VISUAL CULTURE AND VISUALITY IN THE
POLITICS OF THE IRISH FREE STATE, 1921-1939

(Charles E. Kelly, ‘Testing cartoonists for the new daily paper’,
Dublin Opinion, Apr. 1931.)

TIMOTHY HANSON ELLIS

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of Teesside University for
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

April 2020.

i

Abstract
This thesis examines, in depth, the significance of visual culture and visuality in the
political culture of the Irish Free State between 1922-39. Previous accounts of the political
history of interwar Ireland have paid very little attention to the significance of the visual
culture, and conversely, histories of visual culture in the same period have given little
attention to the visual representation of political subjects, that is to say, of politicians,
voters, political movements, soldiers, governors-general and churchmen. This thesis, by
contrast, uses an innovative methodology of discourse analysis to analyse both political
discourse in visual culture and the language of visuality in political discourse. It argues
that visual culture and visuality played a deeply significant role in the political culture of
the Irish Free State, at a time when visual culture played an increasingly important role
in political life internationally. Visual culture accomplished numerous practical purposes
for the National Army, Free State politicians and political parties. More importantly,
however, visibility was regarded as a political end in itself, as it signified legitimacy,
respectability and morality. Supporters of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, for instance,
constructed their republican opponents as sinister, shadowy and invisible figures.
Conversely, de Valera’s government used invisibility as a means of delegitimising and
weakening the office of Governor-General. By examining visual culture and visuality this
thesis explores the deepest anxieties of the political culture of the Irish Free State, around
legitimacy, respectability, morality, and indeed, the question of Irish freedom itself.
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Introduction
I.1 “The world is watching us all ...”
Towards the end of the Irish Civil War, An t-Óglách, the journal of the Treatyite National
Army, offered its readers a morale-boost. It declared ‘the world is watching us all ... If
we do our best- we can make our army the finest army in the world.’1 Almost a decade
later, as Civil War divisions began to fade, the Irish Catholic newspaper reminded its
readers, that during the upcoming 31st International Eucharistic Congress in Dublin, ‘we
shall become, for a brief period, the cynosure of neighbouring eyes.’2

Significantly, these quotations from An t-Óglách and the Irish Catholic, in using words
like ‘watching,’ ‘eyes’ and ‘cynosure,’ invoke the language of visuality. This thesis
argues that in the Irish Free State, between 1921-1939, visual culture, visuality and
visibility played a vital role in political life. Visual culture was not just a means of
dramatizing and projecting political power in the Free State, it also represented a crucial
space where politicians, state institutions and ordinary citizens could interact, negotiate,
and at times, come into conflict with one another. Crucially, visibility was vital to the
construction of political legitimacy and respectability. Visible individuals saw themselves
being politically valorised. Conversely, those were perceived to be invisible were
denigrated, distrusted and even despised.

1

An t-Óglách, 10 Mar. 1923.

2

Irish Catholic, 20 Feb. 1932.
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I.2 Visual culture and visuality in history
While the term ‘visual culture,’ in common parlance, refers to visual artefacts, such as
photographs, paintings, and films, most scholars argue that while this term refers to more
than this, and indeed, refers to ‘the plethora of ways in which the visual is part of social
life.’3 When we speak of ‘visual culture,’ we should, therefore, be interested not only in
the significance of discrete visual artefacts but also broader discourses of seeing,
visibility, spectacle, surveillance, censorship, invisibility, light and darkness.

‘Visuality’ is thus a crucial aspect of visual culture. This term refers not to the
physiological sense of vision, but rather, to the cultural construction and representation
of vision. Hal Foster defines visuality as ‘how we see, how we are able, allowed, or made
to see, and how we see this seeing and the unseeing therein.’4 Seeing should be
understood not merely as an ahistorical, physiological phenomenon, but as something that
is also socially and culturally constructed. As Mark Smith notes, ‘the senses are not
universal, are not transhistorical, and can only be understood in their specific social and
historical contexts.’5 As John Berger has also argued, ‘the way we see things is affected
by what we know or what we believe.’6 While images, themselves, invite the viewer to
view them in a particular way, ‘our perception or appreciation of an image depends also
upon our own way of seeing.’7

3

Gillian Rose, Visual methodologies: An introduction to researching with visual materials (Los

Angeles, 2016: 1st ed., 2001), p. 4.
4

Hal Foster (ed.), Vision and visuality (Seattle, 1988), p. ix.

5

Mark M. Smith, Sensory history (Oxford, 2007), p. 3.

6

John Berger, Ways of seeing (London, 1972), p. 8.

7

Ibid, p. 10.

2

Visual images are a particularly unstable means of communication. An image’s meaning
is highly dependent on the way it is ‘read’ by its audience. Its meaning is not solely
determined by its content, but also the circumstances of its production, transmission and
reception. As Irit Rogoff argues, we should not be concerned solely with just the image
and the viewer. Rather, we should also consider ‘the viewing apparatuses that we have at
our disposal that are guided by cultural models such as narrative or technology.’8 We
should, therefore, understand the act of seeing in historical context.

Crucially, visual culture and visuality have both played a hugely significant role in
political life throughout history and across a variety of different societies. The
connections between authority, spectacle and visibility are well attested in the scholarship
of history, anthropology and numerous other disciplines. The anthropologist Clifford
Geertz famously highlighted the example of nineteenth-century Bali, where the state was
‘always pointed ... toward spectacle, toward ceremony, toward the public dramatization
of the ruling obsessions of Balinese culture,’ where ‘power served pomp, not pomp
power.’9 Geertz’s comments are echoed by David Cannadine, a historian, who argues that
‘the rituals of rulers, the “symbolics of power” are not mere incidental ephemera but are
central to the structures and working of any society.’10

8

Irit Rogoff, ‘Studying visual culture’ in Nicholas Mirzoeff (ed.), The visual culture reader

(London, 1998), p. 18.
9

Clifford Geertz, Negara: The theatre state in nineteenth-century Bali (Princeton, NJ, 1980), p.

13.
10

David Cannadine, ‘Introduction: divine rites of kings’ in Idem and Simon Price (eds), Rituals

of royalty: Power and ceremonial in traditional societies (Cambridge, 1992), p. 4.
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Nonetheless, Geertz has faced criticism for oversimplifying this relationship. Fredrik
Barth argues that Geertz’s account ‘largely depoliticizes the political institution of the
Negara while at the same time making it hegemonic within a unified and totalizing
culture.’11 Pomp is not epiphenomenal to power, but neither is power to pomp. One
cannot simply reduce one to the other. The arena of ‘pomp’ was not merely one where
ruling power was dramatized; it was also one where political debates and conflicts were
worked and fought out. This thesis argues that in the Irish Free State, visuality was not
merely a means of dramatizing obsessions, such as legitimacy, respectability and
morality. Rather, visuality was also an integral part of these obsessions, and also
represented a space where debates over these issues took place. This thesis thus argues,
that in the Irish Free State visuality and political legitimacy were irreducibly connected
and implicated in one another.

In what ways, then, are visual culture and political life implicated in one another? Visual
culture represents a juncture between the seen (things which are ‘objectively’ out in the
world for all to see) and ways of seeing (a form of subjectivity). Objectivity and
subjectivity are both crucial to the workings of political discourse. Politicians frequently
present statements about the contemporary nature of society and how society should
progress as objective statements. If political statements appear to be untrue, then they lose
their power. The language of empiricism and scientific enquiry has long permeated the
language of visuality. Some visual images, particularly photographs, have an aura of
‘truthfulness’ about them. Susan Sontag famously argued that, for many, ‘a photograph
passes for incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened.’12

11

Fredrik Barth, Balinese worlds (Chicago, 1993), p. 222.

12

Susan Sontag, On photography (London, 1977), p. 5.
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At the same time, political language represents an interpretation of ‘how things should
be,’ as well as ‘how things are,’ thus combining the declarative with the imperative.
Imperative ‘should’ statements are judgements rooted in subjectivity, emotions and
values. Visual images are, similarly, both subjective and objective. John Walker and
Sarah Chaplin have noted that while ‘the value of vision in discovering the truth about
external reality is indicated by the folk saying, “seeing is believing,”’... there is another
saying which contradicts this, namely, “appearances are deceptive.”’13

The fact that visual images have a great capacity to deceive highlights their power. Visual
images have had a powerful emotive effect on humans throughout history. As David
Freedberg argues, visual images have always generated strong emotive reactions from
their audiences. He notes that people, throughout history, ‘give thanks by means of them,
expect to be elevated by them, and are moved to the highest levels of empathy and fear.14
There is something deeply visceral about visuality and visual culture. As Berger famously
argues, ‘seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognises before it can speak
... It is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world.’15 The visual can
communicate and accomplish things that the textual simply cannot, because of its visceral
and emotive nature. Nicholas Mirzoeff notes that ‘the very element that makes visual
imagery of all kinds distinct from texts ... [is] its sensual immediacy ... there is an
undeniable impact on first sight that a written text cannot replicate.’16

13

John A. Walker & Sarah Chaplin, Visual culture: An introduction (Manchester, 1997), p. 19.

14

David Freedberg, The power of images: Studies in the history and theory of response (Chicago,

1989), p. 1.
15

Berger, Ways of seeing, p. 7.

