the texts, with 
phrases such as: Fionn rushed; Fionn grabbed; Fionn chased; and Fionn leaped. As well as being 
regarded as a hero, Fionn is also presented and described as a leader of his people in such phrases 
as: a great Irish chief named Fionn, therefore he is also presented as one who is capable and 
trustworthy. 

A more detailed look at three of the Fionn tales as examined in the rhetorical analysis943 will 
enable a clearer understanding of the text contents and the messages they contain, for example in 
relation to placing the events and characters in Ireland’s factual, recorded past. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Illustration 8. Fionn Mac Cumhail, the great Irish hero.944 
 

The text Fionn and the Fianna945 from 1933 contains imagery, innuendo and proposition, providing 
strong messages to its readers to respect and adopt the many characteristics associated with Fionn 
and the Fianna. It appears to be calling on the contemporary young readership to exemplify, in their 
own way, the virtues, bravery and character of the Fianna, in order to strengthen and solidify 
Ireland’s newfound identity, independence and autonomy. 

                                                 
943 Chapter 8. Appendix 20 Rhetorical  Text Analysis – Complete Corpus_Fionn. 
944 ‘How Fionn Mac Cumhail became Head of the Fianna’ in Let’s Go! Junior Book (Dublin, 1983), p.29. 
945 ‘Fionn and the Fianna’ in The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933), pp.49-54.  
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It sets a clear time period identification  “about 200 years after the birth of Our Lord;” 
provides clear geographical identification of familiar locations around Ireland (mentioning the 
Slieve Bloom mountains, the River Boyne, the Hill of Allen and Tara), it presents information on 
other mythological characters in Finnegas and the Salmon of Knowledge and it introduces noted 
characteristics of Fionn and the Fianna such as Fionn was “strong, brave and handsome,” “ he had 
wonderful physical prowess”, and the Fianna were also “fond of learning, poetry and music.” 

The descriptive language in the text is also quite potent. For example:  
 
“a famous band of heroes” “the gallant company” 
“a select company” “they (the Fianna) had to be stronger in body 

and stouter of heart than the common run of 
man” 

“the Fianna must possess the noble virtues in a 
very high degree.” 

“they (the Fianna) were noted for their kindness 
and courtesy to all, even to their foes; and for 
their generosity.” 

“they (the Fianna) kept themselves well-trained 
and alert and fitted in all respects for the high 
duty entrusted to them: to protect the country 
from invaders and to preserve the peace at 
home.” 

“their (the Fianna) watchword was: ‘Truth on 
our lips, purity in our hearts, strength in our 
arms.’” 

 
The final paragraph of the text, quoted in full below, encapsulates much of the suggestion contained 
in the text and illustrates the inculcation programme being actively pursued by the authorities. It 
states: 
 

Thus for many years did the Fianna watch over the safety and honour of  Ireland, earning for 
themselves much glory and renown, the memory of  which has come down through the ages 
as a fine example to the youth of our land.946 

 
This passage is directly associating the qualities of the Fianna with the education and goals of 
contemporary youth, specifically stating ‘a fine example to the youth of our land.’ Thus from such 
content it is reasonable to draw the conclusion that the authors and the authorities believed that the 
content of the mythology texts chosen for inclusion in the national School textbooks were ideal in 
supporting their policies of developing strong national self-image beliefs and supporting the policies 
directed at inculcating a national pride in the school going population. 

To strengthen further the message being delivered to the readership, the text includes two 
illustrations. The first illustration with the caption ‘Fionn roasted the salmon’ shows the very young 
Fionn crouched over an open burning fire with a spit, and placing a stick in the fire preparing to 
cook the salmon. The salmon is lying next to the riverbank beside Fionn. The scene is pastoral and 
peaceful with Fionn wearing embroidered clothing, a headband and high-laced sandals. This is an 
appealing scene to young people because as well as incorporating heroic images (such as Fionn’s 
dress style), the illustration also implies a natural, peaceful landscape bordering on idyllic and thus 
one that magnifies even more the tranquillity that existed in Ireland prior to the coming of the 
invader. 
 

                                                 
946 Ibid. p. 54. 
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Illustration 9: Fionn roasted the Salmon.947 

The second illustration, placed at the end of the text is a very elaborately decorated shield with 
weapons crossed behind the shield. The weapons are: a spear, a sword, a lance and a long-bladed 
axe with a hook at the end. All components imply or can be associated with gallantry and heroism, 
being associated with warriors and heroes, and once again can be impressionistic to the young 
readers.  
 
 

 
Illustration 10: Shield and weapons.948 

 
The text Fionn Mac Cumhaill I, II949 from 1948 is a senior level text and presents the information 
and characters described as true historical data, supporting Eleanor Hull’s statement at the opening 
of this chapter: ‘… we can never anywhere say, ‘Here ends legend, here begins history’950 

The text provides a detailed account of past historical events: 
• the background to the initial defeat of Clann Baoiscne, one of the two most powerful groups 

within the Fianna, by Clann Morna. The two groups were Clann Baoiscne (the Leinster 
Fianna) whose chief was Cumhail and Clann Morna (the Connaught Fianna) whose chief was 
Goll mac Morna. 

• the rise of Clann Baoiscne and the Fianna again under Fionn mac Cumhail, the son of the 
slain chief of Clann Baoiscne, Cumhail.  

                                                 
947 Ibid. p. 51. 
948 Ibid. p. 54. 
949 ‘Fionn Mac Cumhaill I, II’in Young Ireland Reader, Senior Book (Dublin, 1948), pp.111-117.  
950 S. Deane,  op.cit., (Oxford, 1997), p.114. 
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• the gaining of great wisdom by Fionn from the Salmon of Knowledge and 
• the ultimate demise of the Fianna at the battle of Gabhra in the year 283 

 
The text thus identifies a specific time period and also provides dates, so placing the events clearly 
in the country’s history, with examples such as: ‘At the beginning of the second century …;’ 
‘towards the close of the second century;’ and ‘at the battle of Gabhra, in the year 283, perished 
Fianna Eireann.’ There are references made of the positive human qualities this group of Irish 
people possessed: great courage, endurance and chivalry. Also the qualities and virtues that needed 
to be held by those wishing to join the Fianna and ‘their immense pride in noble qualities’ is 
exemplified in Oisín’s quote: “We, the Fianna of Eireann, never uttered lies, Falsehood was never 
attributed to us; By courage and the strength of our hands we used to come out of every 
difficulty.” 951 In describing Fionn it states: “… he who in future years was to raise Fianna Eireann to 
undreamt-of power, and whose great deeds inspired the bards of this and other countries to sing 
unnumbered songs in his honour.”952  

There are also references in the text to geographical locations clearly identifiable by the 
young readers, such as Leinster, Connaught, Castleknock near Dublin, the Slieve Bloom mountains, 
and the Boyne. These elements add to the text a real ‘here and now’ factor, another element in 
bridging the text contents with the contemporary readership. As discussed above, this is a text 
written as an historical account of real events, incorporating pseudo-historical and historical 
elements as well as clearly identifiable geographical locations and therefore making the details 
described more readily acceptable and in consequence more influential to the readers. 

The third text is A Night with Fionn953 from 1956. It is a description of a day in the life of the 
Fianna from the perspective of a group of boys who are making ready to take the ‘tests’ to join the 
Fianna. The expository descriptions arguably humanise the characters described and so make them 
all the more accessible and acceptable to the young readers. Set in a rural location, it describes the 
preparing of food (animals caught in the day’s hunt), swimming, preparing places to sleep, the boys 
discussing the types of tests to be taken the following day. Additionally the text includes the 
‘Fenian promises,’ what it describes as ‘noble words:’   

 
To bear true faith.  
To guard the right and prevent wrong-doing.  
To fight those who attack the land.  
Always to help the poor and needy.  
Strength in our limbs; truth in our lips;  
purity in our hearts.954 

 
Implicitly evident here is that these ‘promises’ would be appropriate for the young students in the 
National Schools to replicate or at least try to emulate in their own contemporary times. Again the 
similarity to the motto contained in the Saint Enda’s school crest (see p.51) 48 years previous is 
striking. This once more indicates Pearse was utilising mythological themes and content as a core 
part of his educational approach, to highlight and rediscover elements of Ireland’s heroic past and 
impress upon his pupils the values of an age past that should be rediscovered once more to help 
ensure Ireland’s independent future.   

The text also contains reference to the Fianna as ‘a band’ and this band should only include 
members who are “‘wise and learned, as well as strong and brave.’  

                                                 
951 ‘Fionn Mac Cumhaill I, II’ in Young Ireland Reader, Senior Book (Dublin, 1948), p. 116.  
952 Ibid. p. 112. 
953 ‘A Night with Fionn’ in On Wings of Words, Intermediate Book (Dublin,1956), pp.30-34.  
954 Ibid. p. 34. 
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One of the two illustrations included in the tale depicts two Fianna warriors running with two 
hounds in a rural setting. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Illustration 11: The Fianna hunting.955 

 
One warrior is holding a spear and the other has his hand on his dagger. Both warriors are dressed 
in Spartan dress, with cloak and high-laced sandals. The scene implies one of urgency, excitement 
and adventure and a uniqueness of place and attitudes are again in evidence. Once again this is quite 
an impressionable inclusion in the story as it exudes energy and adventure, two appealing 
phenomenon to young readers. These three Fionn texts then contain features and content that 
enthuses recognition of characteristics and actions of Fionn and other past Irish personages, 
incorporating references to the suitability and applicability of many of the characteristics described 
to being relevant to contemporary Irish youth.  

Nevertheless, in the early decades of the State’s development there were prominent 
individuals who did not look all too favourably on such an angle being presented and promoted in 
the content of the school books. One such person being Seán Ó’ Faolain, who, as editor of The Bell 
in 1944, wrote: 
 
 Can we seriously hope to develop a dynamic industrial future with a system of education  

which is based on an uncritical adoration for Finn MacCool … and which has no interest in 
 encouraging, let alone in producing, young technicians?956 
 
So, although the mythological content in the schoolbooks accounted for a small percentage of 
overall content (see below), it certainly did have a considerable influence, both in the school 
environment as well as across the wider Irish society where its inclusion was instrumental in 
initiating commentary and discussion on its worthiness of being included in the texts. 
 
 

The Oisín- related Texts 
 

In the rhetorical analyses957 conducted, there are similar recurring themes throughout the Oisín 
related texts from the 1920s to the 1990s, with only slight alteration from the key components of the 

                                                 
955 ‘A Night with Fionn’ in On Wings of Words, Intermediate Book (Dublin, 1956), p.30. 
956 S. O’Faolain, The Gaelic Cult p. 193. In The Bell (December, 1944). 
957 Chapter 8. Appendix 21 Rhetorical Text Analysis – Complete Corpus_Oisin. 
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plot throughout. Reference to heroic activities, the magical realm and well-known geographical 
locations are common features in all these texts in combination with the placing of the latter events 
in the plot in a true historical perspective. This is before and during the time St. Patrick is preaching 
Christianity (referred to as ‘the true faith’) to the people of Ireland. It is either stated or implied that 
Oisín is ‘saved’ and is baptised as a Christian by St. Patrick. Furthermore, the texts also include 
character descriptions of Oisín where the reader sees not just an heroic figure but also a thoughtful, 
emotional and loving person, willing to do anything for the things he loves and cares for. An 
overview of one of the texts will illustrate these features. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Illustration 12. Oisín took the maiden’s hand and bade her welcome.958 

 
The text Oisín in the Land of Youth I, II, III959 from 1945 is generally representative of the story-line 
in the Oisín texts both before (1920s-1930s) and after (1950s-1990s) this date. The text is divided 
into three parts. Part I describes Niamh’s arrival in the Fianna camp and Oisín’s decision to return 
with Niamh to Tir-na-nÓg, the Land of Youth. Part II describes Oisín and Niamh’s departure to 
Tir-na-nOg where along the way they stop at the Land of Virtues. Here Oisín fights the giant Fomor 
to free the daughter of the king from bondage. He defeats Fomor in single combat that lasted three 
days and three nights and then leaves for Tir-na-nÓg where he marries Niamh after a ten-day feast. 
Part III describes Oisín’s return to Ireland after 300 hundred years in search of Fionn and the 
Fianna. He fails to find them and learns from some men he meets that they lived 300 years 
previous. It also describes his mishap where he falls off the fairy steed while helping some men lift 
a large boulder, leaving him (Oisín) a feeble old man. It finishes by implying that he meets St. 
Patrick who baptizes him a Christian. As stated above, this story line is repeated throughout the 
decades, apart from texts in which the part about their sojourn in the Land of Virtues and Oisín’s 
fight with the giant Fomor is omitted. 

