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Modern Irish history:
a brief timeline (1)
• 1800 – the Act of Union, creating the

United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland
• 1829 – Catholic Emancipation
• 1845-1849 – the Great Famine
• 1886, 1893, 1912-1914 – attempts to
bring in Irish Home Rule Bills
• 1912 – the Ulster Covenant signed

The structure of Irish society
in the nineteenth century
• minority Anglo-Irish aristocracy, gentry,

and middle-class – English-speaking,
predominantly Anglican (Church of Ireland)
• majority Irish peasantry and working-class
– Catholic, and originally Irish-speaking
• the rise of Catholic middle-class and the
adoption of English across the country
• the uniqueness of Ulster

Modern Irish history:
a brief timeline (2)
• 1916 – Easter Rising in Dublin
• 1919-1921 – Anglo-Irish War and the 1921
Anglo-Irish Treaty, followed by the
proclamation of the Irish Free State (1922)
• 1921-1923 – Irish Civil War
• 1937, 1949 – remaining links with Britain
severed

The Irish independence movement
in literature
• the romantic vision: William Butler Yeats,
‘Easter, 1916’
• the naturalistic vision: Sean O’Casey’s
Dublin trilogy
– The Shadow of a Gunman (1923)
– Juno and the Paycock (1924)
– The Plough and the Stars (1926)

W.B. Yeats: ‘Easter, 1916’ (1)
I have met them at close of day
Coming with vivid faces
From counter or desk among grey
Eighteenth-century houses.
I have passed with a nod of the head
Or polite meaningless words,
Or have lingered awhile and said
Polite meaningless words,
And thought before I had done
Of a mocking tale or a gibe
To please a companion
Around the fire at the club,
Being certain that they and I
But lived where motley is worn:
All changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

W.B. Yeats: ‘Easter, 1916’ (2)
That woman's days were spent
In ignorant good-will,
Her nights in argument
Until her voice grew shrill.
What voice more sweet than hers
When, young and beautiful,
She rode to harriers?
This man had kept a school
And rode our wingèd horse;
This other his helper and friend
Was coming into his force;
He might have won fame in the end,
So sensitive his nature seemed,
So daring and sweet his thought.

This other man I had dreamed
A drunken, vainglorious lout.
He had done most bitter wrong
To some who are near my heart,
Yet I number him in the song;
He, too, has resigned his part
In the casual comedy;
He, too, has been changed in his turn,
Transformed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

W.B. Yeats: ‘Easter, 1916’ (3)
Hearts with one purpose alone
Through summer and winter seem
Enchanted to a stone
To trouble the living stream.
The horse that comes from the road,
The rider, the birds that range
From cloud to tumbling cloud,
Minute by minute they change;
A shadow of cloud on the stream
Changes minute by minute;
A horse-hoof slides on the brim,
And a horse plashes within it;
The long-legged moor-hens dive,
And hens to moor-cocks call;
Minute by minute they live:
The stone's in the midst of all.

W.B. Yeats: ‘Easter, 1916’ (4)
Too long a sacrifice
Can make a stone of the heart.
O when may it suffice?
That is Heaven's part, our part
To murmur name upon name,
As a mother names her child
When sleep at last has come
On limbs that had run wild.
What is it but nightfall?
No, no, not night but death;
Was it needless death after all?
For England may keep faith
For all that is done and said.

We know their dream; enough
To know they dreamed and are dead;
And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died?
I write it out in a verse—
MacDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse
Now and in time to be,
Wherever green is worn,
Are changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.

The vision of the Easter Rising
in ‘Easter, 1916’ (1)
• Yeats’s Anglo-Irish background and his

career as a poet and playwright, and the
key contributor to the Irish Literary
Revival
• the ambivalence of Yeats’s attitude to
the Rising – for personal and political
reasons
• his reluctant admiration of the leaders of
the Rising vs. the criticism of some of
their attitudes

The vision of the Easter Rising
in ‘Easter, 1916’ (2)
• the late Romantic symbolism of the

poem – the central image of a stone in
the middle of a stream
• the paradoxicality and internal tension of
the poem encapsulated in the iconic key
line closing three of the four sections of
the poem – ‘a terrible beauty is born’

The vision of the Easter Rising
in The Plough and the Stars (1)
• the setting of the play: a working-class

Dublin tenement house
• the cast of characters – a range of
working-class characters, mostly but not
exclusively Catholic, centred around the
bricklayer Jack Clitheroe and his wife
Nora
• the plot of the play – the impact of the
Easter Rising on the life of the working
people of Dublin

The vision of the Easter Rising
in The Plough and the Stars (2)
• the ironical treatment of the contrast

between the ideology of Irish nationalism
and the reality of life of the Dublin
working classes
• the central significance of Act II of the
play – set in a public house during a
political rally taking place outside

Sean O’Casey:

from The Plough and the Stars (1)
It is a glorious thing to see arms in the hands of
Irishmen. We must accustom ourselves to the
thought of arms, we must accustom ourselves to
the sight of arms, we must accustom ourselves
to the use of arms. . . . Bloodshed is a cleansing
and sanctifying thing, and the nation that regards
it as the final horror has lost its manhood. . . .
There are many things more horrible than
bloodshed, and slavery is one of them!

Sean O’Casey:

from The Plough and the Stars (2)
Comrade soldiers of the Irish Volunteers and of
the Citizen Army, we rejoice in this terrible war.
The old heart of the earth needed to be warmed
with the red wine of the battlefields. . . . Such
august homage was never offered to God as this:
the homage of millions of lives given gladly for
love of country. And we must be ready to pour
out the same red wine in the same glorious
sacrifice, for without shedding of blood there is
no redemption!