16

Nicholas Mirzoeff, An introduction to visual culture (London, 1999), p. 15.
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Historians have repeatedly highlighted the necessity and significance of visuality and
visual culture for the practice of politics in both authoritarian and democratic regimes.
During the interwar period, in particular, authoritarian regimes used visual culture to
promote their regimes and to pacify the populations they ruled. Justin Lorentzen has, for
instance, argued that ‘the visual dimension of Nazi culture played [a significant role] in
the movement’s appeal to and mobilisation of the German people.’17 Simonetta FalascaZamponi has similarly argued that images, visual forms and spectacle were vital
components in the politics of Italian Fascism. She notes that ‘non-linguistic forms (rituals,
myths and images), [were] an essential element in the formation of the Fascist regime’s
self-identity, the construction of its goals and definition of ends.’18

At the same time, the audiences of visual images are rarely passive. As Stuart Hall has
argued, visual images, like all cultural texts, have to be read and interpreted. Their
meanings can then be accepted, negotiated and rejected by their audiences.19 Institutions
of governance have to produce images with the needs of their audience in mind. Visual
culture has long formed a site of fierce political contestation and debate. Peter Burke has
argued that ‘the political uses of images should not be reduced to attempts to manipulate
the viewing public.’ Indeed, visual images have made ‘a fundamental contribution to
political debate, demystifying power and encouraging the involvement of ordinary people
with affairs of state.’20 In his research on representations of Louis XIV, Burke argues that

17

Justin J. Lorentzen, ‘Reich dreams: Ritual horror and armoured bodies’ in Chris Jenks (ed.),

Visual culture (London, 1995), pp 162-3.
18

Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist spectacle: The aesthetics of power in Mussolini’s Italy

(Berkeley, CA, 1997), p. 3.
19

See, Stuart Hall, ‘Encoding/decoding,’ in Idem, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe and Paul

Willis (eds.), Culture, media, language (London, 1992), pp 128-38.
20

Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The use of images as historical evidence (London, 2019: 1st edn.,

2001), p. 97.
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visual culture was central to the complicated relationship between sovereign and people.
He notes that the public image of the king was ‘a collective creation and- to some extent
at least- a response to demand.’21

Visuality and visual culture can challenge, as well as project, authority. Individual
subjects have always been able to create visual images to contest and challenge the world
around them. As Chris Otter has argued, in the nineteenth century, vision was seen to be
a vital sense for the construction of the liberal subject, as vision supplied ‘the structure
necessary for empiricism … It also has a potentially egalitarian, even Protestant
dimension, in that this object world is essentially unveiled to all and not in need of
deciphering by privileged hermeneuts.’22

Democratic regimes, political parties and politicians have exploited the visual medium
just as much as dictators. In the interwar period, democratic regimes were just as
proficient in the use of visual culture as authoritarian ones. T. J. Hollins has noted that
for the interwar British Conservative Party, ‘film was believed to be one of the most
potent and effective methods of publicity at the party’s disposal.’23 Davis Houck and
Amos Kiewe have similarly highlighted the importance of visibility in the presentation
of Franklin D. Roosevelt to the electorate. They argue that Roosevelt was able to negotiate
his disabilities through ‘an elaborate media campaign that emphasized visibility and

21
22

Idem, The fabrication of Louis XIV (New Haven, CT, 1992), p. 13.
Chris Otter, Victorian eye: A political history of light and vision in Britain, 1800-1900

(Chicago, 2008), p. 48.
23

T. J. Hollins, ‘The Conservative Party and film propaganda between the wars’, English

Historical Review, 96 (1981), p. 360.
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physicality.’24 This thesis argues that visual culture played a similarly important role in
the political life of the Irish Free State.

I.3 Visual culture, politics and the Irish Free State
The Irish Free State offers an illuminating case study with which to examine the complex
relationship between visual culture, visuality and politics. As Erika Hanna notes,
‘visibility in Ireland has its own distinctive past.’25 She argues, that despite ‘repeated
platitudes that Ireland is not a “visual” culture,’ ‘visuality … has played a crucial role in
the formation of social relations and culture.’26 The interwar period was a pivotal part of
this distinctively Irish history of visuality. During this period, significant changes and
upheavals in both politics and visual culture occurred in Ireland, and the changes in both
were interrelated.

Technological changes from the late nineteenth century meant that visual culture had
taken on a new significance and salience by the interwar period. During the nineteenth
century, as Anne Friedberg notes, ‘a wide variety of apparatuses extended the “field of
the visible” and turned visualized experience into commodity forms ... the new visual
culture- photography, advertising and shop display- recast the nature of memory and
experience.’27 From the 1880s onwards, half-tone printing facilitated the reproduction of
photographic images in newspapers. The introduction of portable cameras, such as the

24

Davis W. Houck and Amos Kiewe, FDR’s body politics: The rhetoric of disability (College

Station, TX, 2003), p. 58.
25

Erika Hanna, Snapshot stories: Visuality, photography and the social history of Ireland, 1922-

2000 (Oxford, 2020), p. 3.
26

Ibid, pp 4, 244.

27

Anne Friedberg, ‘The mobilised and virtual gaze in modernity’ in Mirzoeff (ed.), The visual

culture reader, p. 253.
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Eastman Kodak Box Brownie from 1900 onwards, and the 35mm Leica Camera in 1925,
as well as the introduction of flash photography in the 1930s, made the presence of
photography in everyday life more ubiquitous. During the interwar period, as Erika Hanna
notes, camera ownership was increasingly advertised as a modern and fashionable hobby
for younger Irish people.28 The gradual introduction of electric lighting between the 1880s
and 1940s made social life increasingly visible. Cinema-going also experienced a
significant boom in this period.

Contemporary cultural critics rapidly noticed the unsettling political possibilities of new
forms of visual culture. Walter Benjamin spoke with concern about the relationship
between spectacle, photography and fascism. Benjamin argued that ‘fascism leads
logically to an aestheticisation of political life. The violation of the masses, which in a
leader cult it forces to their knees, corresponds to the violation exercised by a film camera,
which fascism enlists in the service of producing cultic values.’29

In the interwar period, Europe suddenly found itself confronted by a new patchwork of
independent nation-states. The Irish Free State was one of these new states, and as a new
state, it faced the task of creating new symbols for itself. In this process, visual culture
was of vital importance. Visual images are a useful means of signifying the abstractions
of the state and the nation. Dorothy Macardle noted that during the War of Independence,
the Irish Republic was ‘very baffling to its enemies, for the Republic was an invisible

28

Hanna, Snapshot stories, p. 16.

29

Walter Benjamin, ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’ in Idem, The work

of art in the age of mechanical reproduction, trans. J. A. Underwood (London, 2008), p. 36.
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within a visible, an intangible within a tangible state.’30 The Irish Free State, had
particular difficulties in making itself understood by those it governed, as it was not the
thirty-two county republic that the Irish Republic between 1919-21 proclaimed itself to
be.

As Benedict Anderson argues, the nation is best defined as an ‘imagined community.’
Nations are imagined ‘because the members of even the smallest nation will never know
most of their fellow-members ... yet in the minds of each lives the image of their
communion.’31 Print-language, as Anderson notes, allows the national bourgeoisie ‘to
visualise in a general way the existence of thousands and thousands like themselves.’32
As Sorcha O’Brien notes, while Anderson’s explanation ‘overlooks the visual dimension
of national identity ... the concept of the imagined community remains a useful one,
particularly as it can be expanded into areas which Anderson did not consider himself,’
namely, that of visual symbols.33

Once in existence, new states strive to assert authority and exercise power over those they
govern. Surveillance is a vital tool for new states. As Michel Foucault argues, visibility
is vital and essential for the exercise of power in modern societies, as ‘the exercise of
discipline presupposes a mechanism that coerces by means of observation’ and ‘the

30

Dorothy Macardle, The Irish Republic: A documented chronicle of the Anglo-Irish conflict and

the partitioning of Ireland with a detailed account of the period 1916-1923 (Dublin, 1951: 1st
edn., 1937), p. 29.
31

Benedict Anderson, Imagined communities: Reflections on the origins and spread of

nationalism (London, 2016: 1st edn., 1983), p. 6.
32

Ibid, p. 77.

33

Sorcha O’Brien, Powering the nation: Images of the Shannon Scheme and electricity in Ireland

(Newbridge, Co. Kildare, 2017), p. 10.
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means of coercion make those, on whom they are applied, clearly visible.’34 From
surveillance, follows discipline and thus the exercise of power. Echoing Foucault, John
Tagg has noted that photography in the nineteenth century was deeply significant for the
exercise of institutional power, as it could be used by the state, to record and track millions
of political subjects.35

Even before independence, the British state in Ireland sought to utilise visual forms of
surveillance to assert authority over the Irish population. Gail Baylis has noted, for
instance, that in Ireland, ‘the institutional use of prison and police photography offers
instances where it predates its adoption in Britain.’36 To some extent, the Irish Free State
inherited British institutions and faced the same challenges as previous British
administrations. These challenges were particularly apparent in the turbulent years of the
early 1920s. Exploring the significance of visual culture in the politics of the Free State
thus allows us to consider how visual culture, through both the projection of images and
surveillance, played a significant role in the project of state-building in interwar Ireland.

Despite some authoritarian impulses, the Free State was ultimately a liberal, democratic
state. In 1922, all adults, regardless of sex, were given the right to vote. By September
1939, the Irish Free State was the only European ‘successor state,’ which was created in
the aftermath of the First World War, to remain a democracy. Visual culture played a
significant role in this democratic culture, at a time when internationally, visual images

34

Michel Foucault, Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (London,

1991), pp 170-1.
35

John Tagg, The burden of representation: Essays on photographies and histories (Minneapolis,

1988), p. 77.
36

Gail Baylis, ‘Metropolitan surveillance and rural opacity: Secret photography in nineteenth-

century Ireland,’ History of Photography, 33 (2009), p. 27.

11

were vital tools for political parties and politicians to engage with and represent
themselves to the electorate. At the same time, visual images were also an effective means
of denigrating political opponents.

Although Irish democracy survived the interwar period, its survival was indeed
threatened at times. During 1933, a coup sponsored by Eoin O’Duffy’s Blueshirts to
topple Éamon de Valera’s Fianna Fáil government briefly looked to be a distinct
possibility. As Bill Kissane has argued, ‘the Irish Free State was far more vulnerable to
the general crisis of European democracy than the immunisation theory suggests.’37 Like
many other far-right European political movements, the Blueshirts were adept
manipulators of visual culture and spectacle. The movement was synonymous with its
eye-catching uniform, its rallies were theatrical spectacles, and the movement’s
newspapers regularly disseminated photographic images of Blueshirt rallies and O’Duffy.
Visual culture is also, therefore, vital to understanding both the appeal and character of
the Blueshirts.

