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Chapter 9 
Findings: National Self Image Uncovered & Discussed 

 
 

It is a commonplace that a study of our pre-historic legends would  
go far to infuse into our composition a much needed element, to  
wit, a reasoned racial pride, fructifying into a desire to emulate  
amid the changed conditions of today the heroic deeds of the men  
of old.975 

 
 

Introduction 
 
During the formative decades of the Irish Free State an abundance of publications (many in the Irish 
language) based on and around the mythological cycles appeared in the scholarly and popular 
presses.976 This phenomenon assisted in keeping the genre very much alive in the public domain and 
consequently in the school classrooms across the country. Also, the home environment was 
thematically bridging the school environment due to familiarity of the topic intersecting both 
spheres. The academic attitude that the Celtic mythology themes still had relevance in 
contemporary Ireland permeated right down to the simple translations found in the National School 
textbooks. Although delivered in simple prose, these stories nevertheless contained the key concepts 
and messages evident within the original texts – that of loyalty to tribe and country, strong morally 
defined lifestyles and a love for ones environs. 

From the analyses conducted a number of important findings have arisen that illustrate how 
effectively images of national self image and national consciousness were being presented and 
disseminated through the mythology tales included in the schoolbooks. A number of individuals 
arguably played influential roles in helping this situation materialise, none more influential than 
Patrick Pearse. It was Pearse who championed and personified the combined nationalist drive 
incorporating the potent mix of politics, education and mythology, three areas that were being 
actively debated and utilised in the latter decades of the 19th century, albeit in their own localised 
environments. Through Pearse’s writings and actions these three areas were combined to create a 
potent manifesto that vibrated through the early decades of the Free State and established a template 
for the political parties, government departments and literati to draw upon as they set about 
establishing Ireland as a unique political and social entity, separate from the British Empire. 
 
 

Myths: small number, large impact 
 

The most significant feature to arise from the study was that the mythological tales in the 
schoolbooks accounted for a very small percentage of the overall textbook content in general. In 
Chapter 5 above, English Literary Readers: Contents and Thematic Concerns, the mythological 
texts are grouped in the category Gaelic Antiquity, which represents themes, events and scenarios 
included in the Literary Readers and some History schoolbooks from the earliest times to the arrival 
of the Normans in 1169. Let us now examine this data in Table 5, pp.113-114, to determine the 
exact number of mythological texts included in this category. 
 There are a total 43 texts in the 1927 publication The Saint Columba Readers Junior book, 
of which 8 (18.6%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 8 texts, 2 (25%) contain a 

                                                 
975 “Bodhbh Dearg,” writing in February 1902, as cited in  P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), p.270.  
976 For a selection, see P. O’Leary, op cit, (Dublin, 2004), pp. 361-365. 
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mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 43, thus 4.7% of the text content in the 1927 
publication carry a mythological theme.977 There are a total 43 texts in the 1931 publication Irish 
Life and Work Readers Junior book, of which 9 (20.9%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of 
these 9 texts, 5 (55%) contain a mythological theme. This is 5 texts out of a total of 43, thus 11.6% 
of the text content in the 1931 publication carry a mythological theme.978 There are a total 78 texts 
in the 1936 publication The Saint Brigid Readers Junior book, of which 33 (42.3%) are in the 
category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 33 texts, 6 (18%) contain a mythological theme. This is 6 texts 
out of a total of 78, thus 7.7% of the text content in the 1936 publication carry a mythological 
theme.979 There are a total 49 texts in the 1948 publication Young Ireland Reader Junior book, of 
which 5 (10.2%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 5 texts, 2 (40%) contain a 
mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 49, thus 4% of the text content in the 1948 
publication carry a mythological theme.980 There are a total 63 texts in the 1958 publication Road to 
Reading Junior book, of which 5 (7.9%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of these 5 texts, 2 
(40%) contain a mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 63, thus 3% of the text content 
in the 1958 publication carry a mythological theme.981 There are a total 65 texts in the 1963 
publication Fact and Fancy Junior book, of which 5 (7.7%) are in the category Gaelic Antiquity. Of 
these 5 texts, 2 (40%) contain a mythological theme. This is 2 texts out of a total of 65, thus 3% of 
the text content in the 1963 publication carry a mythological theme.982 There are a total 43 texts in 
the 1974 publication Signposts 2 Junior book, of which 2 (4.7%) are in the category Gaelic 
Antiquity. These are the only texts in this category and both have a mythological theme, thus 4.7% 
of the text content in the 1974 publication carry a mythological theme.983 

Overall then, in the sample of textbooks put forward as a representation to identify the 
distribution of the mythological theme-based texts in the schoolbooks over the six decades, an 
average of 5.5% of the text content contains a mythological theme.984 This is indeed a small ratio 
and is highlighted in the chart below, which presents text numbers as opposed to text percentages: 
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 Chart 1. Distribution of Mythological Texts in Schoolbooks 1920s – 1970s. 
 
In relation to the other text types contained in the Gaelic Antiquity category, they are mainly made 
up of texts with a Christian tone and are thus not what could be described as containing or carrying 
Irish identity characteristics, as defined for this thesis. This body of texts rather can have had the 
role of promoting a respect for the members and activities of the early Christian church in Ireland 
                                                 
977 Chapter 5. Appendix 1. Textbook Contents – 1927 
978 Chapter 5. Appendix 2. Textbook Contents 1931 & 1936 
979 Ibid. 
980 Chapter 5. Appendix 3. Textbook Contents – 1948 
981 Chapter 5. Appendix 4. Textbook Contents – 1958 
982 Chapter 5. Appendix 5. Textbook Contents – 1963 
983 Chapter 5. Appendix 6. Textbook Contents – 1974 
984 4.7% + 11.6% + 7.7% + 4% + 3% + 3% + 4.7% = 38.7% ÷ 7 = 5.5% 
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and thus assisting in strengthening the developing Christian beliefs of the young school population. 
The texts are predominantly associated with the saints of the early Irish Christian church such as 
Saint Patrick, Saint Columba, Saint Columcille, Saint Kevin and Saint Brighid with text titles such 
as: The Paschal Fire of Patrick (1927); St. Patrick’s Blessing on Munster (1931);  St. Colm Cille’s 
Message (1936); A Story of Saint Brighid (1948); Island of Saints and Scholars (1958); and The 
Footsteps of the Saints (1963).985  

Conversely, the themes and contents of the mythological texts in the schoolbooks fashioned 
a stronger affinity between ancient and contemporary Ireland. and thus were in a position to 
promote a national self-image better. The characters in the stories were placed in Ireland’s true 
historical timeline, familiar topographical locations (such as towns, mountain ranges and rivers) 
were acknowledged as integral elements in the stories and the content and manner of many of the 
stories allowed for a kinship to exist with the oral culture of story-telling, a common phenomenon 
especially in rural Ireland well past the middle of the 20th Century. Thus, concerning the role of the 
mythological tales in the schoolbooks, the ratio of quantity of such texts, (i.e. the small proportion 
of mythology based texts books), to the salience of these texts, (the power of the national message 
held within the texts), was substantial and was a major revelation in the study. In its simplest form, 
just being exposed to and thus becoming aware of or ‘knowing’ the Irish myths was in a sense 
already promoting Irishness to a degree.  

As noted in the Chapter 1 and the previous chapter, the mythological texts were carrying a 
framework with strong cultural memory significance from outside the learning environment of the 
schoolrooms.986 Therefore, the texts had a resonance within the social and educational spheres of 
society that bridged one another. They were instrumental in the activation of specific schemata in 
the pupils’ minds in relation to their country’s past, its uniqueness and their own positions within 
contemporary Irish society, as Ireland attempted to gain its place among the countries of the world. 
Leerssen states that “(T)he emancipation of many marginalized groups involved, crucially, the 
recuperation, from the amorphous past, of a history – or of a myth or might-have-been history.”987 
Arguably the incorporation of the mythological stories and themes in the schoolbooks embodied 
such an position. 

The mythological themes could therefore be applied with effect in national schools to the 
young audience being exposed to the stories. Here, a certain amount of national indoctrination 
through the implantation of a national self-image was taking place utilising a particular theme, 
Celtic mythology. These mythology texts did assist in delivering the Department’s aspiration that 
the promotion of an Irish identity be a central principle in the National School learning 
environment. 
 
 

Temporal Distribution of the Texts 
 
The temporal distribution of the mythology texts over the decades revealed unexpected patterns. It 
is presented below in Chart 2 for the three most prominent themes and Chart 3 for the combined 
themes in the corpus.  

 

                                                 
985 Refer to Chapter 5 Appendices 1 – 6. 
986 The state of the field of Memory Studies is well captured in A. Erll and A. Nuning, (Eds.) A Companion to Culture 
Memory Studies (Berlin, 210) and S. Radstone and B. Schwarz, (Eds.) Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates, (New 
York, 2010).  
987 J. Leerssen, Identity / Altenity / Hybridity, p.336. In M. Beller & J. Leerssen. Imagology. The Cultural construction 
and literary representation of national characters (Amsterdam, 2007).  
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Chart 2. Frequency of Mythological texts for Fionn / Oisín / Cuchulainn over the decades 1920s – 2001. 
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 Chart 3. Frequency of Mythological texts over the decades 1920s – 2001 – all themes. 
 
What is evident in both charts is the temporal flow of the themes and texts throughout the whole 
period under investigation. Resembling a curved M, apparent is the substantial peak of the texts in 
the 1930s, with a gradual tapering off in the subsequent decades to reach a trough in the 1960s and 
1970s, followed by a dramatic rise once again in the 1980s and then another tapering off in the 
remaining decades. Of significance is that this progression is consistent in both Charts. For the three 
main protagonists, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, we see in Chart 2 more or less the same trajectory 
for all three of the heroes represented in the texts. There is clearly not a single instance evident that 
runs counter to the general trend. 