 

                                                 
958 ‘Oisin in the Land of Youth Parts I,II,III’ in The Clarion Readers for Irish Schools,  Middle Book (Dublin, 1932), 
p.25. 
959 ‘Oisin in the Land of Youth I,II,III’ in The Emerald Reader, Intermediate Book (Dublin, 1945), pp.14-22. 
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Again the text identifies a specific time period, i.e., Oisín had spent 300 hundred years in the 
Land of Youth and returned when St. Patrick was living and preaching the Christian faith in Ireland. 
There is reference to Oisín and other historical and pseudo-historical characters, e.g., Fionn, the 
Fianna and St. Patrick. There is also reference to commonly recognisable topographical locations 
around Ireland such as the Lakes of Killarney. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Illustration 13. Oisín returns to Ireland after 300 years.960 
 

The salient finding in these texts is how Oisín is portrayed not alone in an heroic fashion but also as 
a milder, more caring and loving character. There are references to Oisín’s love of learning, music 
and song. Additionally there are multiple instances where Oisín’s emotional character is to the fore. 
Some phrases from the texts that exemplify this are: Oisín loved his wife (very much); Ossian 
comforted her tenderly; Oisín was heavy at heart; Oisín standing helpless and sorrowful. 
Furthermore, Oisín portrays a duality of character and experience where he appears to be torn 
between worlds. Although he gives up his companionship with his father Fionn and the other 
members of the Fianna for his love for Niamh and her world Tír na n-Óg, he still struggles to 
reconcile himself to that choice and eventually returns to Ireland in the hope of seeing them again. 
This decision leads to his demise. His other struggle is between his loyalty to the Irish, pre-
Christian world of the Fianna with his newfound acceptance and apparent loyalty to the Christian 
world and Saint Patrick, with whom he has a series of conversations. 

The language in the text in general nevertheless is once again used to represent heroic 
characters and situations, for example: the great Irish hero; a hundred warriors; brave knights; and 
single combat, while reference to the magical realm abounds throughout the story-line with such 
references as the Land of Youth, the giant Fomor, a coat of mail that no one could pierce, a fairy 
maiden and a white steed (that could travel at a speed) as swift as swallows. The text content and its 
significant influential features are once again supported by the inclusion of a number of 
illustrations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
960 Ibid. p. 21. 
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   Illustration 14. The sad ending to Oisín’s wonderful adventure.961 
 
All combined, the Oisín texts and the accompanying illustrations are effective in portraying a 
uniqueness of place and past – “… his [Oisín’s] heart was set on going back to Erin.”962 –  while 
simultaneously appearing to the readers as being directly connected with the country’s past history 
and thus creating an association that assists in the building of a self-identity that is both unique and 
Irish. 
 
 

The Cuchulainn / Setanta- related Texts 
 

Whether I live for a year or for a day it matters not,  
if my fame and noble deeds live after me. (Cuchulann).963 

 
Cuchulainn (known as Setanta in boyhood) is considered to be the greatest hero Ireland has ever 
produced. As mentioned in Chapter 1, at the outset of this investigation I expected to find the most 
references in the corpus to be associated with Cuchulainn and was thus surprised to find it 
otherwise (he was eclipsed in the frequency count by Fionn). Nevertheless, the texts, references and 
collocation environments associated with Cuchulainn and Setanta do indeed contain the most 
heroic, flamboyant and aggressive contents in the corpus. A presentation of some content from a 
selection of the Setanta / Cuchulainn texts evidenced in the rhetorical analysis964 will illustrate these 
points. 

                                                 
961 ‘Oisin in the Land of Youth Parts I,II,III.’ in The Clarion Readers for Irish Schools,  Middle Book (Dublin, 1932), 
p.35. 
962 ‘Oisin in the Land of Youth I,II,III’ in The Emerald Reader, Intermediate Book (Dublin, 1945), p. 20. 
963 Central and only quote on the inner front page before Contents Section of The Saint Brigid Readers Preparatory 
Book. (Dublin, 1936). Also used by Pearse at Saint Enda’s (see p.53). 
964 Chapter 8. Appendix 22 Rhetorical Text Analysis – Complete Corpus_Cuchulainn 
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The text Little Setanta I, II, III965 from 1938 is especially fertile in imagery through both 
vivid text content and illustrations. The text is in three parts. Part 1 introduces general background 
information about Ireland in the time the tale is set and about Setanta and his family. Part II 
describes Setanta’s eagerness to go to Emain Macha to join the youth group and his leaving home 
to go there. Part III describes his arrival in Emain Macha, his initial troubles with the other boys, his 
acceptance into the group and becoming their leader. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Illustration 15. Setanta sets out for the palace.966 
 
The opening paragraph of the text is an attempt to create an affinity between the readership and the 
protagonist, Setanta. This allows the characteristics portrayed in the story and those associated with 
Setanta to be understood and possibly easily replicated by the student body. The story begins: 
“Once upon a time there lived a little boy, strong, swift and handsome. He was brave and manly, 
and yet the best thing about Setanta was that, like yourself, he was a child of Erin.”967 (emphasis 
added). With this opening the writer succeeds in creating an immediate and close relationship 
between the readership and the main character in the story, especially when writing “the best thing 
about Setanta was that, like yourself, he was a child of Erin.”  

The school children are thus reminded that they are not just any ordinary children, but are 
‘children of Erin’ and, as a consequence, just like Setanta, their energy, loyalty and actions should 
go to doing their best for their country. Thus a bond between protagonist and reader develops as the 
students read through and discuss the story. Additionally, it implies the qualities presented for 
Setanta can be qualities the students should try to emulate in their own development as Irish people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
965 ‘Little Setanta  I,II,III’ in The New Model Readers, Preparatory Book (Dublin, 1938), pp.53-63. 
966 ‘A Champion of Ulster’ in The Oriel Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1926), p.36. 
967 ‘Little Setanta  I,II,III’ op.cit., (Dublin, 1938), p.53. 
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    Illustration 16. Setanta meets his uncle the High King.968 
 
Later in the text the writer, while simultaneously making reference to the magical realm, appeals 
once again to the readers by stating: 
 

Yet I think if you and I sat there, some moonlit night, the fairies would come stealing over 
the grass. They would lay their gentle spell upon us and allow us to see again the glory and 
the great deeds that sleep in every sod, under the green grass of Emain Macha.969 

 
Once again there are multiple references to topographical locations that the students would be 
familiar with, such as Dundalk, the River Boyne, Emain Macha, Armagh, and Dún Dalgan 
(Dundalk). This element in all the texts is very important indeed. It is transporting the old stories 
into contemporary locations, creating a closeness, an affinity that the readers can relate to and thus 
making the themes, characters and messages more palpable than ever. What is in evidence here is ‘a 
distance in time but a closeness in spatial reality’ of the themes presented through the mythology 
tales; and with this phenomenon the youth are in close proximity to the emotions, heroics and 
attitudes being exuded by the protagonists in the stories, their role models. 

Additionally, the text is laden with references to heroics and positive characteristics of the Ireland 
of long ago. Examples of heroic references are: 

• “These boys were the sons of kings and heroes, and they were learning the rules and ways of  
warriors and champions.” 

• “Above all, they [the boys] were taught never to break a promise.” 
• “Rushing at the boys, he (Setanta) knocked down fifty of them before they could run away.” 

 
Examples of positive characteristics of the Ireland of long ago are: 

• “in those far-off days there were many oak forests in Erin”  
• “The Druids, who were the priests and teachers of the Irish people before St. Patrick converted 

the people to Christianity, held this wood to be sacred.”  
 
The text concludes with a glowing acknowledgement of Cuchulainn’s character and also a reminder 
to the readers once again that Cuchulainn was ‘one of them:’ 
 

                                                 
968 Ibid. p.59. 
969 Ibid. p.55. 
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This was the first of many great deeds by Setanta, and as he grew, so did his fame. As 
Cuchulainn – a name he won by virtue of a brave deed he did as a youth – he will never be 
forgotten in Erin, where he lived, fought, and died.970 

 
The text Cuchulainn and Ferdia from 1958,971 is a description of Queen Maeve’s attempt to seize 
the Brown Bull of Cooley from the province of Ulster. The story is centred on Cuchulainn’s mortal 
3-day fight with his friend Ferdia, whom Maeve had goaded until he finally relinquished and agreed 
to fight Cuchulainn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Illustration 17. Cuchulainn prepares to fight his friend Ferdia.972 
 
 
In the story Cuchulainn is again presented as the ultimate hero. He is described as ‘Ulster’s 
foremost warrior’ who ‘day after day for three long months (he) fought and killed the bravest and 
best of Queen Maeve’s heroes.’ 973  

Cuchulainn is portrayed as carrying out his duty of protecting Ulster from her invaders, in 
this instance the armies of Queen Maeve. Even if this action of protecting Ulster means fighting his 
closest friends, Cuchulainn has no choice but to set all emotion aside and carry out his duty, and 
thus be a true protector of his province. This characteristic of Cuchulainn illustrates to the young 
readers that one’s duty to one’s locality, province or country eclipses all other factors in one’s life, 
even one’s family and friends. Even though Cuchulainn felt great remorse at killing his dear friend 
Ferdia, he still felt obliged to do so as it was his duty to Ulster. Here we see the implied message for 
the young readers that one’s obligations to one’s country far outweigh any personal feelings one 
may harbour – perhaps we see here the administrations attempt to excuse the events that had taken 
place during the turbulent formative years of the State when brother fought brother and families and 
localities were split apart due to conflicting ideas and viewpoints over issues such as what the 
direction the State should take? 
 
 
 

                                                 
970 Ibid. p. 63. 
971 ‘Cuchulainn and Ferdia’ in Road to Reading, Junior Book (Dublin, 1958), pp.90-94. 
972 Ibid. p. 93. 
973 Ibid. p. 91. 
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A Triangulation of Role Models 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Illustration 18.Role Model Triangulation: Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín.974 
 
The three main protagonists in the mythology corpus, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, all are depicted 
in the texts as heroic characters. However, all three portray additional specific characteristics unique 
to themselves that can be interpreted to be representative role models for the contemporary school 
youth.  

Fionn is a leader of men, the Fianna, and an organiser capable of getting things done. He is 
referred to as a great Irish chief, thus a person to be trusted due to his abilities. Cuchulainn is 
portrayed as the all action hero, the one who puts duty and obligation ahead of all other elements in 
his dealing with those around him, even if it means his own loss. He is active in struggle and 
antagonism and always triumphs due to his attitude and self-belief. Lastly, Oisín is the wise, 
pensive hero whose emotional states are vividly described. He is the milder, more caring and loving 
character of the three. Oisín is portrayed as also willing to do anything for the things he loves and 
cares for, though not in the aggressive manner accredited to Cuchulainn but more in the meditative 
mode.  His frailties are described so we can perceive him in a more human-like manner. He is 
described as being ‘heavy at heart’ and as ‘standing helpless and sorrowful’. He is also 

                                                 
974 Fionn illustration: ‘How Fionn Mac Cumhail became Head of the Fianna’ in Let’s Go! Junior Book (Dublin,1983), 
p.39; Cuchulainn illustration: ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect Junior Book (Dublin,1966), p.96. Oisín 
illustration: ‘Oisín in Tír na nÓg I,II’ in Fact and Fancy Intermediate Book (Dublin, 1963), p.72. 

Role Model 
Triangulation 

Fionn Mac Cumhail 
Hero, Leader and Organiser 

 

 

Oisín 
The wise, pensive emotional hero 

 

 

Cuchulainn 
The action hero active in struggle and 

antagonism 
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acknowledged as accepting ‘the new faith’ and being baptised a Christian by Saint Patrick, thus 
being a good role model for accepting the teachings of the Christian Church. 

Therefore, we find in the mythology texts a triangulation of role models for the growing 
youth of Ireland presented in the collection of stories chosen (and repeated) for inclusion in the 
National School textbooks. Three types of personality are thematically presented across the text 
corpus and from the lexical evidence we can identify the characteristics of leadership / organisation, 
struggle and council, which can be taken as three key characteristics the youth of Ireland should 
acquire to acknowledge, respect and support their young developing country. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
A clear and direct emphasis of Ireland and its glorious heroic past as a unique phenomenon was 
being presented through the language and themes incorporated in the mythology tales included in 
the Literary Reader and History National School textbooks. Additionally, through the triangulation 
of the key protagonists, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, a role model scenario was continually and 
transgenerationally being disseminated through the mythology content in the textbooks. So the 
inclusion of the mythology tales furthered the policy of the inculcation of a nationalist tone in the 
national school learning environment. This created a platform for these concepts to spread among 
the broader community as these school learners participated more actively in their own 
communities, firstly as developing young minds and later as functioning and responsible adults of 
the new State. 
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Chapter 9 
Findings: National Self Image Uncovered & Discussed 

 
 

It is a commonplace that a study of our pre-historic legends would  
go far to infuse into our composition a much needed element, to  
wit, a reasoned racial pride, fructifying into a desire to emulate  
amid the changed conditions of today the heroic deeds of the men  
of old.975 

 
 

Introduction 
 
During the formative decades of the Irish Free State an abundance of publications (many in the Irish 
language) based on and around the mythological cycles appeared in the scholarly and popular 
presses.976 This phenomenon assisted in keeping the genre very much alive in the public domain and 
consequently in the school classrooms across the country. Also, the home environment was 
thematically bridging the school environment due to familiarity of the topic intersecting both 
spheres. The academic attitude that the Celtic mythology themes still had relevance in 
contemporary Ireland permeated right down to the simple translations found in the National School 
textbooks. Although delivered in simple prose, these stories nevertheless contained the key concepts 
and messages evident within the original texts – that of loyalty to tribe and country, strong morally 
defined lifestyles and a love for ones environs. 