A focus on visuality and visual culture provides a unique perspective into the power
structures and preoccupations that heavily influenced the new state. Visual culture offered
an effective means of transmitting images of the institutions and individuals who made
up the Government of the Irish Free State. For charismatic politicians such as Éamon de
Valera and Eoin O’Duffy, visual culture was vital to the construction of their public
image. Political parties, political institutions and, indeed, the Irish state, readily
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recognized the importance of visuality and visual culture in representing and promoting
those whom they sought to elevate and legitimize politically.

Images also stimulated serious political debate, and indeed, some of these debates (such
as the debate over the 1934 Uniforms Bill) were of profound constitutional significance.
Visual culture did not merely exist in a disembodied, two-dimensional world, but also
had a material presence in the lives of countless Irishmen and women. In this period,
clothing offered a clear, visual statement of political affiliation, as we see in the uniform
of the Irish National Army during the Civil War and, later on, in the infamous blue shirt.
Gavin Foster’s work on clothing in the Irish Revolution and Civil War highlights the
significance of clothing for the political historian. Foster notes that ‘along with its more
obvious social status connotations, clothing also carried political meanings, and that the
two layers of meaning were, in fact, deeply interwoven.’38 Visual images of politicians
were also bought as mementoes, paraded during rallies and displayed in supporters’
homes in positions of reverence. Both clothing and materialized images were also subject
to symbolic violence by those who opposed the political values represented by these
images.

For the National Army, politicians of various parties, the Blueshirts and, indeed, ordinary
Irish people, visibility was vital for the construction and maintenance of political
legitimacy, respectability and morality. Conversely, making others invisible betrayed a
desire to delegitimate and denigrate. This may be seen in the campaign of the de Valera
government to reduce the visibility of British imperial symbols in the 1930s. In the post-
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conflict, socially conservative society of the Irish Free State, invisibility stimulated fear.
Invisible figures, such as the ‘irregular’ IRA man or the Dublin prostitute were seen as
being sexually immoral, drunken, violent, politically subversive, illegitimate and
disreputable.

I.4 Defining the Irish Free State
It is worth briefly explaining and delineating the scope of this thesis. This thesis focusses
on political life within the Irish Free State. Northern Ireland has been left out because it
was part of a different state, had its own institutions and politicians, had its own identity
to forge during this period and thus had to create its own set of visual symbols.39
Nonetheless, both states were very aware of each other and sought to differentiate
themselves from each other. This thesis thus, where appropriate, acknowledges these
north-south connections and interactions.

An alternative to the Free State did exist in interwar Ireland: the republican movement
that rejected the Free State’s institutions. This republican movement had its own symbols,
and more importantly a vibrant political subculture of visual display, incorporating
parades, flags, images of the martyred dead, commemorations and funerals. However,
this tradition of republican visual culture is not a primary focus of this thesis. There is,
indeed, a rich scholarship on this subject. Sarah Jane Edge has, for instance, explored the
representation of Irish nationalist discourse through photography in the mid-nineteenth
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century. A collection of essays, edited by Lawrence McBride also explores the visual
representation of Irish political figures in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
such as the Manchester Martyrs.40 In addition, the culture of Fenian spectacle through
political funerals has also been examined by Jack Morgan.41

In particular, there has also been a great deal of work on the visual culture and spectacle
associated with the Easter Rising. One of the leaders of the Rising, Pádraic Pearse, had a
keen interest in visual culture.42 The Rising has long been seen as a distinctly theatrical
event.43 It generated numerous visual images, such as the tricolour, the proclamation and
the profusion of visual images of the leaders, executed participants and their families.44
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The commemoration of the Rising, too, has created a range of visual artefacts and
spectacles.45

The visuality of constitutional politics in the independent Irish state has, by contrast,
received little attention from historians. The focus of this thesis is thus on the visuality
and visual culture of constitutional political life in the Irish Free State. It does examine
moments when republicans reluctantly accepted the institutions of the Free State (such as
de Valera’s Fianna Fáil). It also examines politicians and political movements, who while
opposed to the Free State government, accepted (reluctantly or otherwise) the institutions
of the Free State (such as the Blueshirts).

This thesis also examines points of contact between the Free State and the republican
movement. To varying extents, all political parties and politicians in the Irish Free State
positioned themselves within an Irish nationalist political tradition, which stretched back
to the 1790s. The Irish National Army cast itself as the heir to the Irish Volunteers. Both
de Valera and Cosgrave participated in commemorations of the Easter Rising. The
Blueshirts were particularly interested in commemorations of nineteenth-century Fenians.
Republicans also actively opposed visual symbols associated with the Free State, and in
turn, Free State politicians and political institutions denigrated republicans for their
perceived invisibility.
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The period of this thesis, 1921-1939, has been chosen for multiple reasons. Firstly, it
forms a ‘natural’ period in Irish political history. It starts with the signing of the AngloIrish Treaty in 1921 and ends with the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939. It is
useful to think of the period 1921-1939 as a period in which successive Irish Governments
used a new-found form of freedom to progress towards sovereignty. 1939 saw
confirmation of a high degree of sovereignty: in the form of Irish neutrality in the Second
World War. While ‘the Irish Free State’ only officially lasted from 6 December 1922 29 December 1937, this thesis adopts a periodization of a ‘long’ Irish Free State of 19211939. Ending the scope of the thesis in 1939 invites a broader international framework of
the ‘interwar period.’ The interwar era was a distinctive period in both the political and
cultural history of the world, and thus represented a significant turning point for the
interaction of visual culture and politics.46 Despite this development, historians of this
period of Irish political history have accorded little significance to the role of visual
culture.

I.5 Politics in the Irish Free State
The scholarship of the political history of the Irish Free State has been dominated by
debates over the achievements of the state, reasons for the survival of Irish democracy,
and the extent to which the politics of the Free State represented a point of continuity or
rupture with the politics of the Irish Revolution. Generally speaking, accounts of the
political history of the Irish Free State have been marked by three characteristics, though
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there are some exceptions to this rule. Firstly, narrative accounts continue to predominate
over more analytical and thematic accounts. Secondly, the focus is mostly, still, on
political elites and the institutions built around them. Often the source base and
methodology has been rather conservative, derived mostly from the archives of state
institutions and the personal papers of politicians. Thirdly, questions of symbolism and
image construction do not figure prominently in these accounts.

Historians such as F. S. L. Lyons, Joseph Curran and Tom Garvin have praised the statebuilding achievements of the early founders of the Free State.47 The political
achievements of the Irish Free State have also found praise in broader, overview accounts
of modern Irish history from J. J. Lee, Roy Foster, Paul Bew and Alvin Jackson.48 This
emphasis on the successes of ‘state-building’ in the Irish Free State is reflected in histories
of the principal political institutions of the Irish State. Examples include Ronan Fanning’s
detailed history of the Department of Finance,49 analyses of the foreign relations of the
early Irish state by D. W. Harkness, Michael Kennedy and Dermot Keogh,50 and Brendan
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Sexton’s examination of the relationship between the British Imperial Crown and the
state.51

A related debate is over which parties and personalities can be best credited with the
survival of the Irish democracy. Several accounts have contrasted the ‘pro-Treaty
democrats’ who supported the institutions of the Free State with ‘anti-Treaty dictators’
during the Civil War.52 Perhaps most notable, is Jeffrey Prager’s contrast between the
‘Irish-Enlightenment’ worldview of Treatyites and the ‘Gaelic-Romanticism’ of antiTreatyites.53 Bill Kissane, however, has been much more critical of this dichotomy.54 Mel
Farrell’s more recent monograph on Irish democracy between 1922-37, gives credit to
both Cumann na nGaedheal and Fianna Fáil politicians, arguing that the first fifteen years
of the state were as crucial as those of 1921-3 in the consolidation of Irish democracy.55

Some have challenged these narratives around the political achievements of the Irish Free
State and its politicians. John Regan has critiqued the Treatyite elites of the 1920s for not
successfully engaging with the critical political and socioeconomic questions that
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affected Irish society, and for jettisoning the revolutionary tradition that preceded them.56
In turn, Regan’s thesis has been disputed by Jason Knirck, who notes much continuity
between Treatyite political elites and the revolutionary tradition that preceded them.57
David Fitzpatrick’s account of the two Irelands, north and south between 1912-1939,
while acknowledging the achievements of the Free State in the sphere of state-building,
questions the liberal and democratic credentials of the state, arguing that ‘the
consolidation of majority rule was secured through extensive coercion.’58 Fitzpatrick
however, differs from Regan and argues for continuity between the Free State and the
revolutionary movement that preceded it.59 Diarmaid Ferriter, meanwhile, has offered a
balanced appraisal of the Free State: while the state’s achievements in state-building were
considerable, it also experienced considerable failures in its management of Ireland’s
economy and society.60

The scholarship on the political history of the Irish Free State, has, therefore, primarily
focussed on evaluating the achievements of the state. The focus of accounts of the
political history of Ireland has mostly been on personalities and state institutions, and
chiefly, upon the process of state-building and state consolidation. Here we should note
the paradigm of ‘revisionist’ historiography. This historiography has traditionally
elevated constitutional forms of nationalism over physical-force republicanism.61 It has
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focussed, in detail, on the administrative records and political leaders’ personal papers
from the period. It has produced vivid accounts of the personalities, institutions and
processes which guided Ireland’s transition from an integral part of the British Empire in
1922 to a de facto sovereign republic by 1939.

That said, this historiography focusses on a somewhat limited subject matter, draws upon
on a relatively homogenous source base and adopts a conservative methodological
framework. Here again, we should note the paradigm of ‘revisionist’ historiography
which has tended to prize archival research grounded in textual documents, over other,
alternative source materials. Indeed, Kevin Whelan has criticised ‘revisionism’ for being
‘committed to an old-fashioned style of writing history with a resolutely political and
administrative focus.’62 This statement, admittedly, does not apply to all historians of the
‘revisionist’ tradition. Nonetheless, it stands as a valid critique of the tradition as a whole.
Visual culture may also be particularly problematic for historians who have sought to
avoid endorsements of physical-force republicanism. As Sean Farrell Moran notes, ‘the
use of images in Ireland’s past, in particular those used to further or sustain Irish
nationalism, is laden with ongoing ideological implications, the kind of non-rational
baggage that historians prefer to avoid.’63
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As a result, historians have not devoted much focus to the role of symbolism, spectacles
and political communication in state-building and connecting the Irish Free State’s
political elites with its citizens. One possible exception is Kevin Hora’s recent work on
propaganda in the Irish Free State, which places the history of state-sponsored public
relations in Ireland in a broader international context.64 Nonetheless, Hora focusses
primarily on the institutional aspects of public relations and propaganda in the Irish Free
State, rather than examining the content of messages communicated. Apart from a brief
section on film as a form of publicity practice, little is said about visual culture as a
medium for propaganda.