This temporal distribution practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from 
public figures both within the government and the Department of Education during the same 
selected times over the study period as well as facilitating opinions expressed by individuals and 
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groups in the public domain. The rising and high content of the mythological texts in the books of 
the 1920’s, 1930’s & 1940’s is taking place at a time when the Department of Education and other 
groups and individuals are calling for the school environment, particularly the National School 
environment, to be a place where a national pride is instilled in the pupils, as detailed in Chapter 5. 
de Valera firmly believed it the duty of the national schools to instil the qualities of nationhood, 
self-respect and national pride into its pupils.988 As Taoiseach and Minister of Education, while 
addressing the National School Teacher’s Annual Conference in Killarney at Easter 1940, he stated: 

 
If the teachers of Ireland succeed in giving their pupils such ideals (honesty, truth, 
thoroughness in carrying out the ordinary tasks of life, the capacity of mutual tolerance, co-
operation, obedience to authority, the simpler social virtues without which no nation can 
live), they will have done well by the nation, for they will have created a sense of civic 
values on which alone a State can be permanently built.989 

 
Additionally, the attitude that the school and the materials used in the school should play an 
influential role in building a unique and separate country is attested to by Coolahan when he writes: 
 

Inspired by the ideology of cultural nationalism it was held [within government circles, the 
teaching community and the broader nationalist camp] that the schools ought to be the prime 
agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition which it was held were the 
hallmarks of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.990 

  
Perhaps one of the strongest official statements made in educational circles and the statement that 
really set the tone for successive decades from and including the 1920s in relation to official 
attitudes and policies concerning the dissemination of a national self-image programme was made 
in the Report issued after the National Programme Conference had met on January 6th 1922. It 
declared (that the teaching of) 
 

(H)istory was to be exclusively concerned with the history of Ireland and the chief aim here 
‘ should be to develop the best traits of the national character and to inculcate national 
pride and self-respect’.991  (emphasis added) 

 
The Report also proposed “to establish a list of approved books … with a view to ensuring that the 
books produced may promote the educational aim of the nation.”992 Following on from this, a 
second National Programme Conference was convened under the auspices of the Minister of 
Education Eoin MacNeill in 1925 993 and issued its report a short while later. In the report it stated: 
 

The teacher … should constantly inculcate, in connection with secular subjects the practice 
of charity, justice, truth, purity, patience, temperance, obedience to lawful authority and all 
the other moral virtues. In this way, he will fulfil the primary duty of an educator, the 
moulding to perfect form of his pupils’ character994 

  

                                                 
988 Refer to Chapter 4. 
989 Capuchin Annual 1941, op.cit., (Dublin, 1941), pp.186/188. 
990 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.38. 
991 Ibid. p.40. 
992 G. Doherty, op.cit., (1994), p.19. 
993 Refer to Chapter 4 for more detail. 
994 A. Hyland, op.cit., (Dublin, 1989), p.92. 
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Aligned with and further supporting such a direction for the National Schools, in October of the 
same year (1925) the Minister Eoin Mac Neill wrote in his article on Irish Educational Policy: 
“(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish nationality, that is, 
the form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”995 Such sentiments are closely 
aligned with elements from within many of the texts describing the qualities and attitudes of the 
Fianna in the Fionn and Oisín texts introduced above. Thus, in the statements and opinions put 
forward in the public domain and the themes presented in the mythological texts in the schoolbooks, 
conceptual and thematic bridging is evident. This being acknowledged, it is therefore possible to see 
the role the mythological tales played in furthering the inculcation policies and their importance in 
the overall scheme of building a perception and acknowledgement of a unique country 
(re)establishing itself in the broader world, both in the learning environment with the young 
population and the broader social milieu. 

As stated in Chapter 4, the first ten years of the Irish Free State witnessed the establishment 
of the Department of Education in 1924 and the launching of an educational policy that was heavily 
instilled with a nationalist attitude. This attitude of the inculcation of a national pride and self-
respect in the Irish nation became official government and Department policy following the Second 
National Programme Conference and Report in 1926. The inclusion of the mythological themes and 
stories in the schoolbooks provided an avenue for these policies to be realised in the schools in the 
everyday general learning environment. Also, from the evidence gathered, these mythological texts 
were the sole provider and disseminator of what can be described as the representative of a national 
heritage, a national past that held specific characteristics that were considered to be essential in 
acknowledging and developing in the characters of the young school population of the country. The 
history curriculum also promoted a sense of Irishness. The Literary Reader series of textbooks, due 
to their wide publication and regular usage in the daily general National School learning 
environment, repeatedly adopted and published through the formative decades of the State, were 
effective in disseminating the national self-image theme to the young readership on an on-going 
basis also.  

In further reference to the temporal distribution of the mythological texts, from the 1950’s to 
the 1970’s fewer school texts were published due to economic constraints and the Department of 
Education’s policies of the recycling of schoolbooks.996 Following the introduction of the New 
Primary School Curriculum in 1971, the Department realised not much change was taking place in 
the National School learning environment; one of those areas was the school textbook. 
Consequently, in 1980 the Department issued revised guidelines to the Publishing Houses with the 
intention of revitalising the publication of school textbooks.997 This resulted in the beginning of a 
number of new series of textbooks being published, starting in 1983. Nevertheless, although a new 
style approach to the school textbooks was adopted by the publishers, it did not end or diminish the 
inclusion of mythology-related stories in the books. The increase in the number of mythological 
tales in the schoolbooks is illustrated in the rising and high content patterns in the 1980’s and 
1990’s in the two charts above. This once again replicates the attitudes and instructions coming 
from the Department in relation to inculcating a national pride and a call for more schoolbooks to 
be published.  

Consequently, the Department of Education and its aligned public figures held a major 
influence over the National School learning environment. Its attitudes and policies on the promotion 
of the inculcation of a national pride and self-image in the learners was pursued with the assistance 
of the inclusion of the mythological texts in the Literary Reader and History schoolbooks up to the 
early 1980s and from then in a broader variety of school books.  
 
                                                 
995 E. MacNeill, Irish Educational Policy – II. The Irish Statesman 5, 7 (October 24th 1925), p.200. 
996 Refer to Chapter 5 ‘Policy of Recycling Textbooks.’ 
997 Refer to Chapter 5. 



 194  

Recycling of  Themes 
  
The findings from the rhetorical analyses conducted on the texts complimented and strengthened 
the findings from the concordances, the inter-textual analyses. The rhetorical analyses concentrated 
on the texts associated with the most frequently occurring Proper Types: Fionn, Oisín and 
Cuchulainn.  For example, this angle of analysis illustrated additional characteristics within the 
texts that the technical analysis was unable to highlight, such as it allowed the discovery of text 
recycling and also authorship recycling that existed throughout the period in question. In order to 
highlight this recycling, some texts from the time period under investigation will now be examined. 
All three Proper Types (Fionn, Oisín and Cuchulainn) revealed high recycling of theme. Rather 
than present all three here, only one of the text groups, those associated with Fionn, will be 
discussed as it illustrates this recycling vividly.998 The details of the four texts chosen, spanning a 
time period of 5 decades, from 1926 to 1966, are provided in Table 1 below. 
 
Year Title Level Literary Reader Publisher 
1926 The Exploits of Fionn Pt. I Junior The Oriel Readers Browne & Nolan  
1934 The High Deeds Of Fionn Pt. I Junior The Clarion Readers 

for Irish Schools 
Browne & Nolan 

1948 Fionn and his Men Intermediate Young Ireland Reader Browne & Nolan 
1966 Fionn and his Men Intermediate New Prospect Browne & Nolan 
Table 1. Fionn Text Samples 1926 – 1966.  
 
The examples presented in Table 2 will accentuate a variety of thematic areas and descriptions that 
clearly illustrate the close association each text shares with the others through recycling of the 
language used in the texts. The language from each text is directly quoted. 
 
Thematic Area 1926 Text 1934 Text 1948 Text 1966 Text 
1. Description of the 
Fianna 

of noble birth and of 
huge strength and 
height 

of gentle breeding 
and of noble 
character, men of 
great bodily strength 
and height 

of noble birth and of 
great strength and 
height 

tall, strong and brave 

2. Tests to become a 
member of the 
Fianna 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 6 men with 
spears 

defend oneself 
against 9 men with 
spears 

3. Fianna vow bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle towards 
women 

bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle towards 
women and children 

 / bound by a vow to be 
kind to the poor and 
to be gentle with 
women 

4. Fianna oath pledged to obey the 
High King 

pledged to obey the 
High King 

 / pledged to obey 
Fionn and to be 
faithful to the High 
King 

5. Fionn’s dogs Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes her 
master led her by a 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes her 
master led her by a 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes Fionn led 
her by a silver chain 

Fionn’s dogs were 
larger and finer than 
any in Ireland. Bran 
was the name of his 
favourite, and she 
was as gentle as she 
was strong. 
Sometimes Fionn led 
her by a silver chain 

                                                 
998 From Chapter 8. Appendix 20 Rhetorical  Text Analysis – Complete Corpus_Fionn 
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silver chain which 
was linked to her 
golden collar 

silver chain which 
was linked to her 
golden collar 

which was linked to 
her golden collar 

which was linked to 
her golden collar 

6. Seasonal pursuits - 
Summer 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent their time 
hunting and fishing 

when not on duty, 
they spent the time 
hunting 

7. Hygiene No knight sat down 
to eat without first 
bathing in some 
stream or pool 

The Fianna never sat 
down to eat without 
first bathing in some 
stream or pool 

No man sat down to 
eat without first 
bathing in some near-
by stream or pool 

No man sat down to 
eat without first 
bathing in a near-by 
stream or pool 

8. Link to the past? In some parts of 
Ireland these “ovens 
of the knights” are 
still to be seen; and 
they remind us of the 
brave days of Fionn 
and his men 

 /  In some parts of 
Ireland the “Fenian 
ovens” are still to be 
seen. They remind us 
of the brave days of 
Fionn and his men 

In some parts of 
Ireland “Fenian 
ovens” are still to be 
seen. They remind us 
of the brave days of 
Fionn and his men 

Table 2. Recycling of text content over five decades, 1920s – 1960s.. 
 