From the analyses conducted a number of important findings have arisen that illustrate how 
effectively images of national self image and national consciousness were being presented and 
disseminated through the mythology tales included in the schoolbooks. A number of individuals 
arguably played influential roles in helping this situation materialise, none more influential than 
Patrick Pearse. It was Pearse who championed and personified the combined nationalist drive 
incorporating the potent mix of politics, education and mythology, three areas that were being 
actively debated and utilised in the latter decades of the 19th century, albeit in their own localised 
environments. Through Pearse’s writings and actions these three areas were combined to create a 
potent manifesto that vibrated through the early decades of the Free State and established a template 
for the political parties, government departments and literati to draw upon as they set about 
establishing Ireland as a unique political and social entity, separate from the British Empire. 
 
 

Myths: small number, large impact 
 

The most significant feature to arise from the study was that the mythological tales in the 
schoolbooks accounted for a very small percentage of the overall textbook content in general. In 
Chapter 5 above, English Literary Readers: Contents and Thematic Concerns, the mythological 
texts are grouped in the category Gaelic Antiquity, which represents themes, events and scenarios 
included in the Literary Readers and some History schoolbooks from the earliest times to the arrival 
of the Normans in 1169. Let us now examine this data in Table 5, pp.113-114, to determine the 
exact number of mythological texts included in this category. 
 There are a total 43 texts in the 1927 publication The Saint Columba Readers Junior book, 
of which 8 (18.6%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 8 texts, 2 (25%) contain a 

                                                 
975 “Bodhbh Dearg,” writing in February 1902, as cited in  P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), p.270.  
976 For a selection, see P. O’Leary, op cit, (Dublin, 2004), pp. 361-365. 
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mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 43, thus 4.7% of the text content in the 1927 
publication carry a mythological theme.977 There are a total 43 texts in the 1931 publication Irish 
Life and Work Readers Junior book, of which 9 (20.9%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of 
these 9 texts, 5 (55%) contain a mythological theme. This is 5 texts out of a total of 43, thus 11.6% 
of the text content in the 1931 publication carry a mythological theme.978 There are a total 78 texts 
in the 1936 publication The Saint Brigid Readers Junior book, of which 33 (42.3%) are in the 
category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 33 texts, 6 (18%) contain a mythological theme. This is 6 texts 
out of a total of 78, thus 7.7% of the text content in the 1936 publication carry a mythological 
theme.979 There are a total 49 texts in the 1948 publication Young Ireland Reader Junior book, of 
which 5 (10.2%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 5 texts, 2 (40%) contain a 
mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 49, thus 4% of the text content in the 1948 
publication carry a mythological theme.980 There are a total 63 texts in the 1958 publication Road to 
Reading Junior book, of which 5 (7.9%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 5 texts, 2 
(40%) contain a mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 63, thus 3% of the text content 
in the 1958 publication carry a mythological theme.981 There are a total 65 texts in the 1963 
publication Fact and Fancy Junior book, of which 5 (7.7%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of 
these 5 texts, 2 (40%) contain a mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 65, thus 3% of 
the text content in the 1963 publication carry a mythological theme.982 There are a total 43 texts in 
the 1974 publication Signposts 2 Junior book, of which 2 (4.7%) are in the category Gaelic 
Antiquity. These are the only texts in this category and both have a mythological theme, thus 4.7% 
of the text content in the 1974 publication carry a mythological theme.983 

Overall then, in the sample of textbooks put forward as a representation to identify the 
distribution of the mythological theme-based texts in the schoolbooks over the six decades, an 
average of 5.5% of the text content contains a mythological theme.984 This is indeed a small ratio 
and is highlighted in the chart below, which presents text numbers as opposed to text percentages: 
 

43 43

78

49

63 65

43

8 9

33

5 5 5 22 5 6 2 2 2 20
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

1927 1931 1936 1948 1958 1963 1974

Total Texts

Gaelic Antiquity

Mythology Texts

 Chart 1. Distribution of Mythological Texts in Schoolbooks 1920s – 1970s. 
 
In relation to the other text types contained in the Gaelic Antiquity category, they are mainly made 
up of texts with a Christian tone and are thus not what could be described as containing or carrying 
Irish identity characteristics, as defined for this thesis. This body of texts rather can have had the 
role of promoting a respect for the members and activities of the early Christian church in Ireland 
                                                 
977 Chapter 5. Appendix 1. Textbook Contents – 1927 
978 Chapter 5. Appendix 2. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936 
979 Ibid. 
980 Chapter 5. Appendix 3. Textbook Contents – 1948 
981 Chapter 5. Appendix 4. Textbook Contents – 1958 
982 Chapter 5. Appendix 5. Textbook Contents – 1963 
983 Chapter 5. Appendix 6. Textbook Contents – 1974 
984 4.7% + 11.6% + 7.7% + 4% + 3% + 3% + 4.7% = 38.7% ÷ 7 = 5.5% 
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and thus assisting in strengthening the developing Christian beliefs of the young school population. 
The texts are predominantly associated with the saints of the early Irish Christian church such as 
Saint Patrick, Saint Columba, Saint Columcille, Saint Kevin and Saint Brighid with text titles such 
as: The Paschal Fire of Patrick (1927); St. Patrick’s Blessing on Munster (1931);  St. Colm Cille’s 
Message (1936); A Story of Saint Brighid (1948); Island of Saints and Scholars (1958); and The 
Footsteps of the Saints (1963).985  

Conversely, the themes and contents of the mythological texts in the schoolbooks fashioned 
a stronger affinity between ancient and contemporary Ireland. and thus were in a position to 
promote a national self-image better. The characters in the stories were placed in Ireland’s true 
historical timeline, familiar topographical locations (such as towns, mountain ranges and rivers) 
were acknowledged as integral elements in the stories and the content and manner of many of the 
stories allowed for a kinship to exist with the oral culture of story-telling, a common phenomenon 
especially in rural Ireland well past the middle of the 20th Century. Thus, concerning the role of the 
mythological tales in the schoolbooks, the ratio of quantity of such texts, (i.e. the small proportion 
of mythology based texts books), to the salience of these texts, (the power of the national message 
held within the texts), was substantial and was a major revelation in the study. In its simplest form, 
just being exposed to and thus becoming aware of or ‘knowing’ the Irish myths was in a sense 
already promoting Irishness to a degree.  

As noted in the Chapter 1 and the previous chapter, the mythological texts were carrying a 
framework with strong cultural memory significance from outside the learning environment of the 
schoolrooms.986 Therefore, the texts had a resonance within the social and educational spheres of 
society that bridged one another. They were instrumental in the activation of specific schemata in 
the pupils’ minds in relation to their country’s past, its uniqueness and their own positions within 
contemporary Irish society, as Ireland attempted to gain its place among the countries of the world. 
Leerssen states that “(T)he emancipation of many marginalized groups involved, crucially, the 
recuperation, from the amorphous past, of a history – or of a myth or might-have-been history.”987 
Arguably the incorporation of the mythological stories and themes in the schoolbooks embodied 
such an position. 

The mythological themes could therefore be applied with effect in national schools to the 
young audience being exposed to the stories. Here, a certain amount of national indoctrination 
through the implantation of a national self-image was taking place utilising a particular theme, 
Celtic mythology. These mythology texts did assist in delivering the Department’s aspiration that 
the promotion of an Irish identity be a central principle in the National School learning 
environment. 
 
 

Temporal Distribution of the Texts 
 
The temporal distribution of the mythology texts over the decades revealed unexpected patterns. It 
is presented below in Chart 2 for the three most prominent themes and Chart 3 for the combined 
themes in the corpus.  

 

                                                 
985 Refer to Chapter 5 Appendices 1 – 6. 
986 The state of the field of Memory Studies is well captured in A. Erll and A. Nuning, (Eds.) A Companion to Culture 
Memory Studies (Berlin, 210) and S. Radstone and B. Schwarz, (Eds.) Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates, (New 
York, 2010).  
987 J. Leerssen, Identity / Altenity / Hybridity, p.336. In M. Beller & J. Leerssen. Imagology. The Cultural construction 
and literary representation of national characters (Amsterdam, 2007).  
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 Chart 3. Frequency of Mythological texts over the decades 1920s – 2001 – all themes. 
 
What is evident in both charts is the temporal flow of the themes and texts throughout the whole 
period under investigation. Resembling a curved M, apparent is the substantial peak of the texts in 
the 1930s, with a gradual tapering off in the subsequent decades to reach a trough in the 1960s and 
1970s, followed by a dramatic rise once again in the 1980s and then another tapering off in the 
remaining decades. Of significance is that this progression is consistent in both Charts. For the three 
main protagonists, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, we see in Chart 2 more or less the same trajectory 
for all three of the heroes represented in the texts. There is clearly not a single instance evident that 
runs counter to the general trend. 

This temporal distribution practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from 
public figures both within the government and the Department of Education during the same 
selected times over the study period as well as facilitating opinions expressed by individuals and 
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groups in the public domain. The rising and high content of the mythological texts in the books of 
the 1920’s, 1930’s & 1940’s is taking place at a time when the Department of Education and other 
groups and individuals are calling for the school environment, particularly the National School 
environment, to be a place where a national pride is instilled in the pupils, as detailed in Chapter 5. 
de Valera firmly believed it the duty of the national schools to instil the qualities of nationhood, 
self-respect and national pride into its pupils.988 As Taoiseach and Minister of Education, while 
addressing the National School Teacher’s Annual Conference in Killarney at Easter 1940, he stated: 

 
If the teachers of Ireland succeed in giving their pupils such ideals (honesty, truth, 
thoroughness in carrying out the ordinary tasks of life, the capacity of mutual tolerance, co-
operation, obedience to authority, the simpler social virtues without which no nation can 
live), they will have done well by the nation, for they will have created a sense of civic 
values on which alone a State can be permanently built.989 

 
Additionally, the attitude that the school and the materials used in the school should play an 
influential role in building a unique and separate country is attested to by Coolahan when he writes: 
 

Inspired by the ideology of cultural nationalism it was held [within government circles, the 
teaching community and the broader nationalist camp] that the schools ought to be the prime 
agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition which it was held were the 
hallmarks of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.990 

  
Perhaps one of the strongest official statements made in educational circles and the statement that 
really set the tone for successive decades from and including the 1920s in relation to official 
attitudes and policies concerning the dissemination of a national self-image programme was made 
in the Report issued after the National Programme Conference had met on January 6th 1922. It 
declared (that the teaching of) 
 

(H)istory was to be exclusively concerned with the history of Ireland and the chief aim here 
‘ should be to develop the best traits of the national character and to inculcate national 
pride and self-respect’.991  (emphasis added) 

 
The Report also proposed “to establish a list of approved books … with a view to ensuring that the 
books produced may promote the educational aim of the nation.”992 Following on from this, a 
second National Programme Conference was convened under the auspices of the Minister of 
Education Eoin MacNeill in 1925 993 and issued its report a short while later. In the report it stated: 
 

The teacher … should constantly inculcate, in connection with secular subjects the practice 
of charity, justice, truth, purity, patience, temperance, obedience to lawful authority and all 
the other moral virtues. In this way, he will fulfil the primary duty of an educator, the 
moulding to perfect form of his pupils’ character994 

  

                                                 
988 Refer to Chapter 4. 
989 Capuchin Annual 1941, op.cit., (Dublin, 1941), pp.186/188. 
990 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.38. 
991 Ibid. p.40. 
992 G. Doherty, op.cit., (1994), p.19. 
993 Refer to Chapter 4 for more detail. 
994 A. Hyland, op.cit., (Dublin, 1989), p.92. 
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Aligned with and further supporting such a direction for the National Schools, in October of the 
same year (1925) the Minister Eoin Mac Neill wrote in his article on Irish Educational Policy: 
“(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish nationality, that is, 
the form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”995 Such sentiments are closely 
aligned with elements from within many of the texts describing the qualities and attitudes of the 
Fianna in the Fionn and Oisín texts introduced above. Thus, in the statements and opinions put 
forward in the public domain and the themes presented in the mythological texts in the schoolbooks, 
conceptual and thematic bridging is evident. This being acknowledged, it is therefore possible to see 
the role the mythological tales played in furthering the inculcation policies and their importance in 
the overall scheme of building a perception and acknowledgement of a unique country 
(re)establishing itself in the broader world, both in the learning environment with the young 
population and the broader social milieu. 

As stated in Chapter 4, the first ten years of the Irish Free State witnessed the establishment 
of the Department of Education in 1924 and the launching of an educational policy that was heavily 
instilled with a nationalist attitude. This attitude of the inculcation of a national pride and self-
respect in the Irish nation became official government and Department policy following the Second 
National Programme Conference and Report in 1926. The inclusion of the mythological themes and 
stories in the schoolbooks provided an avenue for these policies to be realised in the schools in the 
everyday general learning environment. Also, from the evidence gathered, these mythological texts 
were the sole provider and disseminator of what can be described as the representative of a national 
heritage, a national past that held specific characteristics that were considered to be essential in 
acknowledging and developing in the characters of the young school population of the country. The 
history curriculum also promoted a sense of Irishness. The Literary Reader series of textbooks, due 
to their wide publication and regular usage in the daily general National School learning 
environment, repeatedly adopted and published through the formative decades of the State, were 
effective in disseminating the national self-image theme to the young readership on an on-going 
basis also.  

