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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 

                                                 
292 Arthur Griffith in April 1910, as quoted in P.O’Leary, The Prose Literature of the Celtic Revival, 1881-1921, 
(Pennsylvania, 1994), p.246.  
293 P.H. Pearse, Political Writings and Speeches. Collected Works of Padraic H. Pearse, (Dublin & London, 1922), 
p.135. 
294 J. Leerssen, Hidden Ireland, Public Sphere, (Galway, 2002), p.24. 
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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 

                                                 
295 J.J. Lee, op.cit., (Derry, 1991), p.136. 
296 Ó Buachalla as quoted in J.J. Lee, op.cit., (Derry, 1991), p.136. 
297 For biographical works see S. O’Faolain, King of the Beggars: Life of Daniel O'Connell (London, 1938), M.R. 
O’Connell, Daniel O'Connell: The Man and His Politics (Dublin, 1989), F. O’Ferrall, Daniel O'Connell (Dublin, 1981), 
W. Phillips, Daniel O'Connell: The Irish Patriot (Whitefish, 2007), and P.M. Geoghegan, King Dan: the Rise of Daniel 
O'Connell, 1775-1829 (Dublin, 2008). 
298 P. Corish, (Dublin, 1985), op.cit., p.114. 
299 S. Griffin, op.cit., ( Spring 1994), p.48. 
300 H. Andrews, op.cit., (Dublin, 2001), pp.33 & 295. 
301 N. Costello, op.cit., (Dublin, 1939), pp.61&82, J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996b), p.151. 
302M and C.C. O’Brien, Ireland: A Concise History (Singapore,1999), p102. 
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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 

                                                 
303 N. Costello, op.cit., (Dublin, 1939), pp.43-46. 
304 D. Kiberd, op.cit., (London, 1996), p.21. 
305 J. Leerssen, (Cork, 1996b), op.cit., p.157. 
306 R.D. Edwards, The Contribution of Young Ireland to the Development of the Irish National Idea. In S. Pender, 
Essays and Studies presented to Tadhg Ua Donnchadha (TORNA) (Cork, 1947), p.115. 
307 N. Costello, op.cit., (Dublin, 1939), p.54. 
308 Ibid. 
309 J. Leerssen, op.cit. (Galway, 2002), p.38. 
310 For biographical works see C.G. Duffy, Short Life of Thomas Davis, 1840-1846 (Whitefish, 2007, J. Molony, A Soul 
Came into Ireland: Thomas Davis, 1814-1845 - A Biography (Dublin, 1995), and H.F. Mulvey, Thomas Davis and 
Ireland: A Biographical Sketch (Washington DC, 2003). 
311 R. Kee, The Most Distressful Country. The Green Flag Volume 1 (London, 1976), p.195. 
312 N. Costello, op.cit., (Dublin, 1939), p.52. 
313 J. Leerssen, (Cork, 1996b), op.cit., p.147. 
314 Ibid., p.148. 
315 R. Kee, op.cit., (London, 1976), p.197. 
316 E. Sullivan, Thomas Davis (New York, 1978), p.48. 
317 T. Davis, Self-Education. In The Nation, (Dublin, February 18th 1843).  
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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 

                                                 
318 Ibid. 
319 T. Davis, Popular Education. In The Nation, (Dublin, July 27th 1844). 
320 Ibid. 
321 Ibid. 
322 T. Davis, Educate, That You May Be Free. In The Nation, (Dublin, October 5th 1844). 
323 Ibid. 
324 T. Davis, Academical Education. In The Nation, (Dublin, May 17th 1845) and E. Sullivan, op.cit., p.53. 
325 R.D. Edwards, op.cit., (Cork, 1947), p.121. 
326 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.87. 
327 N. Ó Ciosáin, op.cit., (London, 1997), p.32 & p.36. 
328 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.57. 
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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 

                                                 
329 J.Leerssen, op.cit., (Galway, 2002), p.14. 
330 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.253. 
331 F.M. Flanagan, Patrick H. Pearse. From ‘The Great Educators’, First Series, Programme 8. Radio Telefís Eireann 
(RTE), (1994), http://www.ul.ie/~philos/vol1/pearse.html., p.1. 
332 As cited in F.M. Flanagan, op.cit., (RTE, 1994), p.3. 
333 The macnaomh was a title given to Cuchulainn and carries a general sense of a courageous, physically fit, male 
fighter and leader. Additionally, Pearse used the word to refer to Christ as a boy, suggesting the conflation of pagan and 
Christian Celticism to produce an image of a Christian warrior. Pearse’s use of this term within Saint Enda’s expresses 
the idea of a heroic, but scholarly, Irish-Ireland manliness created through the complimentary discourses of Christian 
and pagan Celticism. He adapted the term from bardic literature and extended its connotation to refer to youthful ideas 
of Christian service. From E. Sisson, Pearse’s Patriots. St. Enda’s and the Cult of Boyhood. (Cork, 2004), pp.19-20 & 
62-63. 
334 As cited in F.M. Flanagan, op.cit., (RTE, 1994), p.3. 
335 Ibid. 
336 J.J. Lee, op.cit., (Derry, 1991), p.135.  
337 F.M. Flanagan, op.cit., (RTE, 1994), p.4. 
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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: 

 

                                                 
338 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981)., p.69. 
339 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.2. 
340 Pearse, as cited in N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.158. 
341 Pearse, as cited in F.M. Flanagan, op.cit., (RTE, 1994), p.4. 
342 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), Plate 17 and R.D.Edwards, Patrick Pearse. The Triumph of Failure, (Dublin, 2006), 
p.111. 
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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  

                                                 
343 a feis is a festival of (Irish) culture and music and other expressive arts; feiseanna is the plural form of feis. 
344 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.8. 
345 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), pp.106-109, Plates 15 and 21; also B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), pp.204-205. 
346 “The popularization of the Cúchulainn stories involved incorporating the ‘ancient’ into the realm of a national 
popular culture. The ‘cult’ of Cúchulainn may be placed within a contemporary European-wide enthusiasm to make an 
ideological statement about national identity through visual or literary material. The reproduction of the stories and 
image of Cúchulainn within nationalist popular culture is indicative of the way in which the ‘ancient’ is recreated or 
reworked into public forms such as badges, statues, medals, postcards and pageants.” E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), 
p.93. 
347 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.92. 
348 S.F.  Moran, Patrick Pearse and the Politics of Redemption: Mind of the Easter Rising, 1916 (Washington DC, 
1994), p.159. 
349 F. Shaw, ‘The Canon of Irish History – a Challenge.’ In Studies LXI (Summer 1972), p.124. 
350 Ibid., p.133. 
351 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.92. 
352 Ibid. 
353S. Deane, Celtic Revivals (London, 1985), p.65. 
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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. 
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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. 
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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. 



 56  

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 
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381 K. Collins, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.17. 
382 Collins, as cited in T.P. Coogan, Michael Collins: A Biography (London, 1991), p.10. 
383 R. Kee, The Bold Fenian Men. The Green Flag Volume 2 (London, 1976), p135. 
384 Ibid. 
385 Ibid. 
386 J. Coolahan, op.cit.(Dublin, 1981)., p.36. 
387 Ibid. 
388 D. Hyde, Letter from Dr. Douglas Hyde to the Celtic Conference 1917. In Report of the Meetings held at Birkenhead 
September 3-5 (The Celtic Conference, 1917), p.17-18. 
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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. 



 61  

         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  
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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 
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the introduction to his Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae, published in 1625 in Louvain. O’Donovan’s translation is most 
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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 
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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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