The above eight excerpts from the four texts illustrate the extent to which the texts were recycled. 
They contain not just the same message but apply almost identical language repeatedly for 
expression of ideas, evident over a period of five decades. The central message remains constant 
throughout, although sometimes the language may be slightly altered. Take column 1. Description 
of the Fianna for example, where for three decades the content is practically the same but the 1966 
text simplifies yet remains true to the message being delivered. One noticeable element of interest is 
the chivalric content evident in the earlier text of 1926, where words such as ‘knight’ is used to 
describe the protagonists. This connects to the point mentioned earlier where a broad characteristic 
evident in these texts is the close connection with the developments that were occurring in England 
in the early decades of the 20th century concerning hero worship, as discussed above in Chapter 8, 
Language and Self Image.  

Thus, due to this evidence of recycling in the texts, it can be concluded that there exists a 
canonicity of mythological text presentation within the National School textbooks during this study 
period. All of these texts share the same publishing house, Browne & Nolan. This shows that the 
same bank of mythology tales were drawn upon decade after decade to fulfil the purpose of 
including a mythology theme to promote the image of a heroic and glorious Irish past. We find a 
similar recycling strategy below when discussing the use of iconography in the texts when another 
publishing house, the Educational Company, is responsible for including the same type of Celtic 
motif icon in many of its early publications from the 1920s to the 1940s (elaborated below). 

Concerning the other two Proper Types and the phenomenon of recycling of text themes and 
content, the Cuchulainn texts contain a greater variety of theme recycling while the Oisín texts are 
predominantly limited to the continual recycling of one theme, Oisín in the Land of Youth. Over a 
period of eight decades, from 1926 to 1996, Oisín in the Land of Youth is included in the textbooks 
examined 13 times.999 On the other hand, there is a greater variety of theme recycled in the 
Cuchulainn texts. For example, 

• Cuchulainn’s Arrival at Emain Macha is evidenced in texts 10 times, from 1926 to 1993 
• Cuchulainn’s Changing of Name is evidenced in texts 12 times, from 1926 to 1996 
• Cuchulainn & Ferdia is evidenced in texts 5 times, from 1945 to 1996.1000 

 
 
 

                                                 
999 Chapter 9. Appendix 1. Text Recycling_Oisin 
1000 Chapter 9. Appendix 2. Text Recycling_Cuchulainn 
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Recurring Authorships 
 
Accompanying the recycling of text theme and content phenomenon is the recurring of the same 
authorship of many of the mythological tales. Evidence shows the same author being published in 
different decades, by different publishing houses, in different Literary Readers, as well as the same 
author being published multiple times in the same Reader. A list of the recurring authors is 
compiled in Appendix 3.1001 Some examples to illustrate this recurrence spanning different decades 
and within the same decade are presented below. 
 
Author Year Text Title Level Textbook Publisher 
Eleanor Hull      
 1930 The Naming of a Hero Senior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1930 How Cuchulainn got his Horses Junior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1943 Cuchulainn in Shadow-Land Senior Our National Progress Brown & Nolan 
 1948 Cuchulain’s Adventures in 

Shadow-Land Part I, II 
Int. The New Model Readers Brown & Nolan 

 1950 Cuchulainn Takes Arms Int. Land of Youth Readers Educational 
Company 

Table 3. Recurring Authors – Eleanor Hull. 
 

The author Eleanor Hull1002 is found in textbooks spanning three decades, from 1930 to 1950. Her 
work is written for three class levels, Junior, Intermediate and Senior. The stories are contained in 
four different Literary Readers that are published by two different publishing houses. 
 
Author Year Text Title Level Textbook Publisher 
Marie Bayne      
 1930 The Naming of a Hero Senior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1930 How Cuchulainn got his Horses Junior The Educational Readers Educational 

Company 
 1943 Cuchulainn in Shadow-Land Senior Our National Progress Brown & Nolan 
 1948 Cuchulain’s Adventures in 

Shadow-Land Part I, II 
Int. The New Model Readers Brown & Nolan 

Table 4. Recurring Authors – Marie Bayne. 
 
Marie Bayne is found in textbooks spanning two decades, from 1930 to 1948. Her work is written 
for three class levels, Junior, Intermediate and Senior. The stories are contained in three different 
Literary Readers that are published by two different publishing houses. 

What this repeated use of the same authors achieves is a consistency of input and writing 
styles that no doubt both the publishing houses and the Department found acceptable; as this ‘tried 
and tested’ style was proven accessible to the readership and thus the content and themes could also 
be easily comprehended by the youth. It also guaranteed a specific interpretation of the stories being 
delivered consistently throughout the decades due to the repeated familiarity and consistency of 
language used in the delivery of the stories. 

As highlighted earlier in this thesis, the collection of mythology texts compiled for this 
study do not represent the total volume of published in the country throughout the focus period. 
Therefore, it is most likely that more occurrences of text recycling and repeating of authorship did 
take place from the 1920s up until 2001, thus strengthening even more a consistent delivery of 
theme and content throughout the unfolding decades. 
                                                 
1001 Chapter 9. Appendix 3. Recurring Authors of the Mythology Texts 
1002 Eleanor Hull is noted for her publication The Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature. First published in London, 1898. 
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Fionn versus Cuchulainn 
 

The more frequent number of Fionn and Cuchulainn related stories and themes above all other 
mythological themes in the corpus was striking, although not too surprising considering  these 
characters are the most commonly known and recognisable in the oral culture. The higher frequency 
of Fionn related themes in the corpus in comparison to all others, especially over the Cuchulainn 
related themes was also salient. I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be the most popular within 
the stories and the corpus overall, especially considering the roles Cuchulainn has had within Irish 
society since the inception of the Free State.1003 However, the most frequent theme was that 
associated with the character Fionn, which had an overwhelming majority of frequency occurrences 
over all the other themes 

As exemplified in Appendix 14, the ten most frequent proper types evidenced in the 
complete corpus concordance1004 range from Fionn / Finn with 827 occurrences to Niamh with 104 
occurrences.  

 Proper Type / Frequency  Proper Type / Frequency 
1 Fionn / Finn (827) 6 Ferdia (154) 
2 Oisin / Ossian (387) 7 Maeve (115) 
3 Cuchulainn/n (362) 8 Lir (114) 
4 Setanta (235) 9 Deirdre (110) 
5 Conor (166) 10 Niamh (104) 

  Table 5. Frequency of Top Ten Proper Types in Corpus. 
 
Combined, the Cuchulainn and Setanta occurrences total 597. Along with the Fionn / Finn 
occurrences, 827, these two rank way above all the others documented. Why should such a gap 
have existed and why should Fionn have eclipsed Cuchulainn by such a number? 

The significance factor in relation to the much higher frequency occurrences of these two 
types arguably relates to the themes, scenarios and messages included in the stories and the possible 
influences they may have helped transmit through to the school youth population.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    

Illustration 19. The great hero Fionn and his hunting dogs.1005    
                                                 
1003 For example, as mentioned earlier, the significance of the statue of Cuchulainn in the General Post Office in Dublin, 
unveiled by de Valera in 1935 to commemorate the 1916 Rising. 
1004 Chapter 8. Appendix 14. Image_Top Proper Types in Corpus 
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The Fionn related texts are the most frequent because they contain the themes most pertinent to the 
policies being pursued by the authorities in relation to the inculcation of a national pride in the 
school youth. As detailed above, the Fionn related texts appear to be calling on the school children 
to exemplify, in their own way, the virtues, bravery and character of Fionn and the Fianna, in order 
to strengthen and solidify Ireland’s identity, uniqueness and independence. In addition, there are 
references made in these texts of the positive human qualities this group of Irish people possessed, 
for example, great courage, endurance and chivalry and their immense pride in noble qualities. 

Furthermore, collocations evidenced around the word Fianna contain an undercurrent of a 
form of moral teaching or imply a code of conduct that the readers should aspire to achieving, to be, 
in a sense, truly Irish. Fionn and his men are portrayed as a group who are morally strong and 
virtuous and thus are good role models for contemporary youth. Additionally, the character Fionn 
exhibits strong qualities of leadership and management. As observed above, one text, The Exploits 
of Fionn of 1926,1006 even goes so far as to call for a direct and positive exemplification by the 
school children of the characteristics the Fianna held by first presenting a characteristic description 
and then calling for it to be replicated. The texts states: 
 

We, the companions of Fionn, never lied;  
By courage and strength we came out of every  
difficulty, 1007 

 
and then it is directly followed by a call from the writer to the readers asking: “Is not that a brave 
motto for Irish boys and girls?”1008 Clearly, the morals and values of the past, as portrayed in the 
mythology tales, were considered by the authorities to be appropriate for recognition and emulation 
by the school-going youth of 20th century Ireland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 20. Cuchulainn’s aggressive hurling style.1009 
 
The Cuchulainn related texts on the other hand contain rather different themes, ones that are more 
heroic and flamboyant, and possibly even aggressive, as opposed to containing role model 
characters and moral messages for the school goers to emulate. Nevertheless, the character 
portrayed is vibrant and optimistic and willing to sacrifice all for his locality, Ulster, even to the 

                                                                                                                                                                  
1005 ‘The Exploits of Fionn Parts I,II,III.’ in The Oriel Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1926), p.83. 
1006 ‘The Exploits of Fionn I, II, III’ in The Oriel Readers Junior Book (Dublin. 1926). 
1007 Ibid. p.81. 
1008 Ibid. p.82. 
1009 ‘How Cuchulainn Got His Name’ in The March of Time 1, Junior Book (Dublin, 1996), p.30. 
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detriment of his most close friendships and eventually his own life. So in a sense, he can also be 
considered a type of role model. However, Cuchulainn in these texts can more readily be acclaimed 
the embodiment of the first real national hero, and as such allows Ireland to claim a long, turbulent 
history, one unique and separate from England especially. 