In further reference to the temporal distribution of the mythological texts, from the 1950’s to 
the 1970’s fewer school texts were published due to economic constraints and the Department of 
Education’s policies of the recycling of schoolbooks.996 Following the introduction of the New 
Primary School Curriculum in 1971, the Department realised not much change was taking place in 
the National School learning environment; one of those areas was the school textbook. 
Consequently, in 1980 the Department issued revised guidelines to the Publishing Houses with the 
intention of revitalising the publication of school textbooks.997 This resulted in the beginning of a 
number of new series of textbooks being published, starting in 1983. Nevertheless, although a new 
style approach to the school textbooks was adopted by the publishers, it did not end or diminish the 
inclusion of mythology-related stories in the books. The increase in the number of mythological 
tales in the schoolbooks is illustrated in the rising and high content patterns in the 1980’s and 
1990’s in the two charts above. This once again replicates the attitudes and instructions coming 
from the Department in relation to inculcating a national pride and a call for more schoolbooks to 
be published.  

Consequently, the Department of Education and its aligned public figures held a major 
influence over the National School learning environment. Its attitudes and policies on the promotion 
of the inculcation of a national pride and self-image in the learners was pursued with the assistance 
of the inclusion of the mythological texts in the Literary Reader and History schoolbooks up to the 
early 1980s and from then in a broader variety of school books.  
 
                                                 
995 E. MacNeill, Irish Educational Policy – II. The Irish Statesman 5, 7 (October 24th 1925), p.200. 
996 Refer to Chapter 5 ‘Policy of Recycling Textbooks.’ 
997 Refer to Chapter 5. 
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Recycling of  Themes 
  
The findings from the rhetorical analyses conducted on the texts complimented and strengthened 
the findings from the concordances, the inter-textual analyses. The rhetorical analyses concentrated 
on the texts associated with the most frequently occurring Proper Types: Fionn, Oisín and 
Cuchulainn.  For example, this angle of analysis illustrated additional characteristics within the 
texts that the technical analysis was unable to highlight, such as it allowed the discovery of text 
recycling and also authorship recycling that existed throughout the period in question. In order to 
highlight this recycling, some texts from the time period under investigation will now be examined. 
All three Proper Types (Fionn, Oisín and Cuchulainn) revealed high recycling of theme. Rather 
than present all three here, only one of the text groups, those associated with Fionn, will be 
discussed as it illustrates this recycling vividly.998 The details of the four texts chosen, spanning a 
time period of 5 decades, from 1926 to 1966, are provided in Table 1 below. 
 
Year Title Level Literary Reader Publisher 
1926 The Exploits of Fionn Pt. I Junior The Oriel Readers Browne & Nolan  
1934 The High Deeds Of Fionn Pt. I Junior The Clarion Readers 

for Irish Schools 
Browne & Nolan 

1948 Fionn and his Men Intermediate Young Ireland Reader Browne & Nolan 
1966 Fionn and his Men Intermediate New Prospect Browne & Nolan 
Table 1. Fionn Text Samples 1926 – 1966.  
 
The examples presented in Table 2 will accentuate a variety of thematic areas and descriptions that 
clearly illustrate the close association each text shares with the others through recycling of the 
language used in the texts. The language from each text is directly quoted. 
 
Thematic Area 1926 Text 1934 Text 1948 Text 1966 Text 
1. Description of the 
Fianna 

of noble birth and of 
huge strength and 
height 

of gentle breeding 
and of noble 
character, men of 
great bodily strength 
and height 

of noble birth and of 
great strength and 
height 

tall, strong and brave 

2. Tests to become a 
member of the 
Fianna 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 9 men with 
spears 

3. Fianna vow bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle towards 
women 

bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle towards 
women and children 

 / bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle with 
women 

4. Fianna oath pledged to obey the 
High King 

pledged to obey the 
High King 

 / pledged to obey 
Fionn and to be 
faithful to the High 
King 

5. Fionn’s dogs Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes her 
master led her by a 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes her 
master led her by a 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes Fionn led 
her by a silver chain 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes Fionn led 
her by a silver chain 

                                                 
998 From Chapter 8. Appendix 20 Rhetorical  Text Analysis – Complete Corpus_Fionn 
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silver chain which 
was linked to her 
golden collar 

silver chain which 
was linked to her 
golden collar 

which was linked to 
her golden collar 

which was linked to 
her golden collar 

6. Seasonal pursuits - 
Summer 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent the time 
hunting 

7. Hygiene No knight sat down 
to eat without first 
bathing in some 
stream or pool 

The Fianna never sat 
down to eat without 
first bathing in some 
stream or pool 

No man sat down to 
eat without first 
bathing in some near-
by stream or pool 

No man sat down to 
eat without first 
bathing in a near-by 
stream or pool 

8. Link to the past? In some parts of 
Ireland these “ovens 
of the knights” are 
still to be seen; and 
they remind us of the 
brave days of Fionn 
and his men 

 /  In some parts of 
Ireland the “Fenian 
ovens” are still to be 
seen. They remind us 
of the brave days of 
Fionn and his men 

In some parts of 
Ireland “Fenian 
ovens” are still to be 
seen. They remind us 
of the brave days of 
Fionn and his men 

Table 2. Recycling of text content over five decades, 1920s – 1960s.. 
 
The above eight excerpts from the four texts illustrate the extent to which the texts were recycled. 
They contain not just the same message but apply almost identical language repeatedly for 
expression of ideas, evident over a period of five decades. The central message remains constant 
throughout, although sometimes the language may be slightly altered. Take column 1. Description 
of the Fianna for example, where for three decades the content is practically the same but the 1966 
text simplifies yet remains true to the message being delivered. One noticeable element of interest is 
the chivalric content evident in the earlier text of 1926, where words such as ‘knight’ is used to 
describe the protagonists. This connects to the point mentioned earlier where a broad characteristic 
evident in these texts is the close connection with the developments that were occurring in England 
in the early decades of the 20th century concerning hero worship, as discussed above in Chapter 8, 
Language and Self Image.  

Thus, due to this evidence of recycling in the texts, it can be concluded that there exists a 
canonicity of mythological text presentation within the National School textbooks during this study 
period. All of these texts share the same publishing house, Browne & Nolan. This shows that the 
same bank of mythology tales were drawn upon decade after decade to fulfil the purpose of 
including a mythology theme to promote the image of a heroic and glorious Irish past. We find a 
similar recycling strategy below when discussing the use of iconography in the texts when another 
publishing house, the Educational Company, is responsible for including the same type of Celtic 
motif icon in many of its early publications from the 1920s to the 1940s (elaborated below). 

Concerning the other two Proper Types and the phenomenon of recycling of text themes and 
content, the Cuchulainn texts contain a greater variety of theme recycling while the Oisín texts are 
predominantly limited to the continual recycling of one theme, Oisín in the Land of Youth. Over a 
period of eight decades, from 1926 to 1996, Oisín in the Land of Youth is included in the textbooks 
examined 13 times.999 On the other hand, there is a greater variety of theme recycled in the 
Cuchulainn texts. For example, 

• Cuchulainn’s Arrival at Emain Macha is evidenced in texts 10 times, from 1926 to 1993 
• Cuchulainn’s Changing of Name is evidenced in texts 12 times, from 1926 to 1996 
• Cuchulainn & Ferdia is evidenced in texts 5 times, from 1945 to 1996.1000 

 
 
 

                                                 
999 Chapter 9. Appendix 1. Text Recycling_Oisin 
1000 Chapter 9. Appendix 2. Text Recycling_Cuchulainn 
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Recurring Authorships 
 
Accompanying the recycling of text theme and content phenomenon is the recurring of the same 
authorship of many of the mythological tales. Evidence shows the same author being published in 
different decades, by different publishing houses, in different Literary Readers, as well as the same 
author being published multiple times in the same Reader. A list of the recurring authors is 
compiled in Appendix 3.1001 Some examples to illustrate this recurrence spanning different decades 
and within the same decade are presented below. 
 
Author Year Text Title Level Textbook Publisher 
Eleanor Hull      
 1930 The Naming of a Hero Senior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1930 How Cuchulainn got his Horses Junior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1943 Cuchulainn in Shadow-Land Senior Our National Progress Brown & Nolan 
 1948 Cuchulain’s Adventures in 

Shadow-Land Part I, II 
Int. The New Model Readers Brown & Nolan 

 1950 Cuchulainn Takes Arms Int. Land of Youth Readers Educational 
Company 

Table 3. Recurring Authors – Eleanor Hull. 
 

The author Eleanor Hull1002 is found in textbooks spanning three decades, from 1930 to 1950. Her 
work is written for three class levels, Junior, Intermediate and Senior. The stories are contained in 
four different Literary Readers that are published by two different publishing houses. 
 
Author Year Text Title Level Textbook Publisher 
Marie Bayne      
 1930 The Naming of a Hero Senior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1930 How Cuchulainn got his Horses Junior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1943 Cuchulainn in Shadow-Land Senior Our National Progress Brown & Nolan 
 1948 Cuchulain’s Adventures in 

Shadow-Land Part I, II 
Int. The New Model Readers Brown & Nolan 

Table 4. Recurring Authors – Marie Bayne. 
 
Marie Bayne is found in textbooks spanning two decades, from 1930 to 1948. Her work is written 
for three class levels, Junior, Intermediate and Senior. The stories are contained in three different 
Literary Readers that are published by two different publishing houses. 

What this repeated use of the same authors achieves is a consistency of input and writing 
styles that no doubt both the publishing houses and the Department found acceptable; as this ‘tried 
and tested’ style was proven accessible to the readership and thus the content and themes could also 
be easily comprehended by the youth. It also guaranteed a specific interpretation of the stories being 
delivered consistently throughout the decades due to the repeated familiarity and consistency of 
language used in the delivery of the stories. 

As highlighted earlier in this thesis, the collection of mythology texts compiled for this 
study do not represent the total volume of published in the country throughout the focus period. 
Therefore, it is most likely that more occurrences of text recycling and repeating of authorship did 
take place from the 1920s up until 2001, thus strengthening even more a consistent delivery of 
theme and content throughout the unfolding decades. 
                                                 
1001 Chapter 9. Appendix 3. Recurring Authors of the Mythology Texts 
1002 Eleanor Hull is noted for her publication The Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature. First published in London, 1898. 
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Fionn versus Cuchulainn 
 

The more frequent number of Fionn and Cuchulainn related stories and themes above all other 
mythological themes in the corpus was striking, although not too surprising considering  these 
characters are the most commonly known and recognisable in the oral culture. The higher frequency 
of Fionn related themes in the corpus in comparison to all others, especially over the Cuchulainn 
related themes was also salient. I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be the most popular within 
the stories and the corpus overall, especially considering the roles Cuchulainn has had within Irish 
society since the inception of the Free State.1003 However, the most frequent theme was that 
associated with the character Fionn, which had an overwhelming majority of frequency occurrences 
over all the other themes 

As exemplified in Appendix 14, the ten most frequent proper types evidenced in the 
complete corpus concordance1004 range from Fionn / Finn with 827 occurrences to Niamh with 104 
occurrences.  

 Proper Type / Frequency  Proper Type / Frequency 
1 Fionn / Finn (827) 6 Ferdia (154) 
2 Oisin / Ossian (387) 7 Maeve (115) 
3 Cuchulainn/n (362) 8 Lir (114) 
4 Setanta (235) 9 Deirdre (110) 
5 Conor (166) 10 Niamh (104) 

  Table 5. Frequency of Top Ten Proper Types in Corpus. 
 
Combined, the Cuchulainn and Setanta occurrences total 597. Along with the Fionn / Finn 
occurrences, 827, these two rank way above all the others documented. Why should such a gap 
have existed and why should Fionn have eclipsed Cuchulainn by such a number? 

The significance factor in relation to the much higher frequency occurrences of these two 
types arguably relates to the themes, scenarios and messages included in the stories and the possible 
influences they may have helped transmit through to the school youth population.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    

Illustration 19. The great hero Fionn and his hunting dogs.1005    
                                                 
1003 For example, as mentioned earlier, the significance of the statue of Cuchulainn in the General Post Office in Dublin, 
unveiled by de Valera in 1935 to commemorate the 1916 Rising. 
1004 Chapter 8. Appendix 14. Image_Top Proper Types in Corpus 
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The Fionn related texts are the most frequent because they contain the themes most pertinent to the 
policies being pursued by the authorities in relation to the inculcation of a national pride in the 
school youth. As detailed above, the Fionn related texts appear to be calling on the school children 
to exemplify, in their own way, the virtues, bravery and character of Fionn and the Fianna, in order 
to strengthen and solidify Ireland’s identity, uniqueness and independence. In addition, there are 
references made in these texts of the positive human qualities this group of Irish people possessed, 
for example, great courage, endurance and chivalry and their immense pride in noble qualities. 