The role of symbolism in the political life of the Free State has often been acknowledged,
in rather illuminating asides to the main narrative. However, it has rarely formed the
subject of any sustained analysis. The role of symbolism and spectacle in fomenting
political power and influence has been underexplored in biographies of the principal
political players in the Free State. Many of the biographies of Éamon de Valera’s political
career are primarily concerned with evaluating its subject’s achievements. 65 While Mary
Bromage, Frank Pakenham and Thomas O’Neill praise de Valera’s political career, T. P.
Coogan is highly critical of de Valera’s time in office.66 More recent biographies, by
Ferriter, McCullagh and Fanning are much more balanced.
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Ferriter’s remark that ‘“De Valera’s Ireland”’ has become ‘shorthand for all the
shortcomings of twentieth-century Ireland,’ highlights how questions of the ‘balance
sheet’ continue to dominate the historiography of the Irish Free State.67 There is much
literature, for instance, on the visual presentation of other charismatic political leaders of
the twentieth century (like Churchill, Mussolini, Roosevelt and Stalin). By contrast, de
Valera’s public image has received limited attention from historians, even though his time
in high political office is among the longest of any democratically-elected national leader
since 1900.

This observation is also true of biographies of Michael Collins, one of the ‘founders’ of
the Free State.68 Biographies on several of the other key figures in the history of the Free
State, namely W. T. Cosgrave, Kevin O’Higgins, Richard Mulcahy, Eoin O’Duffy and
Alfie Byrne have also been rather traditional in that they are predominately narrative,
focus on ‘high politics,’ utilize a conservative methodology and primarily use
documentary sources.69

Some recent exceptions to this are Fearghal McGarry’s
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Collins. Both of these accounts set out to explore the cultural representation and image
construction of their subjects in significant detail. McGarry argues that O’Duffy invented
and constructed a persona for himself, achieved through a particular understanding of
masculinity.70 Dolan and Murphy’s biography of Collins deconstructs the mythology
around its subject.71 One of the chapters, for instance, argues that Collins’ celebrity was
a conscious construction of the popular press, sponsored by Collins and his supporters,
and which drew significantly on the public visibility (or at times, conspicuous invisibility)
of Collins.72

The significance of visual symbolism in Irish political life has also been largely absent in
the literature on political parties in the Irish Free State. There has been much recent,
innovative scholarship on Cumann na nGaedheal. Ciara Meehan and Jason Knirck have
both examined how the party communicated with both Irish voters and the wider
international community.73 Mel Farrell’s PhD thesis has analysed the grassroots
organization of Cumann na nGaedheal at constituency level. Séan Donnelly has also
offered a complex intellectual history of the party, taking the political role of language in
its history seriously 74
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The Blueshirts have also attracted a vibrant body of scholarship in recent years. While
Maurice Manning’s monograph offers a high-political narrative history of the movement,
more recent work by Mike Cronin, Dale Montgomery and Eugene Broderick has
illuminated the social and intellectual dimensions of Blueshirt life.75 Nonetheless, there
is little literature on the broader symbolic trappings of the movement; namely its use of
liturgy and spectacle. By comparison, the cultural history of other European fascist and
para-fascist movements is well understood. As Roger Griffin notes, studies of fascism
have increasingly emphasized that ‘it was not economics or even politics which provided
the focal point of its revolutionary mission,’ but rather culture.76

Much of the scholarship on the history of Fianna Fáil focusses on the party’s institutions
and structures. 77 O’Brien’s history of the Irish Press and its relationship with de Valera
and Fianna Fáil focusses more on the institutional aspects of the newspaper than on how
it represented Fianna Fáil policies and de Valera to its readers. Richard Dunphy’s
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monograph on the early years of the party offers a structural account of the party’s
relationship with the electorate. However, it pays limited attention to the party’s image
and the way it represented itself to the electorate.78 This focus on party elites and
institutions is further reflected in Eunan O’Halpin’s research on the Fianna Fáil
parliamentary party between 1926 and 1932.79

The significance of symbolism in the political ascendancy of Fianna Fáil has often been
acknowledged, in rather illuminating asides to the main narrative, but has rarely formed
the subject of any sustained analysis. While Lee, for instance, argues that ‘a charismatic
leader, torchlit parades, blazing tar barrels, provoked a satisfying sense of fulfilment of
the type craved by those seeking emotional reassurance,’ little is then said about why
these spectacles and symbols provided the emotional fulfilment suggested.80 Raymond
Carty’s account of Irish party politics similarly makes an instructive observation about de
Valera’s image, noting that ‘de Valera was a truly charismatic figure ... To most, he was
the very personification of Fianna Fáil, of the Republic, of Ireland.’81 While this is an
illuminating point, little further is said.

Scholarship on smaller political parties and movements in the Free State has similarly
given little attention to the role of spectacle and visual culture in their political lives. The
Labour Party in the Free State has received some attention from historians, though
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significantly less than Cumann na nGaedheal/Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil.82 Other parties,
such as the Farmer’s Party, the Businessmen’s Party, the National League, Clann Éireann
and the National Centre Party have received limited attention from historians, mostly
confined to a few journal articles and essays in edited collections.83

Developments in Irish social history have, nonetheless, opened up possibilities for a shift
away from the traditional high political mode of analysis. Scholarship on the history of
women, sexuality, gender and masculinities has experienced a flourishing in recent years.
The growth of this scholarship indicates that questions of representation, images and the
cultural construction of identities are increasingly beginning to penetrate Irish
historiography. Scholars such as Catriona Beaumont, Mary Daly and Maria Luddy have
explored how women in interwar Ireland were politically and economically
marginalized.84 In addition, a substantial literature on the history of sexuality in modern
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Ireland has highlighted how moral regulation was a central concern for the early Irish
state.85 This research has, in turn, allowed scholars to explore the gendering of the
political culture of interwar Ireland.86 There is also now an increasing body of literature
on the significance of masculinity in the political culture of the Irish Free State.87

Class is also becoming an increasingly significant analytical category, as is evident in
Gavin Foster’s account of the Civil War and its aftermath. Foster’s account represents a
creative and imaginative way of writing political history. Not only does Foster consider
the wider structural dimensions of partisanship in the Civil War, but also, he examines
the construction of political, class, youth and gender identities during the conflict.
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Chapters on the perceptions of both sides by their opponents during the conflict and the
significance of clothing in political identity demonstrate how understanding cultural
representations and presentations can substantially enhance our understanding of the
political history of the Irish Free State.

Nonetheless, the political historiography of the Free State remains predominately focused
on questions of state-building, and the degree of political continuity with the Irish
Revolution. This has left little space for discussion of the role of visual culture and
visuality in Free State political life. The source base for this historiography has primarily
been documentary and archival. As a result, this historiography has also long been quite
methodologically conservative.

I.6 Culture and visuality in the Irish Free State
Culture offers an illuminating lens for the study of the political history of the Irish Free
State. In a seminal text on the sociocultural history of independent Ireland, Terence
Brown recognized the significance of cultural artefacts in structuring the political
narratives of Irish nationalism and national identity. He noted that ‘ideologies, ideas,
symbols, literary and cultural periodicals, even lyric poems are social facts ... and they
can only be understood within the material world in which they come to life.’88

Cultural histories of the Irish Free State have tended to focus on the significance of
literature and theatre.89 There has been some work on dance from Barbara O’Connor,
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Gearóid Ó hAllmhuráin and John Porter.90 There is also particularly rich literature on
censorship in the Free State. Much of this literature has focused primarily on questions
of political censorship, and the censorship of literature and theatre, though it is worth
noting work on the censorship of film by Kevin Rockett and Peter Martin.91 Of further
note is Róisín Kennedy’s work on the censorship of art.92 Generally speaking, however,
censorship of the text has overshadowed censorship of the image and the censorship of
some images, such as photographs, has received very little attention from historians.

As Karen Brown notes, cultural histories of modern Ireland have tended to privilege
literature over visual culture.93 Nonetheless, over the past few decades, a rich and vibrant
scholarship on the history of Irish visual culture has emerged from a range of disciplines.
This body of scholarship drawn from fields which include art history, cultural studies,
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design history, visual culture studies and archaeology offers much to illuminate our
understanding of the political history of the Irish Free State.