From a socio-cultural and literary history perspective it is worth noting here a divergence 
that has come to light from the apparent dominance of the Fionn material over the Cuchulainn 
material in the school textbooks. Throughout the 20th century Fionn related material has not been 
very popular generally among those active in the field of Irish professional literature. Contrary to 
this, the Cuchulainn theme has been the source of thematic ideas and inspiration for writers all 
through the century, from Yeates to Kinsella to Heaney, who have trawled the Ulster Cycle on 
numerous occasions but who seem to have refrained from seeking inspiration from any Fionn 
related material.  

What has become evident here is the interesting divergence between what happens at school 
level with the recycling of the Fionn material and the comparative neglect with what is not 
happening in professional literature with Fionn related material, when compared to what has been 
occurring with the Cuchulainn related material. Basically, serious literary treatments of any Fionn 
related material are really sparse and are far outweighed and overshadowed by the Cuchulainn 
material throughout the decades in focus in this study. Nevertheless, it is quite the opposite when 
looking at educational material at Primary School level where Fionn material has surpassed 
Cuchulainn material by some degree. 
 

 
Paratextual Elements: Iconography and Illustrations 

 
There are many examples of paratextual elements in the texts analysed. In literary studies, the 
concept ‘paratext’ refers to all typographical material that surrounds the core text (titles, page 
numbers, illustrations, graphs). The iconography and illustrations present in these tales are 
paratextual markers that carry a strong resonance in the overall interpretation of the text’s message. 
The iconography examples are upper-case letters and the illustrations represent characters, events or 
actions described in the tales. Illustrations accompany most of the tales included in the corpus 
(many not included in this analysis such as the Children of Lir , Cormac Mac Airt, Maelduin). The 
focus will remain here on the illustrations connected with the major characters of the mythological 
texts, Fionn, Cuchulainn, and Oisín.  

The examples of letter iconography evidenced are found in texts from the 1920s, 1930s and 
1940s and are predominantly from the same publishing house, The Educational Company. They are 
mostly all the elaborate upper-case letters of the first word in the opening paragraph of the text, for 
example the letters ‘A’ in the word ‘At,’ ‘O’ in the word ‘One’, and ‘B’ in the word ‘But.’ 
Furthermore, all the letters are surrounded by elaborate Celtic motifs of flowing and intertwining 
lines. A presentation of some examples will illustrate the features present.1010 

Icon #1 is the upper-case letter ‘A’ from the word ‘At’ in the sentence: 
“At last they saw before them a lovely country, full of fruit-laden trees, and in the midst a shining 
palace adorned with gold and silver and gems of every hue.” 
 

 
Illustration 21. Icon #1, ‘A’ 

                                                 
1010 A complete list is contained in Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 1. Iconography in the Texts. 
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This is illustration #4 in The Story of Ossian Part I, II from The Saint Columba Readers Junior 
Book (1927). The sentence describes the observations experienced by Oisín and Niamh on their 
arrival in Tír na nÓg. The language used, fruit-laden trees, a shining palace and gold and silver and 
gems of every hue, can trigger the imagination and allow the reader to visualise the location 
described. A most curious and interesting feature of the surrounds depicted in the icon is the 
presence of a Christian monk holding a staff in front of a monastery door. This would arouse a 
certain curiosity among the readers as the situation described in the text is in the pre-Christian era. 
However, the icon does visually realise a Christian presence and also it pre-empts the closing of this 
story where it is maintained that Oisín met St. Patrick who looked after him and baptised him before 
he died of extreme old age, the magic spell of eternal youth having disappeared when he fell from 
his horse on Irish soil. The inclusion of such an elaborate surround with the icon in the body of the 
text may have exerted an additional interpretative influence over the readers. 

Icon #2 is the upper-case letter ‘O’ from the word ‘One’ in the sentence: 
“One morning, as Cuchulainn was going down to the play-field, he happened to pass within hearing 
of a bench on a sunny bank, where Cathbad the Druid used to sit every day, teaching his older 
pupils.” 

 
Illustration 22. Icon #2, ‘O’ 

 
This is illustration #1 in How Cuchulainn took Arms – I, II from the Irish Life and Work Readers 
Junior Book (1931). The sentence describes the setting where Cuchulainn makes the decision to 
begin using real weapons and thus take his place in the adult warrior world. It introduces the 
concept of instruction by the Druid class in earlier Irish society, where Cathbad the Druid used to 
sit every day, teaching his older pupils, as well as describing a calm, pleasant, natural environment, 
a bench on a sunny bank. The Celtic motif of the intertwining line around and inside the letter 
provides an additional distinctive element to the content and also helps to give the page a 
uniqueness. It thus assists and promotes an interpretation of both the print and the textual story that 
is particularly Irish. 

Icon #3 is the upper-case letter ‘O’ from the word ‘One’ in the sentence: 
“One of the oldest Irish stories, the Táin Bó Cuailgné, tells how Maeve, Queen of Connacht, raided 
Ulster to get possession of the famous Brown Bull of Cooley.” 
 

 
Illustration 23. Icon #3, ‘O’  

 
This is illustration #1 in The Cattle Raid of Cooley from The Kincora Readers Intermediate Book 
(1940). The sentence describes one of the most famous of the Irish mythological themes, the Táin 
Bó Cuailgné, and introduces two of the most influential characters in the epic, Queen Maeve and the 
Brown Bull of Cooley. The language used in the sentence, such as the phrase One of the oldest Irish 
stories, Queen of Connacht, and the words Ulster, raided and famous is specific to localised heroic 
exploits. It refers to the ‘old days,’ makes reference to a chivalric situation (Queen) and identifies a 
unique territorial area (Ulster). This one sentence with the explosive introduction of the icon 
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incorporating the Celtic intertwining line encapsulates multiple imagery and impressionable 
concepts for the reader to absorb. Once again, the Celtic motif (of the intertwining line around and 
inside the letter) helps to present a certain uniqueness and thus allows for an interpretation of both 
the print and the unfolding story that is uniquely Irish. 

Icon #4 is the upper-case letter ‘B’ from the word ‘But’ in the sentence: 
“But happy as he was he did not forget his father and his friends of old, and one day he rode back 
across the sea to pay a visit to his old friends and country.” 
 

 
Illustration 24. Icon #4, ‘B’ 

 
This is illustration #4 in The Return of Oisín I, II from The Kincora Readers Junior Book (1940). 
The sentence is the opening paragraph of the second part of this text that goes on to describe Oisín’s 
return to Ireland and his sad demise after his mishap of falling off his horse that resulted in the 
breaking of the magic spell. The sentence intimates a love for family, friends and country (he did 
not forget his father and his friends of old, his old friends and country), aspects that encapsulate the 
prime characteristics associated with Oisín throughout the corpus of texts gathered. The sentence is 
quite a moving set of words, made all the more impressionable with the inclusion of the Celtic motif 
bound letter exploding on to the page beginning the sentence, and again incorporating the Celtic 
intertwining line. 
  The inclusion of these paratextual elements are an elaborate addition to the school texts and 
easily attract the readers attention. These icons are an elaborate addition to the school texts. They 
were an additional element of national uniqueness placed in the story for the benefit of the reader. 
Arguably therefore the icons played a role in disseminating a sense of national self image because 
they appealed to past glories, they identified with a particular unique period in the countries past – 
Celtic Art and the writings produced in the Scriptoria of the many monasteries around the country. 
They helped bridge the past to the contemporary classroom and generated a respect for the abilities 
of the people who lived in the country in the old days. 

A variety of illustrations have already been included and commented upon. They all depict 
scenes from the texts and many contain the key figures in the mythological stories, Fionn, 
Cuchulainn, and Oisín. Almost all the illustrations depict heroic actions and mostly all the 
characters wear very heroic-looking, warrior-like, Spartan dress. Additionally, much of the 
surrounding scenery in the illustrations depicts wide-open natural spaces and also highlight specific 
architectural styles – either that of castles or military-style forts or stockades. The inclusion of such 
images can influence the young readers minds in imagining and developing their historical and 
cultural heritage of their country. 
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 Illustration 25. Setanta overpowers the Hound of Cullan.1011 
 

The complete collections of illustrations from the texts associated with Fionn, Cuchulainn, and 
Oisín are in the Illustration Files in Volume 2.1012 Some key characteristics of these illustrations 
include: 
 

• They are a constant feature in the texts throughout the decades, 1920s – 1990s. 
• Heroic imagery and actions are either portrayed or implied.  
• Many of the characters are carrying weapons such as spears, swords, shields and daggers. 
• Many of the earlier illustrations contain a strong chivalric tone. 
• The warriors depicted are mostly dressed in Spartan dress, with cloaks, helmets and high-

laced sandals. 
• There is a clear visionary separatism from other cultures visible, for example elements of 

Celtic motifs on wall decorations and other Celtic ornamentation. 
• The scenery depicted sometimes portrays a vast and natural landscape such as rivers, 

mountains, valleys and woodland.  
• The illustrations contain a strong Celto-Irish tone. There is a uniqueness of place and of 

attitudes portrayed through all the above listed characteristics in the illustrations. 
• Many of the later illustrations focus on the person, rather than including the broader 

landscape.  
• Some of the later illustrations are presented in comic style form as opposed to individualised 

illustrations.  
• There are a few repetitions of the illustrations during the decades, but not at all to the extent 

that the texts are repeated. 
• Illustrations are also evident in the other thematic tales (Children of Lir , Maelduin, Salmon 

of Knowledge), but are not introduced at this point 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1011 ‘Cuchulainn’ in New Prospect, Junior Book (Dublin, 1966), p.101. 
1012 Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 2 Cuchulainn; Illustrations 3 Fionn; Illustrations 4 Oisín. 
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Illustration 26. Dermot offers to carry the old lady across the river.1013 
 
The illustrations chosen to accompany the mythology tales speak for themselves, in the contexts 
and imaging they portray. These works provide an added ingredient to the delivery of the themes 
and messages being disseminated in the texts. Many of these drawings no doubt helped to further 
ingrain heroic, active and unique imagery and impressions in the minds of the young readers where 
a sense of urgency, excitement and adventure and a uniqueness of place and attitudes are in 
evidence. All of the elements highlighted above must have assisted in the influence of the text as a 
whole and also must have assisted in the interpretation of the text content and message(s). 
Additionally, there is no doubt that the inclusion of illustration in the texts promoted and helped in 
the discussion(s) that must have accompanied the working through the texts in the classrooms and 
helped to activate strong imagery about Ireland’s past, heroic and unique. Thus, the illustrations too 
are assisting in the implantation of a unique national self-image of the country. 
 