Furthermore, collocations evidenced around the word Fianna contain an undercurrent of a 
form of moral teaching or imply a code of conduct that the readers should aspire to achieving, to be, 
in a sense, truly Irish. Fionn and his men are portrayed as a group who are morally strong and 
virtuous and thus are good role models for contemporary youth. Additionally, the character Fionn 
exhibits strong qualities of leadership and management. As observed above, one text, The Exploits 
of Fionn of 1926,1006 even goes so far as to call for a direct and positive exemplification by the 
school children of the characteristics the Fianna held by first presenting a characteristic description 
and then calling for it to be replicated. The texts states: 
 

We, the companions of Fionn, never lied;  
By courage and strength we came out of every  
difficulty, 1007 

 
and then it is directly followed by a call from the writer to the readers asking: “Is not that a brave 
motto for Irish boys and girls?”1008 Clearly, the morals and values of the past, as portrayed in the 
mythology tales, were considered by the authorities to be appropriate for recognition and emulation 
by the school-going youth of 20th century Ireland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 20. Cuchulainn’s aggressive hurling style.1009 
 
The Cuchulainn related texts on the other hand contain rather different themes, ones that are more 
heroic and flamboyant, and possibly even aggressive, as opposed to containing role model 
characters and moral messages for the school goers to emulate. Nevertheless, the character 
portrayed is vibrant and optimistic and willing to sacrifice all for his locality, Ulster, even to the 

                                                                                                                                                                  
1005 ‘The Exploits of Fionn Parts I,II,III.’ in The Oriel Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1926), p.83. 
1006 ‘The Exploits of Fionn I, II, III’ in The Oriel Readers Junior Book (Dublin. 1926). 
1007 Ibid. p.81. 
1008 Ibid. p.82. 
1009 ‘How Cuchulainn Got His Name’ in The March of Time 1, Junior Book (Dublin, 1996), p.30. 
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detriment of his most close friendships and eventually his own life. So in a sense, he can also be 
considered a type of role model. However, Cuchulainn in these texts can more readily be acclaimed 
the embodiment of the first real national hero, and as such allows Ireland to claim a long, turbulent 
history, one unique and separate from England especially. 

From a socio-cultural and literary history perspective it is worth noting here a divergence 
that has come to light from the apparent dominance of the Fionn material over the Cuchulainn 
material in the school textbooks. Throughout the 20th century Fionn related material has not been 
very popular generally among those active in the field of Irish professional literature. Contrary to 
this, the Cuchulainn theme has been the source of thematic ideas and inspiration for writers all 
through the century, from Yeates to Kinsella to Heaney, who have trawled the Ulster Cycle on 
numerous occasions but who seem to have refrained from seeking inspiration from any Fionn 
related material.  

What has become evident here is the interesting divergence between what happens at school 
level with the recycling of the Fionn material and the comparative neglect with what is not 
happening in professional literature with Fionn related material, when compared to what has been 
occurring with the Cuchulainn related material. Basically, serious literary treatments of any Fionn 
related material are really sparse and are far outweighed and overshadowed by the Cuchulainn 
material throughout the decades in focus in this study. Nevertheless, it is quite the opposite when 
looking at educational material at Primary School level where Fionn material has surpassed 
Cuchulainn material by some degree. 
 

 
Paratextual Elements: Iconography and Illustrations 

 
There are many examples of paratextual elements in the texts analysed. In literary studies, the 
concept ‘paratext’ refers to all typographical material that surrounds the core text (titles, page 
numbers, illustrations, graphs). The iconography and illustrations present in these tales are 
paratextual markers that carry a strong resonance in the overall interpretation of the text’s message. 
The iconography examples are upper-case letters and the illustrations represent characters, events or 
actions described in the tales. Illustrations accompany most of the tales included in the corpus 
(many not included in this analysis such as the Children of Lir , Cormac Mac Airt, Maelduin). The 
focus will remain here on the illustrations connected with the major characters of the mythological 
texts, Fionn, Cuchulainn, and Oisín.  

The examples of letter iconography evidenced are found in texts from the 1920s, 1930s and 
1940s and are predominantly from the same publishing house, The Educational Company. They are 
mostly all the elaborate upper-case letters of the first word in the opening paragraph of the text, for 
example the letters ‘A’ in the word ‘At,’ ‘O’ in the word ‘One’, and ‘B’ in the word ‘But.’ 
Furthermore, all the letters are surrounded by elaborate Celtic motifs of flowing and intertwining 
lines. A presentation of some examples will illustrate the features present.1010 

Icon #1 is the upper-case letter ‘A’ from the word ‘At’ in the sentence: 
“At last they saw before them a lovely country, full of fruit-laden trees, and in the midst a shining 
palace adorned with gold and silver and gems of every hue.” 
 

 
Illustration 21. Icon #1, ‘A’ 

                                                 
1010 A complete list is contained in Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 1. Iconography in the Texts. 
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This is illustration #4 in The Story of Ossian Part I, II from The Saint Columba Readers Junior 
Book (1927). The sentence describes the observations experienced by Oisín and Niamh on their 
arrival in Tír na nÓg. The language used, fruit-laden trees, a shining palace and gold and silver and 
gems of every hue, can trigger the imagination and allow the reader to visualise the location 
described. A most curious and interesting feature of the surrounds depicted in the icon is the 
presence of a Christian monk holding a staff in front of a monastery door. This would arouse a 
certain curiosity among the readers as the situation described in the text is in the pre-Christian era. 
However, the icon does visually realise a Christian presence and also it pre-empts the closing of this 
story where it is maintained that Oisín met St. Patrick who looked after him and baptised him before 
he died of extreme old age, the magic spell of eternal youth having disappeared when he fell from 
his horse on Irish soil. The inclusion of such an elaborate surround with the icon in the body of the 
text may have exerted an additional interpretative influence over the readers. 

Icon #2 is the upper-case letter ‘O’ from the word ‘One’ in the sentence: 
“One morning, as Cuchulainn was going down to the play-field, he happened to pass within hearing 
of a bench on a sunny bank, where Cathbad the Druid used to sit every day, teaching his older 
pupils.” 

 
Illustration 22. Icon #2, ‘O’ 

 
This is illustration #1 in How Cuchulainn took Arms – I, II from the Irish Life and Work Readers 
Junior Book (1931). The sentence describes the setting where Cuchulainn makes the decision to 
begin using real weapons and thus take his place in the adult warrior world. It introduces the 
concept of instruction by the Druid class in earlier Irish society, where Cathbad the Druid used to 
sit every day, teaching his older pupils, as well as describing a calm, pleasant, natural environment, 
a bench on a sunny bank. The Celtic motif of the intertwining line around and inside the letter 
provides an additional distinctive element to the content and also helps to give the page a 
uniqueness. It thus assists and promotes an interpretation of both the print and the textual story that 
is particularly Irish. 

Icon #3 is the upper-case letter ‘O’ from the word ‘One’ in the sentence: 
“One of the oldest Irish stories, the Táin Bó Cuailgné, tells how Maeve, Queen of Connacht, raided 
Ulster to get possession of the famous Brown Bull of Cooley.” 
 

 
Illustration 23. Icon #3, ‘O’  

 
This is illustration #1 in The Cattle Raid of Cooley from The Kincora Readers Intermediate Book 
(1940). The sentence describes one of the most famous of the Irish mythological themes, the Táin 
Bó Cuailgné, and introduces two of the most influential characters in the epic, Queen Maeve and the 
Brown Bull of Cooley. The language used in the sentence, such as the phrase One of the oldest Irish 
stories, Queen of Connacht, and the words Ulster, raided and famous is specific to localised heroic 
exploits. It refers to the ‘old days,’ makes reference to a chivalric situation (Queen) and identifies a 
unique territorial area (Ulster). This one sentence with the explosive introduction of the icon 
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incorporating the Celtic intertwining line encapsulates multiple imagery and impressionable 
concepts for the reader to absorb. Once again, the Celtic motif (of the intertwining line around and 
inside the letter) helps to present a certain uniqueness and thus allows for an interpretation of both 
the print and the unfolding story that is uniquely Irish. 

Icon #4 is the upper-case letter ‘B’ from the word ‘But’ in the sentence: 
“But happy as he was he did not forget his father and his friends of old, and one day he rode back 
across the sea to pay a visit to his old friends and country.” 
 

 
Illustration 24. Icon #4, ‘B’ 

 
This is illustration #4 in The Return of Oisín I, II from The Kincora Readers Junior Book (1940). 
The sentence is the opening paragraph of the second part of this text that goes on to describe Oisín’s 
return to Ireland and his sad demise after his mishap of falling off his horse that resulted in the 
breaking of the magic spell. The sentence intimates a love for family, friends and country (he did 
not forget his father and his friends of old, his old friends and country), aspects that encapsulate the 
prime characteristics associated with Oisín throughout the corpus of texts gathered. The sentence is 
quite a moving set of words, made all the more impressionable with the inclusion of the Celtic motif 
bound letter exploding on to the page beginning the sentence, and again incorporating the Celtic 
intertwining line. 
  The inclusion of these paratextual elements are an elaborate addition to the school texts and 
easily attract the readers attention. These icons are an elaborate addition to the school texts. They 
were an additional element of national uniqueness placed in the story for the benefit of the reader. 
Arguably therefore the icons played a role in disseminating a sense of national self image because 
they appealed to past glories, they identified with a particular unique period in the countries past – 
Celtic Art and the writings produced in the Scriptoria of the many monasteries around the country. 
They helped bridge the past to the contemporary classroom and generated a respect for the abilities 
of the people who lived in the country in the old days. 

A variety of illustrations have already been included and commented upon. They all depict 
scenes from the texts and many contain the key figures in the mythological stories, Fionn, 
Cuchulainn, and Oisín. Almost all the illustrations depict heroic actions and mostly all the 
characters wear very heroic-looking, warrior-like, Spartan dress. Additionally, much of the 
surrounding scenery in the illustrations depicts wide-open natural spaces and also highlight specific 
architectural styles – either that of castles or military-style forts or stockades. The inclusion of such 
images can influence the young readers minds in imagining and developing their historical and 
cultural heritage of their country. 
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 Illustration 25. Setanta overpowers the Hound of Cullan.1011 
 

The complete collections of illustrations from the texts associated with Fionn, Cuchulainn, and 
Oisín are in the Illustration Files in Volume 2.1012 Some key characteristics of these illustrations 
include: 
 

• They are a constant feature in the texts throughout the decades, 1920s – 1990s. 
• Heroic imagery and actions are either portrayed or implied.  
• Many of the characters are carrying weapons such as spears, swords, shields and daggers. 
• Many of the earlier illustrations contain a strong chivalric tone. 
• The warriors depicted are mostly dressed in Spartan dress, with cloaks, helmets and high-

laced sandals. 
• There is a clear visionary separatism from other cultures visible, for example elements of 

Celtic motifs on wall decorations and other Celtic ornamentation. 
• The scenery depicted sometimes portrays a vast and natural landscape such as rivers, 

mountains, valleys and woodland.  
• The illustrations contain a strong Celto-Irish tone. There is a uniqueness of place and of 

attitudes portrayed through all the above listed characteristics in the illustrations. 
• Many of the later illustrations focus on the person, rather than including the broader 

landscape.  
• Some of the later illustrations are presented in comic style form as opposed to individualised 

illustrations.  
• There are a few repetitions of the illustrations during the decades, but not at all to the extent 

that the texts are repeated. 
• Illustrations are also evident in the other thematic tales (Children of Lir , Maelduin, Salmon 

of Knowledge), but are not introduced at this point 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1011 ‘Cuchulainn’ in New Prospect, Junior Book (Dublin, 1966), p.101. 
1012 Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 2 Cuchulainn; Illustrations 3 Fionn; Illustrations 4 Oisín. 
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Illustration 26. Dermot offers to carry the old lady across the river.1013 
 
The illustrations chosen to accompany the mythology tales speak for themselves, in the contexts 
and imaging they portray. These works provide an added ingredient to the delivery of the themes 
and messages being disseminated in the texts. Many of these drawings no doubt helped to further 
ingrain heroic, active and unique imagery and impressions in the minds of the young readers where 
a sense of urgency, excitement and adventure and a uniqueness of place and attitudes are in 
evidence. All of the elements highlighted above must have assisted in the influence of the text as a 
whole and also must have assisted in the interpretation of the text content and message(s). 
Additionally, there is no doubt that the inclusion of illustration in the texts promoted and helped in 
the discussion(s) that must have accompanied the working through the texts in the classrooms and 
helped to activate strong imagery about Ireland’s past, heroic and unique. Thus, the illustrations too 
are assisting in the implantation of a unique national self-image of the country. 
 
 

Authenticating the Myths 
 
Evidenced in the mythology tales through the decades are numerous examples of historical and 
geographical references referring to or placing the characters and events in real-time history. This is  
establishing the authenticity of character and event being presented in the tales and therefore 
authenticating the characteristics and virtues described in these myths. For example,  

• a 1926 text states: “One of the greatest of the Irish heroes [Cuchulainn] lived about the time 
when Our Saviour was on earth.” 

• a 1934 text states: “Long before the coming of St. Patrick to Ireland there lived a very brave 
and handsome little boy named Setanta.” 