The disciplines of art and architectural history have, understandably, made particularly
substantial contributions to scholarship on the history of Irish visual culture. Fintan
Cullen, for instance, has shown how Irish painting has, since the eighteenth century,
played a significant role in the construction of national identity.94 The careers of artists in
the Free State (such as Jack B. Yeats, Harry Clarke, Séan Keating and Mainie Jellett)
have been well-explored by Brian Kennedy, Róisín Kennedy, Bruce Arnold and Eimear
O’Connor.95 Síghle Bhreathnach-Lynch has also explored the representation of gender
and national identity in the art of independent Ireland and has also examined the
relationship between sculpture and military heroism in the Irish Free State.96 Other work
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on the art and architecture of the Free State has also come from John Turpin, Mike Cronin,
Paul Lamour and Sean Rothery.97

The history of Irish photography in the twentieth century has also been a particularly
productive field. Peadar Slattery, Justin Carville and Orla Fitzpatrick have explored the
history of photography as a practice and cultural means of expression.98 The social history
of photography in twentieth-century Ireland has also received much attention recently
from Erika Hanna.99 Hanna’s recently-published monograph on the social history of Irish
photography also represents a serious attempt by a scholar of Irish history to go beyond
merely using visual sources, and instead to engage critically with the concept of
‘visuality.’100 Of further note for historians of interwar Ireland, is Sorcha O’Brien’s work
on the visual imagery of the Shannon Hydroelectric Scheme, which places the
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photography of the Shannon Scheme in a broader European context, by highlighting its
links to interwar German industrial photography.101

Work in the field of design history has also illuminated our understanding of the political
history of the Irish Free State. A collection of essays by Linda King and Elaine Sisson
has explored a wide variety of subjects in twentieth-century Ireland related to design,
such as advertising, currency and printing.102 Ciaran Swan’s PhD thesis explores how the
design of public buildings, official typography and logos of semi-state companies
contributed to the construction of national identity between 1920-60, while David Scott
has produced a design history of stamps in independent Ireland.103 Ewan Morris has also
examined Irish national and state symbols in the twentieth century. His monograph offers
a particularly stimulating account of debates over the status of the tricolour in the early
years of the Free State. 104

The scholarship on the history of visual culture in the Irish Free State and, more broadly,
in the twentieth century is thus a rich one. As a consistent theme in this body of visual
culture was the articulation of nationalist discourse, it has much to illuminate the political
history of interwar Ireland. That images of the rural landscapes of the Gaeltacht, images
of the Shannon Scheme, and official government logos played a role in the construction
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of national identity is unquestionable. Nevertheless, while these visual objects are of deep
political significance, these images are either objects (such as coins, flags and postboxes)
or, where they are of human subjects, they tend to be images of ‘ordinary’ Irish people
(particularly in the rural west of Ireland). Images of political life, political institutions,
political processes, politicians and voters have, by comparison, received very little
attention.

As has been already noted, some work has been done on the visual culture of Irish
republicanism over the long nineteenth century. The visual representation of
constitutional nationalist politicians in this period has also received some attention from
historians. Gary Owens has highlighted the significance of theatricality, performativity
and spectacle in the political career of Daniel O’Connell.105 There is also a body of
literature on the representation of figures such as O’Connell and Parnell in political
cartoons.106 It is worth noting that much of this literature focusses on British
representations of Irish politicians, rather than Irish representations of Irish politicians.
This focus perhaps highlights a significant interpretative framework in the history of Irish
visual culture, that of the colonial gaze. As Hanna notes, a ‘critical mass of scholars have
situated the impact of colonialism as crucial to understanding Irish visual culture.’107
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By contrast, the visual representation of William Cosgrave, Éamon de Valera and Eoin
O’Duffy in independent Ireland has received almost no attention from historians. Perhaps
one of the few treatments of the appearance of Free State politicians in visual culture is
Ciara Meehan’s essay on political posters in the period.108 While this essay offers some
interesting insights into the process of electioneering in the early Irish state, it focusses
primarily on the textual aspects of political posters, with less detail on the visual
representation of the politicians depicted.

One possible exception to this has been scholarship on spectacles, pageants and
commemorations in the Irish Free State, such as the Tailteann Games, the 1929 Centenary
of Catholic Emancipation, the 1932 Eucharistic Congress and commemorations of the
First World War, the War of Independence and Civil War.109 In these highly visual
spectacles, politicians like W. T. Cosgrave and Éamon de Valera occupied a central role,
and these spectacles allowed politicians to project their image to a wider Irish audience.
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This body of work represents a turn in Irish historiography towards a greater appreciation
of the significance of memory, cultural identity, images and symbolism in the politics of
Interwar Ireland. It has led to a greater focus on how Irish politicians sought to
communicate with a mass audience, in a new age of democratic politics, moving
somewhat away from a rather restrictive framework of high politics. However, much of
the work produced on these ‘spectacles of identity’ has primarily focussed on individual
events, in isolation from one another.

This thesis focusses on the visual representation of human actors participating in the
political process. It explores the representation of soldiers, generals, politicians, members
of political parties and movements, and Governors-General. It analyses the visual
representation of human subjects and explores the significance of visibility in the human
relationships. These relationships were vital for the conduct of politics in the Free State:
between state institutions, politicians and the Irish people, between politicians and other
politicians; and between the Irish people and ‘a watching world.’ Rather than looking at
isolated instances of visual culture in the politics of the Irish Free State, this thesis
considers the overall significance of visual culture and visuality across the period 19211939, and in a range of different contexts. Moreover, this thesis offers methodological
innovation in its discussion of the political history of the Irish Free State, analyzing both
political discourse in visual culture, and the language of visuality in political discourse.

I.7 Methodology and sources
This thesis draws upon several methodological frameworks to understand the significance
of visual culture in the politics of the Irish Free State. Chapter 2, for instance, uses a form
of content analysis in a comparison of the use of visual images in the Irish Press and the
36

Irish Independent over election campaign periods. This methodology uses statistical
analysis to determine the significance of re-appearing elements and themes within
images, through quantification.110 In small-scale case studies, it can be very effective.
However, it is much more difficult to apply content analysis to large-scale subjects: such
as the political history of the Irish Free State as a whole. As a result, this is not the only
methodological framework that this thesis uses.

This thesis also draws upon the methodology of semiology, which offers a sophisticated
qualitative analysis of how images produce meaning. Semiologists, drawing on the work
of Ferdinand de Saussure, argue that all culture is constituted through signs. As Saussure
argues, a sign consists of both a ‘signifier’ and a ‘signified.’111 The signified is what is
communicated and the signifier is the object that performs the act of communicating.
Throughout this thesis, semiology has proved a useful tool for the analysis of the content
and meaning of multiple political images. It was most useful in Chapters 1, 2 and 3,
which, in part, explore the meanings assigned to the green uniform of the Irish National
Army, images of de Valera, and the symbolism of the ‘blue shirt.’

However, this thesis does not only analyse individual images. Rather it examines the
broader role of visual culture and visuality in the politics of the Irish Free State. Thus,
this thesis also utilizes the Foucauldian methodology of ‘discourse analysis’ to explore
broader discourses around visuality in the Irish Free State. In Foucauldian theory,
discourses are not merely groups of statements, but rather, groups of statements with their
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own governing rules, regulations and practices that produce effects.112 In the words of
Sara Mills, ‘discourses are not simple groupings of utterances or statements, but consist
of utterances which have meaning, force and effect within a social context.’113
Intertextuality is thus central to the concept of discourse. Discourses span different media
and genres, and can flow from text to text, from image to image and between image and
text. As Foucault argues, both power and knowledge are heavily implicated in one
another.114 Power, as a result, is iterated through these systems of discourse. In the study
of visual culture, discourse analysis, therefore, seeks to chart this movement of discourses
between different texts and images, to understand how visual images relate to a broader
sociopolitical context and how visual images are implicated in the power/knowledge
relationship.115

Foucauldian theory allows us to appreciate the importance of seeing, looking and
visibility in history. A key theme in Foucauldian theory is the relationship between
visibility, surveillance, discipline and control. Foucault gives the example of Jeremy
Bentham’s panopticon prison, where prisoners are deeply conscious of being watched,
and thus self-regulate their behaviour to submit to the demands of the power that is
coercing them. Using this example, Foucault argues that throughout the modern period,
visibility has functioned as a tool to enforce, control and discipline.116 As John Urry
summarises, ‘the visual sense enables people to take possession not only of other people,
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but also of diverse environments. It enables the world to be controlled at a distance,
combining detachment and mastery.’117

This thesis thus uses Foucauldian theory in two ways. First, it employs the methodology
of discourse analysis to examine the relationship between visual culture and political
power. Second, it uses Foucault’s theoretical perspective son the panopticon to argue that,
in the Irish Free State, visibility was vital for surveillance. Surveillance, in turn, aided
regulation and discipline, and in turn, was vital for the construction of respectability and
legitimacy. This thesis argues that those who were invisible, and thus evaded surveillance,
discipline and moral regulation, stimulated immense sociopolitical anxiety. As a result,
invisibility was readily equated with disrepute, illegitimacy and immorality.

As discussed, an appreciation of intertextuality is vital to discourse analysis, and as a
result, this thesis uses both textual and visual sources. Of the visual sources used by this
thesis, photographic stills are perhaps the most important. Photography was a rapidly
developing medium in the interwar period. Photographic stills printed in newspapers were
vital for the Irish people’s daily understanding of Irish political life. In this period,
political cartoons were also widely circulated in popular newspapers such as the Irish
Press and Evening Herald. As a result, this thesis explores several of these political
cartoons. As Thomas Kemnitz argues, cartoons are a potent means of printed
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communication and contribute significantly to the construction of politicians’ public
images.118

Film was also increasingly significant in this period, as it captured pivotal events such as
the Civil War, the 1932 Eucharistic Congress and British royal ceremonies. Film proved
to be a potent medium of image projection for the Irish state. Perhaps because it was one
of the most ‘absorbing’ visual mediums, it could also stimulate powerful reactions from
its audience. This thesis also considers the significance of artistic portraits of politicians.
While interwar Ireland did not produce a great many artistic portraits of politicians, a few
paintings are worth our attention. As a result, this thesis also consults a small amount of
material from art and museum collections.

Personal archival collections, official records and memoirs are vital to understanding how
political elites and institutions understood and approached visuality and visual culture. In
this respect, the collections in the Archives of University College, Dublin (hereafter
UCDA) are indispensable. Here the papers of Frank Aiken, Ernest Blythe, Timothy
Healy, Richard Mulcahy and Éamon de Valera, as well as the papers of the Fianna Fáil
and Fine Gael parties (the latter of which also contains the papers of Cumann na
nGaedheal) are particularly useful. The Desmond FitzGerald photographs, also held in
UCDA, provide a valuable collection of visual material related to the Civil War.
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The papers of Eoin O’Duffy, Piaras Béaslaí (who played an important role in mediating
and disseminating images of the Irish Civil War) and Joseph McGarrity (who was
instrumental in the construction of de Valera’s image in the United States) are held in the
National Library of Ireland (hereafter NLI). The NLI is also home to a wealth of political
ephemera, such as posters and flyers (found in the Ephemera and Prints & Drawings
collections) which are also vital to an analysis of the significance of visual culture in
interwar Irish politics. The NLI is also home to several photographic collections, such as
the W. D. Hogan collection (held in the NLI’s ‘child’ institution, the National
Photographic Archive), which like the Desmond FitzGerald photographs, offers a vital
visual document of the Irish Civil War.