 

Authenticating the Myths 
 
Evidenced in the mythology tales through the decades are numerous examples of historical and 
geographical references referring to or placing the characters and events in real-time history. This is  
establishing the authenticity of character and event being presented in the tales and therefore 
authenticating the characteristics and virtues described in these myths. For example,  

• a 1926 text states: “One of the greatest of the Irish heroes [Cuchulainn] lived about the time 
when Our Saviour was on earth.” 

• a 1934 text states: “Long before the coming of St. Patrick to Ireland there lived a very brave 
and handsome little boy named Setanta.” 

• a 1966 text states: “… a boy who lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth.” 
• and a 1993 text states: “… about the time when Christ was on earth.” 1014 

                                                 
1013 ‘Dermot and Fionn’ in The Irish World Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1933), p.113. 
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This procedure of stating or making reference in the texts that the characters and events occurred in 
an acknowledged historical timeframe is common through all the texts analysed connected to Fionn, 
Oisín and Cuchulainn. Eleanor Hull’s Chapter opening statement on p.154, where she writes in 
1912: “… we can never anywhere say, ‘Here ends legend, here begins history,”1015 is again 
evidenced in such statements as these. As the young learners had already been introduced to the 
historical information accompanying these statements, it was solely a matter of association for them 
to also place characters such as Cuchulainn and Oisín alongside the likes of Jesus Christ and St. 
Patrick, thus be convinced that Cuchulainn and the other mythological protagonists referred to in 
the tales really existed. Of interest in many of the instances is the biblical reference that is also 
included. This is worthy of further investigation at a later date.  

In addition to the above examples, the opening quotes in each section above for Fionn, 
Oisín, Cuchulainn and Setanta also present text content that highlight this strategy of authenticating 
the episodes and characters being presented, most often with an accompanying biblical or religious 
reference. For example, Fionn is noted to have lived in the early Christian era: “Finn Mac Cumhal 
was the captain or leader of the militia of the High King of Ireland – Cormac Mac Art – in the 
second century of the Christian era.”1016 Oisin is reported to have lived at the same time Saint 
Patrick was in Ireland: “While he[Oisín] had been in the Land of the Young, Saint Patrick had come 
to Ireland to teach the people about the Son of God.”1017 And it is written that Cuchulainn lived 
concurrently to the time Jesus Christ was alive in the Middle East: “Some of the finest of our 
legends tell of a boy [Cuchulainn] who lived about the time that Jesus Christ was on earth.”1018 

These excerpts from a sample of texts published over a time period from the 1920s to the 
1970s are bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and are placing the myths in 
the students’ true and acceptable historical past. Consequently, this is authenticating the themes, 
characters and events described in the stories. In turn, due to the fact that the texts imply the 
characters and events actually occurred, it was arguably much easier for the student body to believe 
the content and likewise acceptable to try and emulate the attributes described in their (directed) 
ambition to be true Irish citizens. Many of the references are associated with either biblical or 
religious events, thus indicating the possible prominence of religious instruction in the curriculum 
also – so as the young learners strived to become good Irish citizens they also strived to be good 
Irish, Catholic youth. 

In addition to the historical references, there are multiple references to geographical 
locations throughout the island of Ireland that serve to transfer the distant in time themes in the 
stories to a closeness in spatial reality in the students’ living environments. In the Fionn tales there 
are references to locations clearly identifiable by the young readers, such as Leinster, Connaught, 
Castleknock, the Slieve Bloom mountains, and the Boyne river. These elements add to the text a 
real ‘here and now’ factor, another element in bridging the text contents with the contemporary 
readership. In the Oisín tales there are references to the Lakes of Killarney. In the Cuchulainn 
related stories there are multiple references to geographical locations that the students would be 
familiar with, such as Dundalk, the River Boyne and Ulster. These references, along with the 
frequent use of Ireland throughout the corpus set the geographic parameters on the themes and 
actions being introduced and promoted in the mythological texts. They confirm to the readership a 
concrete and unique place of existence that has strong historical links to geographical locations 
throughout the country. 

                                                                                                                                                                  
1014 ‘A Champion of Ulster Pt. I, II, III’ in The Oriel Readers,  Junior Book (Dublin, 1926); ‘Little Setanta Part I, II’ in 
The Clarion Readers for Irish Schools, Junior Book (Dublin, 1934); ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect, Junior 
Book (Dublin, 1966); ‘The Story of Setanta’ in Past Times, Middle Standard Book 1 (Dublin, 1993). 
1015 E. Hull in 1912, as quoted in S. Deane, op.cit., (Oxford, 1997), p.114. 
1016 ‘Who was Oisin I, II’ in The Rosemary Readers, Junior Book (Dublin, 1925), p.103. 
1017 ‘Oisin in the Land of the Young’ in Now We Read, Junior Book (Dublin, 1974), p.61. 
1018 ‘The Hound of Ulster’ in New Prospect, Junior Book (Dublin, 1966), p.97. 



 205  

Thus between historical and geographical references there are many words covering place 
and time concepts in the corpus. Many of these concepts situate the themes in the past, the historical 
references, which can be interpreted as distant, colourful and exciting by the readers and can also be 
appealing to their imagination. Simultaneously, there are also multiple references in the stories of 
geographical references, not distant in time, but with a spatial proximity to the readers. So the 
mythology tales have a dual characteristic – they present the heroic, fantastical themes and 
characters of the past while concurrently including the immediate ‘here and now’ as the setting for 
the activities being described; a typical example being a description of the activities of the Fianna. 
This approach is transporting the ancient stories into contemporary settings, creating a closeness, an 
affinity that the readers can relate to. This makes the themes, characters and messages more 
palpable than ever to the readership. With this phenomenon the youth are placed in close proximity 
to the emotions, heroics, attitudes and actions being exuded by the protagonists in the stories, their 
role models. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Now that we have examined and commented upon the textbook material presented over the 
preceding chapters, what conclusions can be drawn from this study? To begin with, one must realise 
that in the Irish Free State and in the early decades of the Irish Republic there was an all-pervasive 
Gaelicisation of the cultural frame of reference throughout the public sphere. This is evident in 
many formats and here I will only provide examples containing a mythological theme. For example 
in cultural activities, at the Aonach Tailteann1019 (the Festival of Teltown) in 1928 ‘The Coming of 
Fionn’ was enacted on the grounds of Lord Iveagh’s residence in Dublin1020 where the participants 
re-enacted an ancient battle dressed in Spartan clothing and carried spears, shields and swords; 
interestingly, their dress style was a physical representation, a bringing to life, of the illustrations 
that were being included with the mythology tales in the Literary Reader schoolbooks at the time 
and thereafter. A forerunner of such events was the Juverna Bazaar of 1903, held by the Christian 
Brothers, where the heroic theme held a prominent position (the entrance to the Bazaar had a poster 
of an heroic Irish warrior and each stall had its name written in large Irish characters and linked to 
some historic Irish location).1021 

This cultural frame of reference is also apparent in other aspects not particularly noticeable 
in themselves, and can be described by what Billig1022 has termed representations of ‘banal 
nationalism.’ As stated in Chapter 2, Billig argues that, “daily the nation is indicated or flagged in 
the lives of its citizenry” through non-direct, subliminal means, in an environment where “the 
metonymic image of banal nationalism is not a flag being consciously waved with fervent passion; 
it is the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building.”1023 Examples in the Irish public sphere 
carrying a mythological theme are seen right into contemporary times, such as in telephone cards, 
postage stamps and the country’s legal tender.1024 Stamps with a mythology theme have included the 
1991 issue commemorating the 75th anniversary of the 1916 rebellion depicting the statue of 
Cuchulainn by Oliver Sheppard in the General Post Office and the 1997 Europa issue depicting the 
Children of Lir  and Oisín and Niamh. Again in the 1990s there are representations of the same 
group of mythological characters in telephone cards that also included cards depicting Deirdre of 

                                                 
1019 See Chapter 3, p.65. 
1020 For a recording of this event see the British Pathé site http://www.britishpathe.com/record.php?id=16414 . Note 
again that Pearse also staged this drama at his school Saint Enda’s  in March 1909 – see Chapter 3. 
1021 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.203. See Chapter 3. 
1022 M. Billig, op.cit., (London, 1995).  
1023 Ibid. p.6 and p.8. 
1024 Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 5. Banal nationalism - Banknotes, Coins and Callcards. 
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the Sorrows and Oisín. Perhaps Irish currency, both notes and coins, have been the most 
representative and prevalent exemplification of this phenomenon. For instance, bank notes with 
mythological content include the 1 pound note featuring Queen Maeve, in circulation between 1976 
and 1993.1025 The ten shilling coin of 1966 is by far the most illustrative of what Billig argues when 
he states: 
  In so many little ways, the citizenry are daily reminded of their national 
  place in a world of nations.1026 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Illustration 27. Plate 1, Ten Shilling Coin 1966. 
 
The ten shilling coin was produced for the 50th anniversary of the Easter Rebellion and was put into 
circulation on April 12, 1966. The coin features Cuchulainn, (a miniature of the statue in the 
General Post Office) and Patrick Pearse. It is the only Irish coin to feature an inscription on the edge 
up to that time, reading “éirí amach na cásca 1916,” translated as “1916 Easter Rebellion.” The 
coin is also unique in being the only modern circulated Irish coin not to feature the harp, instead 
featuring the bust of Pearse.  

