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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 
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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 



 159  

  
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 



 161  

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. 

 
 

                                                 
905 Chapter 8. Appendix 12. Collocational Environments Complete Corpus. irish 
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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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