The records of Irish state departments were also extremely useful for this thesis. The
National Archives of Ireland (hereafter NAI) contain most modern Irish governmental
records. As the department concerned with law enforcement, the records of the
Department of Justice were particularly useful in exploring Blueshirt visual culture and
the significance of visuality in the culture of moral regulation in the Irish Free State. The
Department of Taoiseach Collection contains all the records of the Department of the
President of the Executive Council. As Head of Government, the President/Taoiseach had
a purview embracing all aspects of the state. As a result, the material in this collection
was useful for a wide variety of aspects of this thesis. This thesis also draws on records
from the Department of Agriculture, the Department of Finance and the Department of
External Affairs.

The Department of Defence ‘A’ Files, which are concerned with the earliest years of the
Irish Defence Forces, between 1922-1935, are held in the Irish Military Archives. The
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sources in this collection concern a wide variety of topics related to the day to day
organization of the National Army, such as discipline, uniform and the regulations
concerning photography during the Civil War. The General Routine Orders of the
National Army were also particularly illuminating in probing the visual culture of the
Civil War. This thesis also explores proceedings from both houses of the Oireachtas.
These proceedings record some of the most significant political debates in the Free State,
such as debates over the blue shirt uniform and the role of the Governor-General.119

To fully understand the nature and contours of the early Irish state, we also need to be
aware of the perspectives of two entities which, although not formally part of the Irish
state, nevertheless heavily influenced it: the British Empire and the Roman Catholic
Church. For the former subject, this thesis uses sources in the UK National Archives in
Kew, from both the Dominions Office and the Prime Minister’s Office. This thesis also
uses a small amount of digitized material from the Libraries and Archives of Canada
related to the visual representation of Commonwealth Governors-General from outside
Ireland. The question of church-state relations is explored, in part, through a case study
of the 1932 Eucharistic Congress; the Edward Byrne papers in the Dublin Diocesan
Archives were of particular use here. There are currently twenty-nine boxes of material
in the Byrne papers which relate to the Congress. This material includes planning
documents, press materials and a diverse body of ephemera from the Congress as well as
a wealth of photographs.
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Newspapers and periodicals not only recorded political events in the Free State, but also
served as arenas for political debate, and a key means by which visual images could be
disseminated to the Irish public. The two most widely read newspapers of the period, the
Irish Independent and the Irish Press were naturally the most useful. In addition to these
two national dailies, this thesis also drew upon a wealth of other national, provincial and
local newspapers, as well as newspapers and periodicals from Northern Ireland, Great
Britain, the British Commonwealth and the United States which provide an external
perspective on the politics of the Free State.

This thesis also examines the periodicals and newspapers of particular institutions and
parties in the Free State. An t-Óglách, the official periodical of the National Army was
useful in understanding the significance of visuality and visual culture in the Civil War.
Newspapers such as the Fianna Fáil Bulletin, Blueshirt, Blue Flag, United Ireland and
United Irishman were useful in exploring the relationship between Irish political parties
and visual culture. An Phoblacht, which was linked to the post-Fianna Fáil rump of Sinn
Féin and the IRA helped to illuminate critiques of British imperial spectacle in the Free
State and the visuality of Free State institutions. In understanding Catholic perspectives
on visuality, visual culture and moral regulation, the Irish Catholic and Maria Legionis
were also useful.

This thesis also consulted a wealth of broader cultural material which offers insights into
the broader concerns of interwar Irish society and culture. It has drawn on published
memoirs, works of fiction and contemporary commentary by figures such as C. S.
Andrews, Robert Briscoe, Richard Devane, Frank Duff, James Joyce, Dorothy Macardle,
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Flann O’Brien, Sean O’Casey, Peadar O’Donnell, Seán Ó Faoláin, Liam O’Flaherty, P.
S. O’Hegarty, Ernie O’Malley and Desmond Ryan.

I.8 Structure of this thesis
The thesis is structured through five case studies. Each of these case studies examines a
key aspect of the state: its armed forces (Chapter 1), its democratic culture (Chapter 2),
its political conflicts (Chapter 3), its relationship with the British Imperial Crown
(Chapter 4) and the process of moral regulation which was mediated through the
institutions of both the state and the Roman Catholic Church (Chapter 5). Each of the
chapter case studies also focusses upon different aspects of visuality: censorship (Chapter
1), visual promotion (Chapters 2), visual contestation (Chapter 3) invisibility (Chapter 4)
and finally the interaction between visual culture, surveillance, moral regulation and
respectability (Chapter 5.) Some of these chapters focus more on a particular period in
the history of the Free State. Others deal with a particular subject matter over the period
as a whole.

No discussion of the history of the Irish Free State is complete without exploring the
circumstances of its birth: the Irish Civil War (1922-3). The conflict was fought primarily
over the identity and symbols of the new state. The demands of war rapidly forced the
new state to develop its core institutions. Although the differences between Cumann na
nGaedheal/Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil cannot be simply reduced to ‘Civil War politics,’
the Civil War nonetheless played a significant role in the formation of the state’s two
main political parties. Chapter 1 thus explores the significance of visual culture in the
process of state formation, during the Civil War. This chapter examines how during the
Civil War, Free State authorities prized the visibility of the National Army, investing
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significant time and effort into photographing its soldiers for both national and
international audiences, and reminding its soldiers of the need to maintain an outwardly
respectable external appearance. At the same time, the authorities sought to censor any
visual images of Free State troops with a less than respectable external appearance. One
particularly controversial aspect of the external appearance of the National Army was its
distinctive, green uniform.

After the Civil War, many anti-Treatyites left Sinn Féin to form Fianna Fáil in 1926. The
following year, Fianna Fáil entered Dáil Éireann, and as a result, competitive democratic
elections could begin to take place. In these elections, visual culture assumed a central
role. Chapter 2 examines how visual culture was utilised in the democratic process to
promote Irish politicians and political parties during this time. Political parties used a
wide variety of forms of visual culture, and the emphasis that politicians and parties laid
upon visibility during this period was unprecedented. In particular, this chapter explores
the public image of the most successful politician in twentieth-century Ireland, Éamon de
Valera. Visual artefacts and clothing were both used to project de Valera’s public image
and connected him to a broader international audience.

As a response to the (re)ascendency of de Valera, the Blueshirt movement began to
emerge in 1932. While the second chapter examines visual culture in the context of
positively promoting political figures, Chapter 3 examines the role that visual culture
played in the political conflicts of the 1930s. Visual culture could potently communicate
controversial slurs about politicians and political parties which had to be communicated
subtly. Political parties and politicians also faced criticism for overusing visual forms of
communication, as for some, an overtly ‘theatrical’ style of politics signified
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superficiality and a lack of political substance. Visual symbols also generated
controversy. Being visible in a public space could as easily be a challenge to opponents,
as an invitation to supporters. This was particularly true for the Blueshirt movement.
Indeed, the blue shirt was a profoundly controversial symbol which ultimately generated
a divisive national political debate.

In addition to dealing with the Blueshirts, de Valera’s other principal political priority
was the removal of constitutional links between the Irish state and the British Empire, in
particular, that of the Governor-General of the Free State. Chapter 4 explores how the
Irish Free State’s changing relationship with the British Empire was conceived in terms
of visuality. The first two Governors-General, Timothy Healy (1922-8) and James
McNeill (1928-32), were recognizable figures in Dublin society. Their public presence
signified a negotiation between British imperial symbolism and Irish nationalist
sensibilities. While the Cumann na nGaedheal government, under which both served,
removed some visible aspects of imperial symbolism, it nonetheless chose to retain some
symbols associated with British rule. For republicans, however, visible aspects of British
imperial and royal ceremonial were deeply offensive and inspired bitter criticism and, in
some cases, violence. De Valera, for his part, sought to denigrate the role of GovernorGeneral and thus undercut an essential aspect of British royal and imperial power in
Ireland, by actively making the final office holder (the republican Domhnall Ua
Buachalla, who served between 1932-6) virtually invisible.

The fifth and final chapter focusses on an entity which was heavily tied to the state, though
was not formally a part of it: The Roman Catholic Church. Aidan Beatty notes that a
significant conceptual problem in Irish historiography is the fact that ‘it is rarely clear
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where the Church ends, and the state begins.’120 The Roman Catholic Church had many
of the characteristics of an established church in the Irish Free State. Catholics made up
roughly 93% of the population.121 Both Cosgrave and de Valera had close relationships
with senior churchmen. Legislation (such as the effective outlawing of Divorce in 1925,
the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act, the 1934 Criminal Law Amendment Act, and
the 1937 Constitution) indicated the strong influence of Catholic teaching.122 The Church
also effectively monopolised control over state social services. These included schools,
hospitals and what James Smith describes as the ‘architecture of containment’ of
reformatories, industrial schools and Magdalene asylums.123

This chapter argues that visuality and visual culture were vital to the ethos of Catholic
morality and respectability which predominated in the interwar Irish state. The language
of surveillance and visibility strongly pervaded the political rhetoric and language of Irish
Catholicism. Catholic constructions of respectability were heavily predicated on
visibility. As a result, invisible and darkened spaces in interwar Ireland (such as Dublin’s
Monto district and rural dance halls) generated immense levels of anxiety. Conversely,
the 1932 Eucharistic Congress, an emphatic projection of Catholic Ireland, was regarded
as a space of both light and visibility.

Each of these chapters highlights the significance of visibility and visuality for political
legitimacy in the Free State. In the discourses around the appearance of soldiers,
politicians, members of political movements and even ordinary citizens, visibility was
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deemed vital for respectability and legitimacy. This thesis analyses a wide variety of
subjects and settings. It explores the battlefields and barracks of the Irish Civil War, the
political platforms of County Clare, the most up-to-date printing presses and cinemas in
Dublin, the humble dwellings of the Irish-American diaspora, the diplomatic conferences
of Geneva and Ottawa, the Blueshirt rallies of the Irish midlands, the pomp and ceremony
of the Dublin horse show, the peaceful streets of suburban Dún Laoghaire, the dark
alleyways of Monto, the misty poitín stills of rural Ulster, the dance halls of County Cork,
the hydroelectric scheme on the River Shannon and the piety of Phoenix Park in June
1932.