People move about in an ambient nationalism, which is so all pervasive and so unobtrusive 
that they hardly notice it (as with the examples of currency, stamps and telephone cards above). All 
such phenomena are an ongoing affirmation that the State is ‘there.’ Thus the all-encompassing 
cultural frame of reference that is connected to the Irish myths can be seen as banal nationalism. As 
this study shows, its first inculcation occurs through the incorporation of the mythology tales and 
their accompanying illustrations in the National School textbooks of the emerging Irish state. 

In this thesis I have brought to the surface a concrete sample of text data and I have 
conducted textual analyses in order to illustrate how this banal nationalist frame of reference of 
Gaelic Ireland was indoctrinated into the school-going youth of Ireland.1027 The corpus I have 
compiled for this study may, in the eyes of a corpus analyst, be considered to be quite small. This I 
acknowledge. However, one must take into account the minimal availability of the textbook 
material due to the absence of a central repository of school textbooks and also the large amount of 
textbook recycling that occurred throughout the period under investigation. From these perspectives 
alone the corpus, although perhaps considered small, but for such an historical study as conducted 
here, a minute statistical analysis of approximately 150,000 words, it does seem ample for the 
purposes at hand.  
 
During its formative decades, post-1922 Irish society was a contentious, unsettled environment, 
politically and socially. It was a State where 
 
 schools were used as a means to an extra-educational end, and schooling was directed  

                                                 
1025 See Volume 2. Illustrations and Appendices.  Illustrations 5 op. cit. for more examples. 
1026 M. Billig. op cit., (London, 1995), p.8. 
1027 As highlighted earlier in this thesis, the collection of texts compiled for this study do not represent the total volume 
of textbooks published in the country throughout the focus period. 
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not at developing the potentialities of the individual pupils for the pupils’ sake, but at  
developing certain cultural traits for the nation’s sake.1028 
 

This was also a society rife with factionalism. One common ground for all the branches and 
varieties of Irish political life was the mythological theme, where we find its existence in such 
influential mediums as cultural pageants, literature and education. As Rutherford states 
 

One of the essential functions of myth is to provide a frame of reference to which every 
individual member of a society can attune his conduct. In the same way that every Christian 
is urged to model himself on the founder of his religion, the pagan Celt was expected to 
model himself on the heroes like Cu Chulainn. … It is for this reason that an agreed and 
uniformly accepted mythology is a prerequisite for every human society. It provides its 
essential cohesion, so that when a society … has no shared mythology it is in danger of 
disintegration or destruction by another society.1029 

 
The mythology tales held a ‘neutral ground’ in this politically and socially strife-ridden 
environment of the developing Irish Free State and later Republic, as principally, although the 
factions violently disagreed with one another, they all shared one common belief and goal, 
separation from the British Empire and national autonomy. This “ancient literature could, … like 
the nation’s history, be a vital force that not only bound present to past, but also linked all Ireland in 
a shared and magnificent heritage.”1030 These tales, placed in the National School textbooks, allowed 
for the convergence of all the factional political and social groups in their acknowledgement and 
acceptance of these texts as a vehicle to help promote and establish an Irish self-image. For such 
reasons, these mythology tales play an integral role in the inculcation and dissemination of a 
national self-image in the young, developing country. 
 
Before moving to a summary of the central features this study has brought to the surface, there is 
one other aspect that deserves reiterating. This has to do with the influential role a number of 
political figures have had on the inclusion of a nationalist ideal in National School education from 
the founding of the Irish State: Pádraig Pearse, Eoin MacNeill, Éamon de Valera and Thomas 
Derrig. Alongside other individuals discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, these four especially have played 
important influential roles in the promotion of the nationalist platform in the National School 
learning environment. Their ideals and actions have been discussed in detail in the earlier Chapters, 
so a brief summation should suffice at this point.  

Patrick Pearse had a profound influence, in his lifetime and after his untimely demise, on the 
development of a national orientated education system and curriculum in Ireland. In his writings in 
An Claidheamh Soluis he stressed how educational reform would be vital in securing a sense of 
identity which would need to be reinforced up to the highest levels of the education system, 
beginning at primary level. His school, Saint Enda’s, established in Dublin in 1908, was an 
educational project that successfully promoted “the visual and literary myth-making discourses of 
national identity and masculinity.”1031  

He championed the incorporation of the mythology themes and characters, especially those 
of Cuchulainn and Fionn, in the school curriculum as a means of providing inspiration to the youth, 
both for moral teaching and for the establishment of a unique identity.1032 He “believed in the 

                                                 
1028 D.H. Akenson, op.cit. (Montreal, 1975), p.41. 
1029 W. Rutherford, Celtic Mythology. The Nature and Influence of Celtic Myth – from Druidism to Arthurian Legend. 
(Glasgow, 1987) p.133. 
1030 P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania,1994), p.276. 
1031 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.2. 
1032 P.H. Pearse, Education in New Ireland. In The Saint Enda’s Readers, Senior Book (Dublin,1931), pp.10-12. 



 208  

pedagogical value of having children’s versions of Irish myths and legends available.”1033 As stated 
in Chapter 4, Pearse’s educational project at Saint Enda’s helped to solidify the mythological text 
genre as a core part of national school textbook material. These mythological stories and other 
references to the ancient literature were to remain an core element in National School textbooks 
throughout the 20th century, helping to disseminate the inculcation of a heroic, Christian Irish-
Ireland nation identity to all the pupils. Although Pearse died in 1916, even as late as 1947 the 
INTO’s Plan for Education contained Pearsean ideals on the Irish education system, a strong 
acknowledgement for Pearse and his views and policies on the delivery of education in Ireland over 
30 years after his death. 

Eoin MacNeill, Celtic scholar, political activist and politician, is another individual whose 
contribution to the development of the Irish education system must be acknowledged. As well as his 
military activism (see Chapter 4), MacNeill was the first Cabinet Minister for Education in the Free 
State, from August 1922 to November 1925. He held strong opinions on the role education should 
play in the establishment and identity development of the newly formed country, as is evident in 
excerpts of his writing. Outlining his ideas on education in The Irish Review in October 1922 he 
stated, “(A) national purpose in education should aim at enriching and developing the whole 
national life through the enrichment and development of the individual life.”1034 In 1925 he 
proclaimed, “(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop Irish 
nationality, that is, the form and kind of civilisation distinctive of the Irish people.”1035 Based on 
such remarks it is clear that the educational arena, and the National School environment in 
particular, was to play an important role in building a foundation of national self image among the 
school youth; and that MacNeill was one of the driving forces in the programme to establish Ireland 
as a distinct separate state through methodologies pursued in the school classrooms and 
playgrounds across the country. Furthermore, from the administrative perspective, he was 
responsible for the convening of the Second National Programme Conference in 1925 and can thus 
be considered one of the supporters, if not one of the architects, of the National School curriculum 
that was to remain in use for the next fifty years in the Free State. 

In March 1926 de Valera formed his political party, Fianna Fáil, the party that was to be all-
dominant in Irish politics for the remainder of the twentieth century. The choice of name for the 
party allowed him to lay claim to part of the Irish heroic past, Fianna referring to the Fianna from 
the Ossianic Cycle of the mythologies. This anchored the party’s identity firmly in the ancient and 
more recent heroic past (there was also the link to 1858 and the founding of the Fenian 
Brotherhood) and provided de Valera with the scope to utilise the associated concepts and 
metaphors to promote his political ambitions and policies. Thus he had formed a political identity 
unquestionable in its integrity to the nationalist cause and national image. He claimed that Fianna 
Fáil “stood for the nation, for national unity … (and that it) was a national movement, not a mere  
party.”1036   

De Valera came to power in 1932 and remained in office for 16 consecutive years thereafter. 
As part of his broad political outlook, he considered it the duty of the National Schools to instil the 
qualities of nationhood, self-respect and national pride into its pupils. This was a view he publicly 
expressed when addressing the National Congress of National School teachers in Killarney in 1940 
while fulfilling his short tenure as Minister of Education in 1939-40.1037 He believed the National 
School teacher was an integral player in achieving the objective of nurturing the nation to the 
development and attainment of its own distinct self-image. Highlighting the importance of the 

                                                 
1033 E. Sisson, op.cit., (Cork, 2004), p.92. 
1034 E. MacNeill, op.cit., (Dublin, 1922), p.3. 
1035 E. MacNeill, op.cit., (October 24th 1925), p.200. 
1036 D. G. Boyce, op.cit., (London, 1991), p.348. 
1037 Capuchin Annual 1941, op.cit., (Dublin 1941), pp.183-188. 
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school environment he declared: “the national schools are the centres of national training, of 
character formation, the supply force of all the basic qualities on which the nation must be built.”1038 
Implying that a significant part of the curriculum should focus on the country’s past, he affirmed 
that it is the schools that are above all other places the meeting ground of the past, present and 
future, which is Éire.1039 Thus, as the most prominent and most influential political figure in the 
formative decades of the Irish State, de Valera’s attitudes and concerns in relation to the inclusion 
of aspects of the country’s glorious past, and therefore inclusive of the mythology tales, in the 
National School curriculum arguably played a role in the ongoing inclusion of the mythology tales 
in the schoolbooks and their utilisation as themes and concepts to promote a unique national self-
image. 

Thomas Derrig was the longest serving Minister of Education in Ireland to this day with 7 
terms of Office in Fianna Fáil administrations over a 15-year period during the 1930s and 1940s. 
He was elected to Dáil Éireann as a member of the Fianna Fáil party in 1927 and was appointed 
Minister of Education in de Valera’s first government in 1932. Shortly after taking up office, he 
stated as Minister that “he was committed to school programmes in which the Irish language and 
history would combine to foster a patriotic and Gaelic outlook.”1040 This policy attitude related to 
the importance of pursuing the Gaelicisation agenda was further declared in the Notes for primary 
school teachers published in 1933 by Derrig’s Department of Education in which was stated: “(the) 
Gaelic attitude … gives us our individuality as a nation, without it we become an amorphous or a 
hybrid people.”1041 Derrig was an ardent supporter of the nationalist drive within the educational 
arena. He was committed to developing and supporting education initiatives that cultivated a 
patriotic and Gaelic outlook.1042 He strongly supported the revival of the Irish language in the 
learning environment and he continued the policies of earlier activists in the educational field (e.g. 
Ó Brolcháin and MacNeill). Due to his long tenure as Minister, he is arguably one of the most 
influential people who helped ingrain policies and attitudes in the Department’s outlook as to how 
the national ideal and national self-image should be dealt with in National Schools. This programme 
of instruction contained the mythological tales.  