• a 1966 text states: “… a boy who lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth.” 
• and a 1993 text states: “… about the time when Christ was on earth.” 1014 

                                                 
1013 ‘Dermot and Fionn’ in The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933), p.113. 
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This procedure of stating or making reference in the texts that the characters and events occurred in 
an acknowledged historical timeframe is common through all the texts analysed connected to Fionn, 
Oisín and Cuchulainn. Eleanor Hull’s Chapter opening statement on p.154, where she writes in 
1912: “… we can never anywhere say, ‘Here ends legend, here begins history,”1015 is again 
evidenced in such statements as these. As the young learners had already been introduced to the 
historical information accompanying these statements, it was solely a matter of association for them 
to also place characters such as Cuchulainn and Oisín alongside the likes of Jesus Christ and St. 
Patrick, thus be convinced that Cuchulainn and the other mythological protagonists referred to in 
the tales really existed. Of interest in many of the instances is the biblical reference that is also 
included. This is worthy of further investigation at a later date.  

In addition to the above examples, the opening quotes in each section above for Fionn, 
Oisín, Cuchulainn and Setanta also present text content that highlight this strategy of authenticating 
the episodes and characters being presented, most often with an accompanying biblical or religious 
reference. For example, Fionn is noted to have lived in the early Christian era: “Finn Mac Cumhal 
was the captain or leader of the militia of the High King of Ireland – Cormac Mac Art – in the 
second century of the Christian era.”1016 Oisin is reported to have lived at the same time Saint 
Patrick was in Ireland: “While he[Oisín] had been in the Land of the Young, Saint Patrick had come 
to Ireland to teach the people about the Son of God.”1017 And it is written that Cuchulainn lived 
concurrently to the time Jesus Christ was alive in the Middle East: “Some of the finest of our 
legends tell of a boy [Cuchulainn] who lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth.”1018 

These excerpts from a sample of texts published over a time period from the 1920s to the 
1970s are bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and are placing the myths in 
the students’ true and acceptable historical past. Consequently, this is authenticating the themes, 
characters and events described in the stories. In turn, due to the fact that the texts imply the 
characters and events actually occurred, it was arguably much easier for the student body to believe 
the content and likewise acceptable to try and emulate the attributes described in their (directed) 
ambition to be true Irish citizens. Many of the references are associated with either biblical or 
religious events, thus indicating the possible prominence of religious instruction in the curriculum 
also – so as the young learners strived to become good Irish citizens they also strived to be good 
Irish, Catholic youth. 

In addition to the historical references, there are multiple references to geographical 
locations throughout the island of Ireland that serve to transfer the distant in time themes in the 
stories to a closeness in spatial reality in the students’ living environments. In the Fionn tales there 
are references to locations clearly identifiable by the young readers, such as Leinster, Connaught, 
Castleknock, the Slieve Bloom mountains, and the Boyne river. These elements add to the text a 
real ‘here and now’ factor, another element in bridging the text contents with the contemporary 
readership. In the Oisín tales there are references to the Lakes of Killarney. In the Cuchulainn 
related stories there are multiple references to geographical locations that the students would be 
familiar with, such as Dundalk, the River Boyne and Ulster. These references, along with the 
frequent use of Ireland throughout the corpus set the geographic parameters on the themes and 
actions being introduced and promoted in the mythological texts. They confirm to the readership a 
concrete and unique place of existence that has strong historical links to geographical locations 
throughout the country. 

                                                                                                                                                                  
1014 ‘A Champion of Ulster Pt. I, II, III’ in The Oriel Readers,  Junior Book (Dublin, 1926); ‘Little Setanta Part I, II’ in 
The Clarion Readers for Irish Schools, Junior Book (Dublin, 1934); ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect, Junior 
Book (Dublin, 1966); ‘The Story of Setanta’ in Past Times, Middle Standard Book 1 (Dublin, 1993). 
1015 E. Hull in 1912, as quoted in S. Deane, op.cit., (Oxford, 1997), p.114. 
1016 ‘Who was Oisin I, II’ in The Rosemary Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1925), p.103. 
1017 ‘Oisin in the Land of the Young’ in Now We Read, Junior Book (Dublin, 1974), p.61. 
1018 ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect, Junior Book (Dublin, 1966), p.97. 
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Thus between historical and geographical references there are many words covering place 
and time concepts in the corpus. Many of these concepts situate the themes in the past, the historical 
references, which can be interpreted as distant, colourful and exciting by the readers and can also be 
appealing to their imagination. Simultaneously, there are also multiple references in the stories of 
geographical references, not distant in time, but with a spatial proximity to the readers. So the 
mythology tales have a dual characteristic – they present the heroic, fantastical themes and 
characters of the past while concurrently including the immediate ‘here and now’ as the setting for 
the activities being described; a typical example being a description of the activities of the Fianna. 
This approach is transporting the ancient stories into contemporary settings, creating a closeness, an 
affinity that the readers can relate to. This makes the themes, characters and messages more 
palpable than ever to the readership. With this phenomenon the youth are placed in close proximity 
to the emotions, heroics, attitudes and actions being exuded by the protagonists in the stories, their 
role models. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Now that we have examined and commented upon the textbook material presented over the 
preceding chapters, what conclusions can be drawn from this study? To begin with, one must realise 
that in the Irish Free State and in the early decades of the Irish Republic there was an all-pervasive 
Gaelicisation of the cultural frame of reference throughout the public sphere. This is evident in 
many formats and here I will only provide examples containing a mythological theme. For example 
in cultural activities, at the Aonach Tailteann1019 (the Festival of Teltown) in 1928 ‘The Coming of 
Fionn’ was enacted on the grounds of Lord Iveagh’s residence in Dublin1020 where the participants 
re-enacted an ancient battle dressed in Spartan clothing and carried spears, shields and swords; 
interestingly, their dress style was a physical representation, a bringing to life, of the illustrations 
that were being included with the mythology tales in the Literary Reader schoolbooks at the time 
and thereafter. A forerunner of such events was the Juverna Bazaar of 1903, held by the Christian 
Brothers, where the heroic theme held a prominent position (the entrance to the Bazaar had a poster 
of an heroic Irish warrior and each stall had its name written in large Irish characters and linked to 
some historic Irish location).1021 

This cultural frame of reference is also apparent in other aspects not particularly noticeable 
in themselves, and can be described by what Billig1022 has termed representations of ‘banal 
nationalism.’ As stated in Chapter 2, Billig argues that, “daily the nation is indicated or flagged in 
the lives of its citizenry” through non-direct, subliminal means, in an environment where “the 
metonymic image of banal nationalism is not a flag being consciously waved with fervent passion; 
it is the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building.”1023 Examples in the Irish public sphere 
carrying a mythological theme are seen right into contemporary times, such as in telephone cards, 
postage stamps and the country’s legal tender.1024 Stamps with a mythology theme have included the 
1991 issue commemorating the 75th anniversary of the 1916 rebellion depicting the statue of 
Cuchulainn by Oliver Sheppard in the General Post Office and the 1997 Europa issue depicting the 
Children of Lir  and Oisín and Niamh. Again in the 1990s there are representations of the same 
group of mythological characters in telephone cards that also included cards depicting Deirdre of 

                                                 
1019 See Chapter 3, p.65. 
1020 For a recording of this event see the British Pathé site http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=16414 . Note 
again that Pearse also staged this drama at his school Saint Enda’s  in March 1909 – see Chapter 3. 
1021 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.203. See Chapter 3. 
1022 M. Billig, op.cit., (London, 1995).  
1023 Ibid. p.6 and p.8. 
1024 Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 5. Banal nationalism - Banknotes, Coins and Callcards. 
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the Sorrows and Oisín. Perhaps Irish currency, both notes and coins, have been the most 
representative and prevalent exemplification of this phenomenon. For instance, bank notes with 
mythological content include the 1 pound note featuring Queen Maeve, in circulation between 1976 
and 1993.1025 The ten shilling coin of 1966 is by far the most illustrative of what Billig argues when 
he states: 
  In so many little ways, the citizenry are daily reminded of their national 
  place in a world of nations.1026 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 27. Plate 1, Ten Shilling Coin 1966. 
 
The ten shilling coin was produced for the 50th anniversary of the Easter Rebellion and was put into 
circulation on April 12, 1966. The coin features Cuchulainn, (a miniature of the statue in the 
General Post Office) and Patrick Pearse. It is the only Irish coin to feature an inscription on the edge 
up to that time, reading “éirí amach na cásca 1916,” translated as “1916 Easter Rebellion.” The 
coin is also unique in being the only modern circulated Irish coin not to feature the harp, instead 
featuring the bust of Pearse.  

People move about in an ambient nationalism, which is so all pervasive and so unobtrusive 
that they hardly notice it (as with the examples of currency, stamps and telephone cards above). All 
such phenomena are an ongoing affirmation that the State is ‘there.’ Thus the all-encompassing 
cultural frame of reference that is connected to the Irish myths can be seen as banal nationalism. As 
this study shows, its first inculcation occurs through the incorporation of the mythology tales and 
their accompanying illustrations in the National School textbooks of the emerging Irish state. 

In this thesis I have brought to the surface a concrete sample of text data and I have 
conducted textual analyses in order to illustrate how this banal nationalist frame of reference of 
Gaelic Ireland was indoctrinated into the school-going youth of Ireland.1027 The corpus I have 
compiled for this study may, in the eyes of a corpus analyst, be considered to be quite small. This I 
acknowledge. However, one must take into account the minimal availability of the textbook 
material due to the absence of a central repository of school textbooks and also the large amount of 
textbook recycling that occurred throughout the period under investigation. From these perspectives 
alone the corpus, although perhaps considered small, but for such an historical study as conducted 
here, a minute statistical analysis of approximately 150,000 words, it does seem ample for the 
purposes at hand.  
 
During its formative decades, post-1922 Irish society was a contentious, unsettled environment, 
politically and socially. It was a State where 
 
 schools were used as a means to an extra-educational end, and schooling was directed  

                                                 
1025 See Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 5 op. cit. for more examples. 
1026 M. Billig. op cit., (London, 1995), p.8. 
1027 As highlighted earlier in this thesis, the collection of texts compiled for this study do not represent the total volume 
of textbooks published in the country throughout the focus period. 
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not at developing the potentialities of the individual pupils for the pupils’ sake, but at  
developing certain cultural traits for the nation’s sake.1028 
 

This was also a society rife with factionalism. One common ground for all the branches and 
varieties of Irish political life was the mythological theme, where we find its existence in such 
influential mediums as cultural pageants, literature and education. As Rutherford states 
 

One of the essential functions of myth is to provide a frame of reference to which every 
individual member of a society can attune his conduct. In the same way that every Christian 
is urged to model himself on the founder of his religion, the pagan Celt was expected to 
model himself on the heroes like Cu Chulainn. … It is for this reason that an agreed and 
uniformly accepted mythology is a prerequisite for every human society. It provides its 
essential cohesion, so that when a society … has no shared mythology it is in danger of 
disintegration or destruction by another society.1029 

 
The mythology tales held a ‘neutral ground’ in this politically and socially strife-ridden 
environment of the developing Irish Free State and later Republic, as principally, although the 
factions violently disagreed with one another, they all shared one common belief and goal, 
separation from the British Empire and national autonomy. This “ancient literature could, … like 
the nation’s history, be a vital force that not only bound present to past, but also linked all Ireland in 
a shared and magnificent heritage.”1030 These tales, placed in the National School textbooks, allowed 
for the convergence of all the factional political and social groups in their acknowledgement and 
acceptance of these texts as a vehicle to help promote and establish an Irish self-image. For such 
reasons, these mythology tales play an integral role in the inculcation and dissemination of a 
national self-image in the young, developing country. 
 
Before moving to a summary of the central features this study has brought to the surface, there is 
one other aspect that deserves reiterating. This has to do with the influential role a number of 
political figures have had on the inclusion of a nationalist ideal in National School education from 
the founding of the Irish State: Pádraig Pearse, Eoin MacNeill, Éamon de Valera and Thomas 
Derrig. Alongside other individuals discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, these four especially have played 
important influential roles in the promotion of the nationalist platform in the National School 
learning environment. Their ideals and actions have been discussed in detail in the earlier Chapters, 
so a brief summation should suffice at this point.  

Patrick Pearse had a profound influence, in his lifetime and after his untimely demise, on the 
development of a national orientated education system and curriculum in Ireland. In his writings in 
An Claidheamh Soluis he stressed how educational reform would be vital in securing a sense of 
identity which would need to be reinforced up to the highest levels of the education system, 
beginning at primary level. His school, Saint Enda’s, established in Dublin in 1908, was an 
educational project that successfully promoted “the visual and literary myth-making discourses of 
national identity and masculinity.”1031  

He championed the incorporation of the mythology themes and characters, especially those 
of Cuchulainn and Fionn, in the school curriculum as a means of providing inspiration to the youth, 
both for moral teaching and for the establishment of a unique identity.1032 He “believed in the 

                                                 
1028 D.H. Akenson, op.cit. (Montreal, 1975), p.41. 
1029 W. Rutherford, Celtic Mythology. The Nature and Influence of Celtic Myth – from Druidism to Arthurian Legend. 
(Glasgow, 1987) p.133. 
1030 P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania,1994), p.276. 
1031 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.2. 
1032 P.H. Pearse, Education in New Ireland. In The Saint Enda’s Readers, Senior Book (Dublin,1931), pp.10-12. 
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pedagogical value of having children’s versions of Irish myths and legends available.”1033 As stated 
in Chapter 4, Pearse’s educational project at Saint Enda’s helped to solidify the mythological text 
genre as a core part of national school textbook material. These mythological stories and other 
references to the ancient literature were to remain an core element in National School textbooks 
throughout the 20th century, helping to disseminate the inculcation of a heroic, Christian Irish-
Ireland nation identity to all the pupils. Although Pearse died in 1916, even as late as 1947 the 
INTO’s Plan for Education contained Pearsean ideals on the Irish education system, a strong 
acknowledgement for Pearse and his views and policies on the delivery of education in Ireland over 
30 years after his death. 