The Irish Free State that emerges in this thesis is not a barren, insular and stultifying land,
but rather a dynamic, emotive and modern nation. Interwar Ireland was thoroughly
infused with much of the same anxieties that affected interwar New York, London, Paris,
Geneva, Berlin, Madrid, Rome, Vienna, Moscow and New Delhi. While sight is often
depicted as the most rational, objective and scientific of the senses, it is also perhaps the
most emotive.124 As Anthea Callen argues, visual culture is vital to the construction of
identities, as ‘in pictorial images, we recognize likeness or difference; we identify
ourselves, or find a different “other”, another which, equally powerfully, serves to
reinforce our image of our own bodily existence.’125 John Urry adds that vision is vital to
the ‘connections and interactions of individuals’ and ‘extraordinary moments of
intimacy.’126
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The scholarship on the political history of the Irish Free State and the scholarship on the
history of visual culture in interwar Ireland are both rich, vibrant fields. Nevertheless, the
two have not met as much as they might have done. By ignoring visual culture in our
analysis of political history, we miss so much. This thesis seeks to rectify this by situating
visual culture and visuality at the heart of the politics of the Irish Free State. By looking
at visual culture and visuality, we gain access to that which is not spoken. This reveals
society’s deepest anxieties around legitimacy and respectability, around identities and
indeed anxieties around the question of freedom itself.
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Chapter 1.

Visual culture, state

formation and the Irish Civil War

1.1 Introduction
With the onset of the Civil War in 1922, military and civilian authorities quickly
emphasised the place of the new-formed National Army in the image of the emergent
Irish Free State. Despite this, the historiography of the Civil War has predominately
focussed on the conflict’s conduct and strategy.1 More recent work by Gemma Clark and
Gavin Foster indicates that the conflict’s broader social dimensions are now beginning to
be better understood.2 Nonetheless, there has been little work on the contemporary
cultural representations of the war (although Anne Dolan has analysed representations of
the war, in its aftermath).3 While Ben Novick and Ian Kenneally have investigated Irish
nationalist propaganda before 1922, there has yet to be a detailed account of propaganda
during the Civil War.4 Significantly, little has been written on photographic
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representations of the war, despite the increased importance of photography in newspaper
coverage of conflicts internationally from 1914 onwards.

This chapter seeks to redress this, by examining the significance of visual culture and
visuality in the Civil War. It focusses on the perspectives of the National Army, rather
than that of the anti-Treaty IRA. As noted in the introduction, the focus of this thesis is
on the institutions of the Irish Free State. The anti-Treaty IRA were opposed to these
institutions, while the National Army represented an integral institution of the emergent
Free State. Nonetheless, this chapter does explore the representation of the anti-Treaty
IRA in Treatyite propaganda and the representation of the National Army in anti-Treatyite
propaganda. This chapter argues that visibility was highly significant in the politics of the
Civil War. Visual spectacles had a variety of uses. The visual image of the soldier was
loaded with potent symbolism and was not merely an epiphenomenal by-product of the
conflict. Due to the meanings imbedded within them, visual images represented a site of
political division between and within parties to the conflict.

1.2 The importance of military visibility
With the outbreak of the Civil War, the emergent Free State immediately acknowledged
the importance of having visible military forces. In July 1922, Arthur Griffith wrote to
the Military Censor, arguing that ‘the censoring of films is more important [than the
newspapers], as the pictures have greater personal affect.’5 Photography had undoubtedly
become more significant in wartime propaganda after 1914. During the First World War,
British imperial authorities took steps to photograph soldiers from all parts of the empire.
One official argued that photographing Aboriginal Australians helped to make ‘known to

5
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all neutral countries- and…to our allies- what it [the Empire] stands for, and what our
system of self-government means; to explain the vastness of our resources… and the way
we have built up a free commonwealth of nations by freedom.’6 Photographing soldiers
from across the empire thus aided the imagination of the empire as a concrete, rather than
abstract, entity made up of visible people and landscapes. Amidst the intense nationalism
which emerged from the First World War, photography allowed audiences to see fellow
citizens that they had never met before. Photography thus had a role in building,
maintaining and consolidating the new imagined communities that emerged from the
Great War.

Irish nationalists quickly recognised the increased importance of visual propaganda in
warfare from 1914 onwards. Documents, produced by British authorities during the
Anglo-Irish War and which fell into the hands of Piaras Béaslaí, Army Director of
Publicity, clearly communicated this. One document noted that ‘propaganda enters the
brain through the eyes and ears, viz. reading, pictures and talking,’ while another asked
its readers to regard the Irish people ‘as merely hospitable, kindly at times, but cowards,
treacherous, idle and dirty.’7 Béaslaí’s possession of these documents suggests that Irish
military authorities were conscious of the need for a clean, smart appearance, to counter
negative British propaganda stereotypes. Free State authorities quickly recognised the
importance of the army’s appearance in its nascent foreign policy. As noted in the
introduction, An t-Óglach, the National Army journal, declared ‘the world is watching us
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all… If we do our best- we can make our army the finest army in the world.’8 The Irish
representative in Paris complained to Joseph Walshe that ‘publicity has been given in the
news column to Irregular activities and for the last two or three days, photos and news
items in prominent places appeared in Le Petit Parisien and Le Journal.’9

In Irish nationalist political culture, visibility signified and demonstrated strength.
Parading was a prominent part of the culture of the early Irish Volunteers. Rebecca
Mytton has argued that, even before 1916, parades of massed Volunteers ‘communicated
a message ... that they had the physical strength and the strength of mind to fulfil their
aims.’10 After the Easter Rising, as Dorothy Macardle notes, ‘the Clare Volunteers set an
example of boldness to the whole country’ by ‘marching to meetings in uniform ... and in
carrying out military evolutions at de Valera’s word of command.’11 During the Truce
period, visibility signified revolutionary prestige and achievement. Volunteers no longer
had to be concerned with hiding from crown forces. Instead, thanks to their efforts, they
could now march openly and visibly through the streets of Ireland, no longer fearing
British forces. Ernie O’Malley recalls the Truce as being a time when, at a Mass, ‘places
were reserved for us in the choir. The people stood to watch us as we paraded after Mass
and passed comments on our appearance.’12 Following the Truce, a multitude of visual
artefacts of soldiers and politicians appeared. During the summer and autumn of 1921,
photographs of prominent nationalists attending weddings became particularly common,
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such as that of Kevin O’Higgins (fig. 1.1.)13 These photographs of volunteers and
politicians in formal wear undoubtedly conferred a sense of respectability and prestige on
their subjects.

Figure 1.1. Lafayette Photographers, ‘Kevin O’Higgins wedding
group: incl. de Valera and Rory O’Connor,’ [1921] (NPA PERS 84).

Maintaining visible armed forces was also vital to projecting the notion that the state was
effective, legitimate, and, most importantly, winning. The ‘legitimacy’ of the Irish state’s
armed forces stimulated constant anxiety both before and after the Civil War. The roots
of this anxiety may have possibly lain in plans presided over by Richard Mulcahy, Cathal
Brugha and Éamon de Valera in the autumn of 1921, to reform the IRA, creating a ‘new’,
re-commissioned army which would fall entirely under the authority of the civilian
government of Dáil Éireann. The plan was never fully realized, and as Maryann Valiulis
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notes, questions about the army’s relationship to civilian authority would remain
unresolved until the Army Crisis in 1924.14

Following the outbreak of the Civil War, public spectacles offered the National Army
opportunities to project its legitimacy and authority (both derived from a democratic
civilian government.) Arthur Griffith’s funeral, for instance, accompanied by a military
procession, which was extensively filmed and photographed offered one such spectacle.
John Regan argues that the funeral represented ‘a display of military might, tempered by
the legitimacy of a civilian government [an]…image of order, discipline and
legitimacy.’15

The National Army used its visibility to make the claim that it, and not its opponent, was
the legitimate army of the Irish state. Treatyite propaganda contrasted the visibility of the
National Army with the invisibility of the ‘Irregulars.’ In this propaganda, the National
Army’s open parading, uniforms and visibility symbolised its bravery, while the
‘Irregulars’ use of disguises and invisibility symbolised their cowardice. The Donegal
News in 1922 noted an ‘unspeakably discreditable and cowardly ruse’ whereby the leader
of the ‘Irregular’ party ambushed National Soldiers, ‘dressed as a priest.’16 This particular
incident highlights the significance of uniform in constructing images of the National
Army (which will be discussed further on). It is important to note that the discourse of
the invisible or shadowy gunman continued well beyond the Civil War. As noted in
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Chapter 3, Treatyite politicians would continue to invoke the spectre of the gunman well
into the 1930s.

The Free State’s critique of ‘Irregular’ invisibility does seem to sit at odds with the fact
that, between 1919-21, the IRA fought a guerrilla war that was based on invisibility,
where grandiose uniforms and open parading were avoided, and where operations
primarily occurred underground. Military engagements did not always take the form of
‘open’ conflicts. Off-duty police officers and British soldiers were ambushed and
assassinated. Two of the most prominent leaders of this campaign were to go on to be
prominent leaders of the Treatyite campaign in the Civil War: Richard Mulcahy and
Michael Collins. A central aspect of Collins’ public image during the War of
Independence was his invisibility. As Anne Dolan and William Murphy note, the British
media presented him as ‘the elusive Michael Collins.’17 Writing in 1932, Desmond Ryan,
spoke of the period of 1919-21 as ‘that new Ireland which Michael Collins and his
invisible army ruled.’18 How, then, was the pre-1921 invisibility of many members of the
pro-Treaty side squared with their critique of post-1922 ‘irregular’ invisibility?