Three of the four people discussed above held the Education Minister’s portfolio and so 
were centrally involved in all developments in the educational sphere. All of these individuals 
supported and promoted the inclusion of a nationalist agenda in the National School learning 
environment and had no objection to the incorporation of the mythology themes and tales in the 
schoolbooks to assist this ideal. The mythology themes and their representative tales were thus part 
of the platform from which the nationalist ideals were carried forward in the National School 
learning environment.  

Pearse however is the most profound and influential of the group. It is through Pearse that 
the controversial and dynamic 19th century debates around nationalism, education and mythology 
all come together. He exemplifies the interaction between culture and politics at this juncture in 
Irish history. With a textbook in one hand and a Browning pistol in the other,1043 culturally Pearse 
was active and prolific in the fields of language, literature and education, while almost 
simultaneously he was the revolutionary who arguably set in motion the Easter Rising. As an 
educationalist Pearse was viewed as an innovative and inspirational figure by many of the education 
bureaucrats in the newly-formed Free State. Pearse had put into practice his theories on Irish 

                                                 
1038 Ibid., p.183. 
1039 Ibid. p.188. 
1040 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.43.  
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1042 J. Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.43. 
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education; he had been ‘hands-on’ in initiating what he believed to be a curriculum suitable to the 
Irish youth when he formed Saint Enda’s in 1908. This set him apart from other critics and writers 
of the period, such as Thomas Davis who merely presented their arguments on the emerging 
education issue in published work, and resulted in Pearse remaining an authoritative figure in the 
education debates well into the 1940s. Additionally, through his actions and early death by firing 
squad Pearse acquires the stature of a mythic hero himself to the activists who followed him, and is 
thus arguably seen as a 20th century Cuchulainn, the hero he continually strived to emulate in his 
own life. O’Leary informs us that 
 
 In the ensuing years of literary, political, and educational work, and especially with his 

founding of Sgoil Éanna in 1908, Pearse’s faith in the pedagogical value of early Irish  
literature and his adoption of Cú Chulainn as an inspirational exemplar took an additional  
depth and significance.1044 
 

Pearse, whose martyrdom occurred before separatist nationalism fissioned into warring factions,   
can thus be viewed as an icon with symbolic value. He mediates the divide between culture and 
politics in the peak period of Ireland’s struggle for independence, and his educational ideas 
especially remained relevant through the early decades of the newly-formed State. 
 
In relation to the mythology tales contained in the Literary Reader schoolbook series and a number 
of History books compiled for this study and arguably representing the corpus of school text 
published during the period under investigation, this study has revealed a number of central features 
that will now be briefly summarised.   

It has been found that the mythology tales are the sole vehicle in the textbooks for 
presenting an Irish identity perspective and link to the glorious ancient Irish past. Remarkably, these 
tales actually account for a very small percentage of the overall text content contained in the 
schoolbooks, thus arguably achieving quite a large influence for what is a small proportion of text 
in the schoolbooks. Additionally, in relation to other text content, the neutral text ratio is quite high 
indeed but lacks texts that could be described as having Irish leaning themes or content. This places 
the onus even more acutely on the mythology tales as the bearer of identity characteristics and 
themes to the young readership. 

The temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the eight decades 
under investigation, as illustrated in Chart 4 below (and in more detail in Charts 2 and 3 on p.193), 
has a direct relationship with the external patterns of departmental and social policies and attitudes 
of the day.  
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Chart 4. Frequency of Mythological themes over the decades 1920s – 2001. 

                                                 
1044 P.O’Leary, op.cit., (Pennsylvania, 1994), pp.250-251. 
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The most noticeable and striking feature evident in the data is there are two peak periods, the 
1920s/1930s and 1980s/1990s, with a conspicuous trough in the 1960s and 1970s. This relatively 
high number in the 1920s and 1930s is most probably due to it being the initial decades the National 
Schools were under the auspice of the Free State Government and an apparent effort was being 
made to set the tone for the inclusion of such a theme in the school textbooks in the decades to 
follow, as the evidence garnered from the analyses verify. This temporal distribution of the tales 
practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from individuals both within the 
government and the Department of Education throughout the study period calling for the school 
environment to be a place where a national pride is instilled in the pupils. Individuals and groups in 
the public domain were also expressing such attitudes and opinions, especially during the earlier 
decades.  

What can be determined as the reason for the trough in the 1960s and 1970s and the rebound 
in the 1980s and ‘90s? The application of hero figures, heroic tales and illustrations as role models 
for youth to adopt in order to develop into strong, loyal individuals can be considered an early 20th 
century ideology. By the 1960s, a different view on what makes a properly balanced adult was 
beginning to emerge. In the structure of the 1970s, where a sense of anti-authoritarianism permeated 
society, this type of hero worship was not really the type of role model the educationalists of the 
time wanted to deliver to the upcoming generation. This was further supported by the demographic 
shift taking place of a new younger generation of National School teachers taking up positions in 
the schools, a population who were not like the earlier ‘pioneers’ and who thus held different 
attitudes on teaching methodologies and the importance of inculcating national ideals in the young 
learner groups. Additionally, a possible backlash from the euphoria of the 1966 anniversary 
celebrations (the 50th anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising) may have been at work. It is from the 
1966 jubilee that we can also trace the rise of revisionism in looking at the recent history of the new 
State,1045 which may well have played its part in the clear reduction of this text genre in the school 
books. These progressions are arguably intriguing, even salient, and merit further analysis and 
research.  

As to the rebound in the 1980s and 1990s, one could put forward the suggestion that it was 
due at least in part to an anti-revisionist response by those responsible for teaching policies and 
school publications. This was an attitude that broadly stated people should not feel any guilt or 
shame about the country’s nationalist past, but instead should once again start to look with pride on 
the country’s past, and on the people and events that brought about the country’s independence. 
This anti-revisionist attitude peaked with the commemorations of the Great Famine1046 in 1995 and 
the 1798 Rebellion1047 in 1998. The rough simultaneity between the peaks and troughs of 
schoolbook material and the back and forth of the revisionism debate in the academic history 
departments is suggestive and intriguing in many respects. The direction of causality is one issue 
worth exploring further. Did shifts in school textbooks produce a generation of historians with as 
different outlook, or did changing attitudes among historians find expression in the production of 
differently-slanted school books? Or did both participate in a wider mentality shift? This last 
possibility raises the no less intriguing issue of the place of academic history-writing in the broader 

                                                 
1045 On the revisionism debates see D. G. Boyce and A. O’Day (Eds.), The Making of Modern Irish History: 
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2001), M. Kelleher, Hunger and History: Monuments to the Great Irish Famine, (Textual Practice, 2002), J. Crowley, 
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and the Continuing Impact of the United Irishmen, (Belfast, 2004) and T. Dunne, Rebellions: Memoir, Memory and 
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context of national informal or institutional memory cultures. Clearly, further research to correlate 
these suggestions is warranted. 

In the temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the eight 
decades, we discover the meshing of government attitudes, departmental policies and social 
concerns being mirrored to the production of mythology tales in the schoolbooks, and thus arguably 
conceptual and thematic bridging is taking place between official state policies and the specific text 
content being included in the schoolbooks. The mythological texts were therefore central to 
furthering these inculcation policies and were important in building a perception and 
acknowledgement of a unique country then striving to establish itself from under the shadows of the 
British Empire. 

In relation to the frequency data uncovered, a number of points are worthy of mention again. 
Firstly, the presence of Ulster in the frequency list and its abnormally high ratio in comparison to 
the other provinces of Ireland is quite striking. The word Ulster and its collocational environments 
have active and heroic connotations that especially demonstrate uniqueness of place and identity. 
The references arguably allow the readers to develop an affinity with the province, one that is still 
partly held by an alien power and, as stated above, it arguably also illustrates the importance Ulster 
held for the political administrations of the Free State. Furthermore, the use of the word in the texts 
moves the interpretation from a tribal name to a territorial name. The reader is given to interpret 
Ulster as central to the historical myth being introduced but, from a contemporary perspective, 
peripheral to the political territory.  

Secondly, the number of occurrences and broad connotational representations of the top 
three frequency words in the complete corpus – great, Fionn and king - carry particular 
significances. Primarily, the chivalric connotations emanating from the collocational environments 
of these words are quite strong. And herein lies a quandary. Why should a state recently formed 
largely through physical force, with aspirations to become a republic, support a methodology of 
having chivalric connotations such as references to kings, queens, knights and heroic deeds 
contained in the national education environment? One answer is that it was striving to create an 
affinity and an awareness with a glorious past, a past that could be looked up to, admired and 
possibly emulated in relation to the specific characteristics the themes and protagonists are 
presenting and representing in the tales. They were thus presented as recommended role models for 
the scholars to base their attitudes and actions upon in the developing young country.  