Eoin MacNeill, Celtic scholar, political activist and politician, is another individual whose 
contribution to the development of the Irish education system must be acknowledged. As well as his 
military activism (see Chapter 4), MacNeill was the first Cabinet Minister for Education in the Free 
State, from August 1922 to November 1925. He held strong opinions on the role education should 
play in the establishment and identity development of the newly formed country, as is evident in 
excerpts of his writing. Outlining his ideas on education in The Irish Review in October 1922 he 
stated, “(A) national purpose in education should aim at enriching and developing the whole 
national life through the enrichment and development of the individual life.”1034 In 1925 he 
proclaimed, “(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish 
nationality, that is, the form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”1035 Based on 
such remarks it is clear that the educational arena, and the National School environment in 
particular, was to play an important role in building a foundation of national self image among the 
school youth; and that MacNeill was one of the driving forces in the programme to establish Ireland 
as a distinct separate state through methodologies pursued in the school classrooms and 
playgrounds across the country. Furthermore, from the administrative perspective, he was 
responsible for the convening of the Second National Programme Conference in 1925 and can thus 
be considered one of the supporters, if not one of the architects, of the National School curriculum 
that was to remain in use for the next fifty years in the Free State. 

In March 1926 de Valera formed his political party, Fianna Fáil, the party that was to be all-
dominant in Irish politics for the remainder of the twentieth century. The choice of name for the 
party allowed him to lay claim to part of the Irish heroic past, Fianna referring to the Fianna from 
the Ossianic Cycle of the mythologies. This anchored the party’s identity firmly in the ancient and 
more recent heroic past (there was also the link to 1858 and the founding of the Fenian 
Brotherhood) and provided de Valera with the scope to utilise the associated concepts and 
metaphors to promote his political ambitions and policies. Thus he had formed a political identity 
unquestionable in its integrity to the nationalist cause and national image. He claimed that Fianna 
Fáil “stood for the nation, for national unity … (and that it) was a national movement, not a mere  
party.”1036   

De Valera came to power in 1932 and remained in office for 16 consecutive years thereafter. 
As part of his broad political outlook, he considered it the duty of the National Schools to instil the 
qualities of nationhood, self-respect and national pride into its pupils. This was a view he publicly 
expressed when addressing the National Congress of National School teachers in Killarney in 1940 
while fulfilling his short tenure as Minister of Education in 1939-40.1037 He believed the National 
School teacher was an integral player in achieving the objective of nurturing the nation to the 
development and attainment of its own distinct self-image. Highlighting the importance of the 

                                                 
1033 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.92. 
1034 E. MacNeill, op.cit., (Dublin, 1922), p.3. 
1035 E. MacNeill, op.cit., (October 24th 1925), p.200. 
1036 D. G. Boyce, op.cit., (London, 1991), p.348. 
1037 Capuchin Annual 1941, op.cit., (Dublin 1941), pp.183-188. 
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school environment he declared: “the national schools are the centres of national training, of 
character formation, the supply force of all the basic qualities on which the nation must be built.”1038 
Implying that a significant part of the curriculum should focus on the country’s past, he affirmed 
that it is the schools that are above all other places the meeting ground of the past, present and 
future, which is Éire.1039 Thus, as the most prominent and most influential political figure in the 
formative decades of the Irish State, de Valera’s attitudes and concerns in relation to the inclusion 
of aspects of the country’s glorious past, and therefore inclusive of the mythology tales, in the 
National School curriculum arguably played a role in the ongoing inclusion of the mythology tales 
in the schoolbooks and their utilisation as themes and concepts to promote a unique national self-
image. 

Thomas Derrig was the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to this day with 7 
terms of Office in Fianna Fáil administrations over a 15-year period during the 1930s and 1940s. 
He was elected to Dáil Éireann as a member of the Fianna Fáil party in 1927 and was appointed 
Minister of Education in de Valera’s first government in 1932. Shortly after taking up office, he 
stated as Minister that “he was committed to school programmes in which the Irish language and 
history would combine to foster a patriotic and Gaelic outlook.”1040 This policy attitude related to 
the importance of pursuing the Gaelicisation agenda was further declared in the Notes for primary 
school teachers published in 1933 by Derrig’s Department of Education in which was stated: “(the) 
Gaelic attitude … gives us our individuality as a nation, without it we become an amorphous or a 
hybrid people.”1041 Derrig was an ardent supporter of the nationalist drive within the educational 
arena. He was committed to developing and supporting education initiatives that cultivated a 
patriotic and Gaelic outlook.1042 He strongly supported the revival of the Irish language in the 
learning environment and he continued the policies of earlier activists in the educational field (e.g. 
Ó Brolcháin and MacNeill). Due to his long tenure as Minister, he is arguably one of the most 
influential people who helped ingrain policies and attitudes in the Department’s outlook as to how 
the national ideal and national self-image should be dealt with in National Schools. This programme 
of instruction contained the mythological tales.  

Three of the four people discussed above held the Education Minister’s portfolio and so 
were centrally involved in all developments in the educational sphere. All of these individuals 
supported and promoted the inclusion of a nationalist agenda in the National School learning 
environment and had no objection to the incorporation of the mythology themes and tales in the 
schoolbooks to assist this ideal. The mythology themes and their representative tales were thus part 
of the platform from which the nationalist ideals were carried forward in the National School 
learning environment.  

Pearse however is the most profound and influential of the group. It is through Pearse that 
the controversial and dynamic 19th century debates around nationalism, education and mythology 
all come together. He exemplifies the interaction between culture and politics at this juncture in 
Irish history. With a textbook in one hand and a Browning pistol in the other,1043 culturally Pearse 
was active and prolific in the fields of language, literature and education, while almost 
simultaneously he was the revolutionary who arguably set in motion the Easter Rising. As an 
educationalist Pearse was viewed as an innovative and inspirational figure by many of the education 
bureaucrats in the newly-formed Free State. Pearse had put into practice his theories on Irish 

                                                 
1038 Ibid., p.183. 
1039 Ibid. p.188. 
1040 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.43.  
1041 As cited in 1933, in A. Kelly, Cultural imperatives: the Irish language revival and the education system (Dublin, 
1999), p.32  
1042 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.43. 
1043 Pearse handed over his Browning automatic pistol on his surrender to Brigadier General Lowe on 29th April 1916 at 
the GPO (personal communication with Ms. Sandra McIllory, National History Museum Dublin, June 11th 2010).  
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education; he had been ‘hands-on’ in initiating what he believed to be a curriculum suitable to the 
Irish youth when he formed Saint Enda’s in 1908. This set him apart from other critics and writers 
of the period, such as Thomas Davis who merely presented their arguments on the emerging 
education issue in published work, and resulted in Pearse remaining an authoritative figure in the 
education debates well into the 1940s. Additionally, through his actions and early death by firing 
squad Pearse acquires the stature of a mythic hero himself to the activists who followed him, and is 
thus arguably seen as a 20th century Cuchulainn, the hero he continually strived to emulate in his 
own life. O’Leary informs us that 
 
 In the ensuing years of literary, political, and educational work, and especially with his 

founding of Sgoil Éanna in 1908, Pearse’s faith in the pedagogical value of early Irish  
literature and his adoption of Cú Chulainn as an inspirational exemplar took an additional  
depth and significance.1044 
 

Pearse, whose martyrdom occurred before separatist nationalism fissioned into warring factions,   
can thus be viewed as an icon with symbolic value. He mediates the divide between culture and 
politics in the peak period of Ireland’s struggle for independence, and his educational ideas 
especially remained relevant through the early decades of the newly-formed State. 
 
In relation to the mythology tales contained in the Literary Reader schoolbook series and a number 
of History books compiled for this study and arguably representing the corpus of school text 
published during the period under investigation, this study has revealed a number of central features 
that will now be briefly summarised.   

It has been found that the mythology tales are the sole vehicle in the textbooks for 
presenting an Irish identity perspective and link to the glorious ancient Irish past. Remarkably, these 
tales actually account for a very small percentage of the overall text content contained in the 
schoolbooks, thus arguably achieving quite a large influence for what is a small proportion of text 
in the schoolbooks. Additionally, in relation to other text content, the neutral text ratio is quite high 
indeed but lacks texts that could be described as having Irish leaning themes or content. This places 
the onus even more acutely on the mythology tales as the bearer of identity characteristics and 
themes to the young readership. 

The temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the eight decades 
under investigation, as illustrated in Chart 4 below (and in more detail in Charts 2 and 3 on p.193), 
has a direct relationship with the external patterns of departmental and social policies and attitudes 
of the day.  
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Chart 4. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001. 

                                                 
1044 P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), pp.250-251. 
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The most noticeable and striking feature evident in the data is there are two peak periods, the 
1920s/1930s and 1980s/1990s, with a conspicuous trough in the 1960s and 1970s. This relatively 
high number in the 1920s and 1930s is most probably due to it being the initial decades the National 
Schools were under the auspice of the Free State Government and an apparent effort was being 
made to set the tone for the inclusion of such a theme in the school textbooks in the decades to 
follow, as the evidence garnered from the analyses verify. This temporal distribution of the tales 
practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from individuals both within the 
government and the Department of Education throughout the study period calling for the school 
environment to be a place where a national pride is instilled in the pupils. Individuals and groups in 
the public domain were also expressing such attitudes and opinions, especially during the earlier 
decades.  

What can be determined as the reason for the trough in the 1960s and 1970s and the rebound 
in the 1980s and ‘90s? The application of hero figures, heroic tales and illustrations as role models 
for youth to adopt in order to develop into strong, loyal individuals can be considered an early 20th 
century ideology. By the 1960s, a different view on what makes a properly balanced adult was 
beginning to emerge. In the structure of the 1970s, where a sense of anti-authoritarianism permeated 
society, this type of hero worship was not really the type of role model the educationalists of the 
time wanted to deliver to the upcoming generation. This was further supported by the demographic 
shift taking place of a new younger generation of National School teachers taking up positions in 
the schools, a population who were not like the earlier ‘pioneers’ and who thus held different 
attitudes on teaching methodologies and the importance of inculcating national ideals in the young 
learner groups. Additionally, a possible backlash from the euphoria of the 1966 anniversary 
celebrations (the 50th anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising) may have been at work. It is from the 
1966 jubilee that we can also trace the rise of revisionism in looking at the recent history of the new 
State,1045 which may well have played its part in the clear reduction of this text genre in the school 
books. These progressions are arguably intriguing, even salient, and merit further analysis and 
research.  

As to the rebound in the 1980s and 1990s, one could put forward the suggestion that it was 
due at least in part to an anti-revisionist response by those responsible for teaching policies and 
school publications. This was an attitude that broadly stated people should not feel any guilt or 
shame about the country’s nationalist past, but instead should once again start to look with pride on 
the country’s past, and on the people and events that brought about the country’s independence. 
This anti-revisionist attitude peaked with the commemorations of the Great Famine1046 in 1995 and 
the 1798 Rebellion1047 in 1998. The rough simultaneity between the peaks and troughs of 
schoolbook material and the back and forth of the revisionism debate in the academic history 
departments is suggestive and intriguing in many respects. The direction of causality is one issue 
worth exploring further. Did shifts in school textbooks produce a generation of historians with as 
different outlook, or did changing attitudes among historians find expression in the production of 
differently-slanted school books? Or did both participate in a wider mentality shift? This last 
possibility raises the no less intriguing issue of the place of academic history-writing in the broader 

                                                 
1045 On the revisionism debates see D. G. Boyce and A. O’Day (Eds.), The Making of Modern Irish History: 
Revisionism and the Revisionist Controversy (London, 1996), C. Brady (Ed.), Interpreting Irish History: The Debate on 
Historical Revisionism, 1938 – 1994 (Dublin, 1994); also F. Shaw, ‘The Canon of Irish History – a Challenge.’ In 
Studies LXI (Summer 1972), pp. 115-153. 
1046 For literature on the Famine and its commemoration see C. Ó Gráda, Famine, Trauma and Memory, (Bealoideas, 
2001), M. Kelleher, Hunger and History: Monuments to the Great Irish Famine, (Textual Practice, 2002), J. Crowley, 
Constructing Famine Memory: The Role of Monuments, (Aldershot, 2007), N.A. Kelly, History by Proxy: Imagining 
the Great Irish Famine (Amsterdam, PhD Thesis, 2010). 
1047 On commemoration literature for the 1798 Rebellion see P. Collins, Who Fears to Speak of ’98? Commemoration 
and the Continuing Impact of the United Irishmen, (Belfast, 2004) and T. Dunne, Rebellions: Memoir, Memory and 
1798, (Dublin, 2004).  
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context of national informal or institutional memory cultures. Clearly, further research to correlate 
these suggestions is warranted. 