The vision of the Easter Rising
in The Plough and the Stars (3)
• the ironical contrast between the ideological

fervour of the speaker (modelled on Patrick
Pearse) and his followers and the pragmatism
of the barman and the prostitute Rosie
Redmond
• the tragic ending of the play – Jack Clitheroe
shot dead, Nora giving birth to a still-born
child and losing her mind, her heroic
Protestant neighbour Bessie Burgess
accidentally shot and killed

The vision of the Easter Rising
in The Plough and the Stars (4)
• the gender dimension of the play: the

destructive impact of male-dominated
conflict and violence on the lives of women
and children; the selfishness and
inadequacy of men vs. the suffering and
the practical heroism of women
• the reception of the play – riots following
its premiere in Dublin’s Abbey Theatre in
February 1926

Independence vs. division:
the problem of Ulster
• the social and cultural distinctiveness of the

province of Ulster
• the 17th-century Plantation of Ulster and its
implications – an English/Ulster Scots-speaking
and predominantly Presbyterian majority in six
of the nine counties of the province
• the Unionist sympathies of Ulster Protestants
and the emergence of Northern Ireland

Modern Irish history:
a brief timeline (3)
• 1921 – the creation of Northern Ireland to

accommodate the Unionist majority in the six
counties of the province of Ulster
• 1967/68 – the beginnings of the civil rights
movement in support of the Nationalist minority
against the Unionist-dominated political system
• 1968-1998 – the Troubles (over 3,500 killed)
• 1998 – the Good Friday agreement and the
introduction of power-sharing

Visions of a divided society:
the Ulster conflict in literature
• the reflection of the Troubles in the

poetry of Seamus Heaney – North (1975)
• the myths of Irish history and their
impact on the present – Brian Friel’s
Translations (1980)

Seamus Heaney: ‘Punishment’ (1)
I can feel the tug
of the halter at the nape
of her neck, the wind
on her naked front.

Under which at first
she was a barked sapling
that is dug up
oak-bone, brain-firkin:

It blows her nipples
to amber beads,
it shakes the frail rigging
of her ribs.

her shaved head
like a stubble of black corn,
her blindfold a soiled bandage,
her noose a ring

I can see her drowned
body in the bog,
the weighing stone,
the floating rods and boughs.

to store
the memories of love.
Little adulteress,
before they punished you

Seamus Heaney: ‘Punishment’ (2)
you were flaxen-haired,
undernourished, and your
tar-black face was beautiful.
My poor scapegoat,

I who have stood dumb
when your betraying sisters,
cauled in tar,
wept by the railings,

I almost love you
but would have cast, I know,
the stones of silence.
I am the artful voyeur

who would connive
in civilized outrage
yet understand the exact
and tribal, intimate revenge.

of your brain’s exposed
and darkened combs,
your muscles’ webbing
and all your numbered bones:

‘Punishment’ as a reflection
on the impact of sectarian division
on Ulster society (1)
• Heaney’s personal background – a Nationalist

community in mid-Ulster
• ‘Punishment’ as one of Heaney’s ‘bog poems’ –
inspired by the discovery of Iron Age human
remains conserved in the boglands of northern
Europe (Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands)

‘Punishment’ as a reflection
on the impact of sectarian division
on Ulster society (2)
• the parallels between the life of the ancient

communities of northern Europe and the tribal
divisions in modern Ulster
• the theme of loyalty, betrayal, and punishment
• the complexity of the position of the speaker as
a detached, abhorred, compassionate, and yet
silent observer, critical of but still loyal to the
established beliefs and values of his community

The myths of Irish history:
Brian Friel’s Translations (1)
• the setting of the play – a fictional village

of Baile Beag/Ballybeg, in Co. Donegal, in
1833
• the theme of the play – the linguistic
takeover of Donegal in the first half of the
nineteenth century:
– the replacement of traditional Irish language
hedge-schools by the national school system
– the preparation of Ordnance Survey maps and
the resulting Anglicisation of place names

The myths of Irish history:
Brian Friel’s Translations (2)

• the main characters: Hugh the hedge-

schoolmaster and his son Manus, and their
eclectic group of students; Captain Lancey
and other officers working on the Ordnance
Survey; Owen/Roland – Hugh’s son working
as a translator/interpreter for the British
soldiers
• the main plot - the emerging love between
Maire and Lieutenant Yolland, and his
subsequent disappearance, possibly at the
hands of the sinister Donnelly twins

The myths of Irish history:
Brian Friel’s Translations (3)
• the play premiered at the Guildhall in

Derry/Londonderry in 1980
• the postcolonial interpretation: the
linguistic takeover as the ultimate act of
colonial aggression
• the revisionist criticism of the historical
inaccuracies of the play

Brian Friel:
from Translations
It is not the literal past, the ‘facts’ of history, that
shape us, but images of the past embodied in
language. … We must never cease renewing
those images; because once we do, we fossilize.

The myths of Irish history:
Brian Friel’s Translations (4)
• the hedge-school group and the British Army

officers as the archetypal representatives of the
two communities of Ireland
• the central role – and the moral dilemmas – of
Owen/Roland in his role as middleman
• the theatrical effectiveness of the play,
including its use of English to represent both
English and Irish
• the play as both perpetuating and undermining
the myths of Irish history

The politics of Irish literature
• literature as reflective of the social and

cultural divisions in Irish society
• literary reflection of and commentary on
key political events in Irish history
• the politicisation of the issues of language
and culture
• the political dimension of literary criticism