Thirdly, the evident frequency of the character Fionn and the associated collocational 
environments in the tales surrounding his exploits eclipsed those with the Cuchulainn theme 
considerably, which was an unexpected finding. Considering the role and imagery Cuchulainn has 
maintained within Irish society since the inception of the Free State, in political symbolism and 
literature, I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be the most frequent within the schoolbook tales 
and the overall corpus. This was not the case, arguably it was so because each theme carried its own 
strengths, messages and connotations for the young readership. Primarily, the Fionn related texts 
contain the themes most pertinent to the policies being pursued by the authorities in relation to the 
inculcation of a national pride in the school youth. As stated above, the Fionn related texts seem to 
be calling on the school children to exemplify the virtues and character of Fionn and the Fianna 
organisation, in order to strengthen and solidify Ireland’s identity, uniqueness and independence. 
These tales carry an undercurrent of moral teaching or imply a code of conduct that the readers 
should aspire to achieving, to be good Irish people. Fionn and his men are portrayed as a group who 
are morally strong and virtuous and thus a good role model for contemporary youth. The 
Cuchulainn related texts on the other hand contain different themes, more heroic and flamboyant, 
even aggressive, as opposed to containing moral messages for the school goers to emulate. The 
dominance of the Fionn tales over the Cuchulainn tales is one that deserves further attention, 
especially as this finding runs contrary to the lack of Fionn material in general literary treatment 
and cultural import in Ireland during the 20th century. 
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The three main protagonists in the mythology corpus, Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín, are 
portrayed as heroic characters who exhibit additional specific characteristics unique to themselves. 
They are role model representatives for the contemporary school youth. Fionn is a leader and an 
organiser, referred to as a great Irish chief, a person to be trusted due to his outlook and abilities. 
Cuchulainn is portrayed as the all action hero, the one who puts duty and obligation ahead of all 
other elements in his dealing with those around him, even if it results in his own suffering or loss. 
He is active in struggle and antagonism and always triumphs due to his attitude and self-belief. 
Lastly, Oisín is the wise, pensive hero, the milder, more caring and loving character of the three, in 
a more meditative mode. His frailties are highlighted so we can perceive him in a more human-like 
manner. Additionally, he is acknowledged as accepting ‘the new faith,’ hence being a good role 
model for accepting and adhering to the teachings of the Christian Church. Thus, we find ‘a 
triangulation of role models’ for the growing youth of Ireland presented in the collection of stories 
chosen, and continually recycled, for inclusion in the National School textbooks. Three types of 
personality are thematically presented repeatedly across the text corpus. With these role models a 
continuity is established, the continuity of boy to man – the boy hero who becomes the mature, 
oftentimes, great leader and thus a concept the youth can readily relate to, boyhood preparedness 
evolves into adult fruition. The lexical evidence uncovered allows us to identify the characteristics 
of leadership and organisation, struggle and council, three key characteristics the youth of Ireland 
should acquire to acknowledge, respect and support their recently formed, developing country. The 
absence of female role models is striking. Such salient females as are present in the mythological 
corpus (Maeve, Emer, Deirdre) tend to be underrepresented or absent in the schoolbooks. 
Pedagogical ideals in Ireland clearly were a men-only affair.  

Throughout the corpus there is multiple evidenced of referring to or placing the key 
protagonists and events in real-time history, helping to establish their authenticity and also 
authenticating the characteristics and virtues attributed to the protagonists in the stories. This 
approach, which can be registered in the texts published over the entire time period under 
investigation, is bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and accordingly places 
the myths in the students’ understanding of Ireland’s true and accepted historical past. In addition to 
the historical references, there are also numerous references to geographical locations throughout 
Ireland spread across the scenarios described in the mythology tales, ranging from place names to 
mountain ranges to rivers. These references, with the frequent use of the word ‘Ireland’ throughout 
the corpus, set the geographic parameters on the themes and actions being introduced and promoted 
in the mythological texts and add a real ‘here and now’ factor that serves to transfer the temporally 
distant themes in the stories to a closeness in spatial reality in the students’ living environments, 
thus forging another element in bridging the mythological themes with the contemporary 
readership.  

Another noticeable feature arising from the analysis is the phenomenon of the recycling of 
the mythology tales in the schoolbooks accompanied by the recurring of same authors of the tales 
across the decades under investigation. Curiously, not alone do the tales appear to contain the same 
message but they also apply practically identical language repeatedly for expression of theme and 
ideas in the plot lines. Basically, the central message of each tale remains constant throughout, 
although sometimes the language may be slightly altered, as exemplified above in Table 2, page 
194. Accompanying this recycling of text theme and content is the recurring of the same authorship 
of many of the mythological tales. The same author was published in different decades, by different 
publishing houses, in different Literary Readers, as well as being published multiple times in the 
same Literary Readers. This repeated use of the same texts and same authors achieved a consistency 
of input and writing styles. A specific interpretation of the stories remains constant throughout the 
decades due to the repeated consistency of theme and language used in the delivery of the stories 
and in spite of the generational and historical shifts of the century. Thus, by continuously relying on 
an often-recycled, small selection of mythological material for the tales in the schoolbooks, what 
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has in fact been created is an unbroken message stream, a canon of mythological literature for the 
National School learning environment down through the decades under investigation. 

A further interesting characteristic found in many of these tales is the iconography and 
illustrations accompanying the storyline that carry a strong resonance in the overall interpretation of 
the text’s message. The inclusion of these paratextual elements no doubt helped to attract the 
readers’ attention to the messages being presented in the tales. The icons and illustrations are 
intricate additions to predominantly mundane school texts. They can be described as an additional 
element of national uniqueness placed in the story for the benefit of the reader, but for a purpose. 
Both the icons and the illustrations play a role in disseminating a sense of national self-image 
because they appeal to past glories, they identify with a particular unique period in the countries 
past and they also help to build a bridge to the past. Almost all the illustrations depict heroic actions 
and chivalric imagery with the characters all very heroic looking in their dress style and actions. 
The inclusion of such images can help to influence the young readers minds in imagining and then 
developing their historical and cultural heritage of their country. Their inclusion presents a clear 
visual separatism from other cultures and the illustrations especially contain a strong Celto-Irish 
essence. There is also a uniqueness of place and of attitudes portrayed through the characteristics 
presented in the illustrations that provide an added ingredient to the delivery of the themes and 
messages in the texts and cannot but have helped to further ingrain heroic, active and unique 
impressions and imagery in the minds of the young readers. 

This then is a brief summary of the main findings of this study. I have argued that the 
inclusion of the mythological themes and tales in the Literary Reader National School textbook 
series provided a platform for the policies of the inculcation of national pride, self-respect and self-
image in the Irish nation (official government and Department policy following the Second 
National Programme Conference and Report in 1926). Textual evidence in the form of frequency 
counts and collocational environments could only have been uncovered through computational 
analyses, supported by rhetorical analyses of the most frequent Proper Types evidenced in the 
corpus. I have been able to draw my conclusions based upon solid statistical data and utilise 
information that is concrete and not hypothetical. The conclusions drawn are my personal 
interpretation, but these conclusions are based upon factual, statistical information garnered from 
the analyses conducted on the corpus of mythological text found in the various series of Literary 
Readers and small number of History books accumulated for this research.  
 
The mythological tales, as mediated through the National School environment, were a prime factor 
in the Irish nation-building process. The myths were a suitable choice as they were trans-partisan, 
they were unifying in their message of a glorious and heroic past, and they stressed the unique 
individuality of Ireland as they were shared with no other country. The Irish State and its people at 
this juncture in its development was a divided and severely traumatised society with deep scars 
inflicted over the period of its armed conflict, culminating with the partition of Ulster1048 and the 
Civil War of 1922-23.1049 From 1923 onwards Ireland is not just a newly independent State, it is also 
a partitioned country further divided by the recently fought Civil War and the existence of varying 
interpretations by the populace of what Ireland’s struggle for a Republican independence should 
entail. It is against such a background that the myths are important. The mythological literature is 
both acceptable and inspirational to all parties concerned, so that when it is included in the 
education curriculum it does not find any opposition or criticism from any corner of the evolving 
society.  

                                                 
1048 Through the ‘Government Of Ireland Act 1920.’ For more detailed information see R. Kee, Ourselves Alone. 
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In incorporating myths in the curriculum the State’s education approach could disguise what was 
effectively a nationalist ideology as if it were merely another pedagogical component in the broader 
educational curriculum. The inclusion and use of the mythology tales in the curriculum to promote a 
nationalist ideology particular to the Irish State, I argue, is identifiable with the beliefs, writings and 
actions of Patrick Pearse. As an educationalist, Pearse left his imprint on the education environment 
in the Free State. Pearse was still an influential force in 1947 when the INTO compiled and 
published their Plan for Education. Additionally, Pearse can also himself be considered trans-
partisan in that, after his execution,  he evolves into an almost mythical hero himself. Both main 
political blocks in the emerging State – Cumann na nGaedheal and Sinn Féin (later to be replaced 
by Fianna Fáil) – could connect to and lay claim to Pearse like no other nationalist leader post 
1916. The incorporation of mythological themes and tales in the education environment of early 
20th century Ireland, pre and post the establishment of the Free State, to promote the glorious past 
and highlight the uniqueness of the nation can be directly traced back to Pearse. It is in the attitudes 
and policies of Pearse that all the strands of nationalist politics, education developments and the 
incorporation of mythology in the school system, interweaving with one another throughout the 19th 
century but never meshing, finally merge as the potent nationalist force that was at once political, 
cultural and educational. Pearse was instrumental in introducing and promoting a strong nationalist 
agenda that combined armed force separatism, educationalism, and a strong Gaelic cultural agenda 
incorporating mythology, all of which played pertinent roles in the achieving and establishing of an 
independent Ireland in 1921. 
 
My research focus in this thesis has been broad. My objective was to accumulate a corpus of 
National School tales with a mythological theme, analyse them and see what I could find, as I 
believed that such texts played a role in the conception and development of an Irish national 
identity, a self-image. What has resulted from my approach suggests further attention and research. 
I have not addressed the role of gender in these mythology texts; neither have I paid attention to the 
Irish language-mythology texts that were printed during this period. More remains to be said on the 
dominance of the Fionn tales over the Cuchulainn tales; a surprising dominance given the lack of  
Fionn material in general literary and cultural treatment in 20th century Ireland. All the above are 
areas for future research that I hope will enlighten and expand the area that has now been opened up 
through my initial foray in this type of analysis of National School education literature. However, to 
accommodate any such further research into the area of National School textbook content, it is 
imperative that a central repository for all the National School textbooks published and circulated 
from the commencement of the Free State be set up so as to facilitate future researchers in this area. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