In the temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the eight 
decades, we discover the meshing of government attitudes, departmental policies and social 
concerns being mirrored to the production of mythology tales in the schoolbooks, and thus arguably 
conceptual and thematic bridging is taking place between official state policies and the specific text 
content being included in the schoolbooks. The mythological texts were therefore central to 
furthering these inculcation policies and were important in building a perception and 
acknowledgement of a unique country then striving to establish itself from under the shadows of the 
British Empire. 

In relation to the frequency data uncovered, a number of points are worthy of mention again. 
Firstly, the presence of Ulster in the frequency list and its abnormally high ratio in comparison to 
the other provinces of Ireland is quite striking. The word Ulster and its collocational environments 
have active and heroic connotations that especially demonstrate uniqueness of place and identity. 
The references arguably allow the readers to develop an affinity with the province, one that is still 
partly held by an alien power and, as stated above, it arguably also illustrates the importance Ulster 
held for the political administrations of the Free State. Furthermore, the use of the word in the texts 
moves the interpretation from a tribal name to a territorial name. The reader is given to interpret 
Ulster as central to the historical myth being introduced but, from a contemporary perspective, 
peripheral to the political territory.  

Secondly, the number of occurrences and broad connotational representations of the top 
three frequency words in the complete corpus – great, Fionn and king - carry particular 
significances. Primarily, the chivalric connotations emanating from the collocational environments 
of these words are quite strong. And herein lies a quandary. Why should a state recently formed 
largely through physical force, with aspirations to become a republic, support a methodology of 
having chivalric connotations such as references to kings, queens, knights and heroic deeds 
contained in the national education environment? One answer is that it was striving to create an 
affinity and an awareness with a glorious past, a past that could be looked up to, admired and 
possibly emulated in relation to the specific characteristics the themes and protagonists are 
presenting and representing in the tales. They were thus presented as recommended role models for 
the scholars to base their attitudes and actions upon in the developing young country.  

Thirdly, the evident frequency of the character Fionn and the associated collocational 
environments in the tales surrounding his exploits eclipsed those with the Cuchulainn theme 
considerably, which was an unexpected finding. Considering the role and imagery Cuchulainn has 
maintained within Irish society since the inception of the Free State, in political symbolism and 
literature, I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be the most frequent within the schoolbook tales 
and the overall corpus. This was not the case, arguably it was so because each theme carried its own 
strengths, messages and connotations for the young readership. Primarily, the Fionn related texts 
contain the themes most pertinent to the policies being pursued by the authorities in relation to the 
inculcation of a national pride in the school youth. As stated above, the Fionn related texts seem to 
be calling on the school children to exemplify the virtues and character of Fionn and the Fianna 
organisation, in order to strengthen and solidify Ireland’s identity, uniqueness and independence. 
These tales carry an undercurrent of moral teaching or imply a code of conduct that the readers 
should aspire to achieving, to be good Irish people. Fionn and his men are portrayed as a group who 
are morally strong and virtuous and thus a good role model for contemporary youth. The 
Cuchulainn related texts on the other hand contain different themes, more heroic and flamboyant, 
even aggressive, as opposed to containing moral messages for the school goers to emulate. The 
dominance of the Fionn tales over the Cuchulainn tales is one that deserves further attention, 
especially as this finding runs contrary to the lack of Fionn material in general literary treatment 
and cultural import in Ireland during the 20th century. 
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The three main protagonists in the mythology corpus, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, are 
portrayed as heroic characters who exhibit additional specific characteristics unique to themselves. 
They are role model representatives for the contemporary school youth. Fionn is a leader and an 
organiser, referred to as a great Irish chief, a person to be trusted due to his outlook and abilities. 
Cuchulainn is portrayed as the all action hero, the one who puts duty and obligation ahead of all 
other elements in his dealing with those around him, even if it results in his own suffering or loss. 
He is active in struggle and antagonism and always triumphs due to his attitude and self-belief. 
Lastly, Oisín is the wise, pensive hero, the milder, more caring and loving character of the three, in 
a more meditative mode. His frailties are highlighted so we can perceive him in a more human-like 
manner. Additionally, he is acknowledged as accepting ‘the new faith,’ hence being a good role 
model for accepting and adhering to the teachings of the Christian Church. Thus, we find ‘a 
triangulation of role models’ for the growing youth of Ireland presented in the collection of stories 
chosen, and continually recycled, for inclusion in the National School textbooks. Three types of 
personality are thematically presented repeatedly across the text corpus. With these role models a 
continuity is established, the continuity of boy to man – the boy hero who becomes the mature, 
oftentimes, great leader and thus a concept the youth can readily relate to, boyhood preparedness 
evolves into adult fruition. The lexical evidence uncovered allows us to identify the characteristics 
of leadership and organisation, struggle and council, three key characteristics the youth of Ireland 
should acquire to acknowledge, respect and support their recently formed, developing country. The 
absence of female role models is striking. Such salient females as are present in the mythological 
corpus (Maeve, Emer, Deirdre) tend to be underrepresented or absent in the schoolbooks. 
Pedagogical ideals in Ireland clearly were a men-only affair.  

Throughout the corpus there is multiple evidenced of referring to or placing the key 
protagonists and events in real-time history, helping to establish their authenticity and also 
authenticating the characteristics and virtues attributed to the protagonists in the stories. This 
approach, which can be registered in the texts published over the entire time period under 
investigation, is bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and accordingly places 
the myths in the students’ understanding of Ireland’s true and accepted historical past. In addition to 
the historical references, there are also numerous references to geographical locations throughout 
Ireland spread across the scenarios described in the mythology tales, ranging from place names to 
mountain ranges to rivers. These references, with the frequent use of the word ‘Ireland’ throughout 
the corpus, set the geographic parameters on the themes and actions being introduced and promoted 
in the mythological texts and add a real ‘here and now’ factor that serves to transfer the temporally 
distant themes in the stories to a closeness in spatial reality in the students’ living environments, 
thus forging another element in bridging the mythological themes with the contemporary 
readership.  

Another noticeable feature arising from the analysis is the phenomenon of the recycling of 
the mythology tales in the schoolbooks accompanied by the recurring of same authors of the tales 
across the decades under investigation. Curiously, not alone do the tales appear to contain the same 
message but they also apply practically identical language repeatedly for expression of theme and 
ideas in the plot lines. Basically, the central message of each tale remains constant throughout, 
although sometimes the language may be slightly altered, as exemplified above in Table 2, page 
194. Accompanying this recycling of text theme and content is the recurring of the same authorship 
of many of the mythological tales. The same author was published in different decades, by different 
publishing houses, in different Literary Readers, as well as being published multiple times in the 
same Literary Readers. This repeated use of the same texts and same authors achieved a consistency 
of input and writing styles. A specific interpretation of the stories remains constant throughout the 
decades due to the repeated consistency of theme and language used in the delivery of the stories 
and in spite of the generational and historical shifts of the century. Thus, by continuously relying on 
an often-recycled, small selection of mythological material for the tales in the schoolbooks, what 
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has in fact been created is an unbroken message stream, a canon of mythological literature for the 
National School learning environment down through the decades under investigation. 

A further interesting characteristic found in many of these tales is the iconography and 
illustrations accompanying the storyline that carry a strong resonance in the overall interpretation of 
the text’s message. The inclusion of these paratextual elements no doubt helped to attract the 
readers’ attention to the messages being presented in the tales. The icons and illustrations are 
intricate additions to predominantly mundane school texts. They can be described as an additional 
element of national uniqueness placed in the story for the benefit of the reader, but for a purpose. 
Both the icons and the illustrations play a role in disseminating a sense of national self-image 
because they appeal to past glories, they identify with a particular unique period in the countries 
past and they also help to build a bridge to the past. Almost all the illustrations depict heroic actions 
and chivalric imagery with the characters all very heroic looking in their dress style and actions. 
The inclusion of such images can help to influence the young readers minds in imagining and then 
developing their historical and cultural heritage of their country. Their inclusion presents a clear 
visual separatism from other cultures and the illustrations especially contain a strong Celto-Irish 
essence. There is also a uniqueness of place and of attitudes portrayed through the characteristics 
presented in the illustrations that provide an added ingredient to the delivery of the themes and 
messages in the texts and cannot but have helped to further ingrain heroic, active and unique 
impressions and imagery in the minds of the young readers. 

This then is a brief summary of the main findings of this study. I have argued that the 
inclusion of the mythological themes and tales in the Literary Reader National School textbook 
series provided a platform for the policies of the inculcation of national pride, self-respect and self-
image in the Irish nation (official government and Department policy following the Second 
National Programme Conference and Report in 1926). Textual evidence in the form of frequency 
counts and collocational environments could only have been uncovered through computational 
analyses, supported by rhetorical analyses of the most frequent Proper Types evidenced in the 
corpus. I have been able to draw my conclusions based upon solid statistical data and utilise 
information that is concrete and not hypothetical. The conclusions drawn are my personal 
interpretation, but these conclusions are based upon factual, statistical information garnered from 
the analyses conducted on the corpus of mythological text found in the various series of Literary 
Readers and small number of History books accumulated for this research.  
 
The mythological tales, as mediated through the National School environment, were a prime factor 
in the Irish nation-building process. The myths were a suitable choice as they were trans-partisan, 
they were unifying in their message of a glorious and heroic past, and they stressed the unique 
individuality of Ireland as they were shared with no other country. The Irish State and its people at 
this juncture in its development was a divided and severely traumatised society with deep scars 
inflicted over the period of its armed conflict, culminating with the partition of Ulster1048 and the 
Civil War of 1922-23.1049 From 1923 onwards Ireland is not just a newly independent State, it is also 
a partitioned country further divided by the recently fought Civil War and the existence of varying 
interpretations by the populace of what Ireland’s struggle for a Republican independence should 
entail. It is against such a background that the myths are important. The mythological literature is 
both acceptable and inspirational to all parties concerned, so that when it is included in the 
education curriculum it does not find any opposition or criticism from any corner of the evolving 
society.  

                                                 
1048 Through the ‘Government Of Ireland Act 1920.’ For more detailed information see R. Kee, Ourselves Alone. 
Volume 3 of The Green Flag (London, 1976), pp.139-140.   
1049 For a broad overview of this conflict see H. Litton, The Irish Civil War, An Illustrated History, (Dublin, 1995), for a 
more detailed presentation see P. Cottrell, The Irish Civil War 1922-23, (Oxford, 2008) and E. Purdon, Irish Civil War 
1922-23, (Dublin, 2001). 
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In incorporating myths in the curriculum the State’s education approach could disguise what was 
effectively a nationalist ideology as if it were merely another pedagogical component in the broader 
educational curriculum. The inclusion and use of the mythology tales in the curriculum to promote a 
nationalist ideology particular to the Irish State, I argue, is identifiable with the beliefs, writings and 
actions of Patrick Pearse. As an educationalist, Pearse left his imprint on the education environment 
in the Free State. Pearse was still an influential force in 1947 when the INTO compiled and 
published their Plan for Education. Additionally, Pearse can also himself be considered trans-
partisan in that, after his execution,  he evolves into an almost mythical hero himself. Both main 
political blocks in the emerging State – Cumann na nGaedheal and Sinn Féin (later to be replaced 
by Fianna Fáil) – could connect to and lay claim to Pearse like no other nationalist leader post 
1916. The incorporation of mythological themes and tales in the education environment of early 
20th century Ireland, pre and post the establishment of the Free State, to promote the glorious past 
and highlight the uniqueness of the nation can be directly traced back to Pearse. It is in the attitudes 
and policies of Pearse that all the strands of nationalist politics, education developments and the 
incorporation of mythology in the school system, interweaving with one another throughout the 19th 
century but never meshing, finally merge as the potent nationalist force that was at once political, 
cultural and educational. Pearse was instrumental in introducing and promoting a strong nationalist 
agenda that combined armed force separatism, educationalism, and a strong Gaelic cultural agenda 
incorporating mythology, all of which played pertinent roles in the achieving and establishing of an 
independent Ireland in 1921. 
 
My research focus in this thesis has been broad. My objective was to accumulate a corpus of 
National School tales with a mythological theme, analyse them and see what I could find, as I 
believed that such texts played a role in the conception and development of an Irish national 
identity, a self-image. What has resulted from my approach suggests further attention and research. 
I have not addressed the role of gender in these mythology texts; neither have I paid attention to the 
Irish language-mythology texts that were printed during this period. More remains to be said on the 
dominance of the Fionn tales over the Cuchulainn tales; a surprising dominance given the lack of  
Fionn material in general literary and cultural treatment in 20th century Ireland. All the above are 
areas for future research that I hope will enlighten and expand the area that has now been opened up 
through my initial foray in this type of analysis of National School education literature. However, to 
accommodate any such further research into the area of National School textbook content, it is 
imperative that a central repository for all the National School textbooks published and circulated 
from the commencement of the Free State be set up so as to facilitate future researchers in this area. 
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