One explanation is simple hypocrisy. Indeed, it is worth noting that the pro-Treaty side
maintained a plain-clothes police force, the CID, which was to become something of a
bête noire of anti-Treaty republicans. Anti-Treaty republicans did indeed critique the
invisibility of certain Free State manoeuvres. One republican handbill noted that while
‘Mick Collins dies fighting gun in hand among his friends in daylight ... Harry McEntee
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(& many others) were murdered friendless and unarmed in the dead of night.’19 Another
explanation is that the circumstances had changed. While the pre-1921 Irish Republic was
certainly very concerned about international opinion, it only enjoyed recognition from
Soviet Russia. The Irish Free State, however, could expect widespread recognition from
the international community. As An t-Óglach noted, the world was watching. Therefore,
maintaining an army which followed the international conventions of warfare became
increasingly important.

Moreover, Treatyites could make the argument that while it was one thing to employ
guerrilla tactics, ambushes and disguises against a British Empire which was denying
Ireland’s right to self-determination, it was quite another thing to do the same against the
forces of a new Irish state. One Free State propaganda point was that while men like
Michael Collins may have been invisible before the Treaty, they had at least been ‘out’
and had been vulnerable to British snipers. By contrast, their opponents had been unmanly
cowards, who had shirked patriotic responsibilities between 1916-21 and only joined the
IRA after the Truce, and only took up arms in 1922 to shoot fellow Irishmen (and not
well-armed British soldiers). Gavin Foster has described this as ‘Trucileer’ discourse.20
Treatyite propaganda potently expressed the contrast between ‘Irregular’ invisibility
before the Truce and ‘Irregular’ visibility afterwards (sometimes in visual forms, see fig.
1.2.)21 In the top image, the ‘Irregular’ is practically invisible, whereas in the bottom he
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becomes exuberantly visible, with arms and legs spread wide as if to underline the
superficiality of his ‘active’ service.

Figure 1.2. Unknown author, ‘This is where he
was in 1921: then the Treaty came and the
wind
of liberty
blew him
out, ‘This
now thus
is he!’,
Figure
1.1 Unknown
author,
is where
he
[1922]
(NLI
EPH
B6).
was in 1921: then the Treaty came and the

A further explanation may also lie in postcolonial theory. In a classic exposition of
postcolonial theory, Frantz Fanon argues that the colonised often internalise the language
of their colonisers, as ‘every colonised people- in other words, every people in whose soul
an inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural
originality - finds itself face to face with the language of the civilising nation; that it is,
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with the culture of the mother country.’22 The language that Free State institutions used
to describe its anti-Treaty opponents was very similar to that which the British state had
used to describe the IRA before 1921. As Gavin Foster notes, Free State army officers
described the ‘Irregulars,’ in quite racialised terms, as belonging to a ‘lower and more
brutal type.’23 In the same way that the Free State inherited British institutions of
government, it seems to have also inherited British colonial discourses around the Irish
people. It thus started to redeploy British tropes about the disreputableness of the armed
and dangerous Irishman towards its former comrades, and now opponents on the antiTreaty side.

It is also possible that, after nearly six years of violence in Ireland, there was a genuine
sense of revulsion and remorse amongst some Treatyites about the violence that they had
partaken in before 1921. As Frances Flanagan notes, the work of several writers in the
Free State, such as Eimar O’Duffy, P. S. O’Hegarty, George Russell and Desmond Ryan,
reflects ‘the experience of the people who imagined a revolution into being, but found
that political violence in practice yielded very different results to the ones they expected
it to in theory.’24 P. S. O’Hegarty, a supporter of the Treaty and a staunch critic of antiTreaty violence, in 1924, bemoaned how, during the Revolution ‘with the vanishing of
reason and principle and morality we became a mob, and a mob we remained. And for
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the mob, there is only one law- gun law … the spirit of the gunman invaded everything,
not politics alone’25

This contradiction between the actions of some supporters of the Treaty during the War
of Independence and their rhetoric during the Civil War thus reveals two significant and
interconnecting anxieties in the Treatyite mindset: a sense of moral decline and a sense
of the watching world. Having a visible, manly and well-uniformed army combatted both
of these concerns, as it offered an image of the Irish Free State that was respectable and
morally upstanding, which could be projected both to the Irish people and to a watching
world.
1.3 Image projection, discipline and respectability
An t-Óglách between 1921-24 exemplified typical concerns of ‘respectability politics.’
From the Truce onwards, the journal increasingly emphasised the importance of
cleanliness and smart appearance. A September 1921 issue declared that ‘cleanliness both
of person and clothing is of great importance’ and that the Volunteer must ‘be smart in
“turn out.”’ 26 Most issues covered military sporting events. An t-Óglách lauded physical
training as something which, ‘awakes a sense of self-confidence and joy of life …[and]
develops your physique …’27 The periodical also praised private study, and informed its
readers that every book contained ‘the brain and skill of a clever man … a portion of his
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knowledge is yours for the reading.’28 The journal also urged its readers to fulfil their
civic responsibilities and ‘get that vote to which you are entitled.’29

These concerns with tidy personal appearance, physical development, education and civic
engagement, are classic ingredients of ‘respectability politics.’ Brian Harrison has argued
that respectability has long functioned as a tool, allowing working-class politicians to
gain social and political mobility. For Harrison, cleanliness, punctuality, sexual restraint,
temperance and financial probity are key ingredients of ‘respectability.’ Importantly,
‘public visibility enabled the respectable to make converts; they made the most of their
numbers by advertising themselves and their lifestyle. It was partly a matter of clothing,
to which they attached great symbolic importance.’30 Joan Perkin similarly notes that in
the lives of Victorian women, ‘respectability meant having a good self-image, dressing
modestly and keeping up reasonable appearances.’ Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham,
examining African American Baptist women, further suggests that respectability
functioned as a ‘bridge discourse’, which could ‘bridge’ the social distance between black
Baptist women and possible white allies.31 Notably, in his innovative account of the Irish
Civil War and society, Gavin Foster has drawn attention to the significance of
‘respectability’ in Civil War discourse, and has noted that ‘hierarchies of status and
respectability … [were] integral to Free State discourses and attitudes.’32

28

An t-Óglách, 24 Feb. 1923.

29

An t-Óglách, 21 Apr. 1923.

30

Brian Harrison, Peaceable kingdom: Stability and change in modern Britain (Oxford, 1982), p.

183.
31

Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous discontent: The women’s movement in the black

Baptist church, 1880-1920 (London, 1993), p. 197.
32

Foster, The Irish Civil War and society, pp 51-4.

61

In emphasising positive physical appearance and that the ‘eyes of the world’ were
watching Ireland, An t-Óglách employed respectability as a bridge discourse, seeking to
bridge the distance between Ireland and other ‘freely-governed’ nations of the world. As
has already been noted, Anglo-Saxon views of Irishness frequently fixated on low social
status, scruffy appearance and criminality. Victorian cartoons and anthropological
discourse had traditionally suggested that the Irish were virtually undistinguishable from
savage, colonised Africans.33 Sinn Féin rhetoric focussed upon countering this and
attaining self-determination alongside other white nations. Erskine Childers famously
declared in 1919 that ‘Ireland is now the only white nationality in the world…where the
principle of self-determination is not, in theory, conceded.’34
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Earlier political cartoons depicted the Irish as stooped, malformed, subhuman creatures,
who were armed with crude weapons (see fig. 1.3.)35 Depictions of disciplined Irish
soldiers, appearing well-groomed and partaking in sport, articulated ‘respectability’ and
counteracted negative images of the Irish, thus potentially acting as a ‘bridge discourse’
between Ireland and other nations. In fig. 1.4, from An t-Óglách, for instance, the facial
angles of the soldier suggest white European race and his upright stance implies healthy
physical development.36

Figure 1.3. John Tenniel, ‘The
Fenian Guy Fawkes,’ Punch, 28
Dec. 1867.
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Figure 1.6. Unknown author ‘Goa,’

Figure 1.4. Unknown author ‘Goa,’
‘Discipline and Training’, An t-Óglách, 24
June 1922.

It is interesting to note that Ireland’s transition to full independence between 1922-37
coincided with a concerted campaign against immorality, something that Chapter 5
explores in greater detail. As Higginbotham argues, respectability ‘was not directed solely
at white Americans; the black Baptist women condemned what they perceived to be
negative practices and attitudes among their own people.’37 ‘Respectability’ thus not only
aids outward image projection but also helps to enforce internal authority and discipline.
Anxieties expressed over military discipline intersected more broadly with the type of
anxieties that P. S. O’Hegarty expressed about the deterioration of the moral order during
and after the Irish Revolution.
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In encouraging Irish soldiers to appear respectable, clean and tidy, authorities were, by
using its military as an example of discipline, indirectly hoping to inculcate moral and
social discipline over the wider population. This idea, that the military could function as
an agency of moral education and social transformation, was not restricted to the Irish
Free State in the 1920s. As Alejandro Quiroga notes, in 1920s Spain, under the
Primoriverista regime, an idea was firmly entrenched among military officers that
‘national regeneration was only possible if they were able to inculcate strong patriotic
feelings among the population and, therefore, to “make” better Spaniards that would, in
turn, improve the fate of the fatherland.’38

As Higginbotham further argues, respectability depends on a degree of surveillance. She
notes that ‘the Baptist women spoke as if ever-cognisant of the gaze of white America
which, in panoptic fashion, focused perpetually upon each and every black person and
recorded his or her transgressions in an overall accounting of black inferiority.’39 By
reminding its readers that the world was watching, An t-Óglach reminded them of the
world’s ‘panoptic gaze.’ This construction of images to be seen also constituted a form
of seeing, that of surveillance.

1.4 Image-projection as surveillance
In April 1923 Military authorities made plans to hire an Official Army Photographer who
would be responsible for ‘doing all the photographic work of An t-Óglách which [is] now
very considerable’ and all other ‘photographic work in connection with Army Publicity.’
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The role would also contribute to improving discipline, with responsibility for
‘photographic illustration of all training and other army manuals,’ and the photographer
would be responsible ‘for any photographic work … Intelligence may require to have
done.’40 The Department of Finance was reluctant to advance the necessary funds for the
appointment, arguing that it was ‘a luxury which we cannot afford in present stringent
financial circumstances.’41 The Army, nonetheless, continued to push its case. Although
the Department of Finance continued to protest, by September, the materials had been
purchased, and the photographic department was up and running. This scheme
demonstrates two points; firstly, the army’s willingness to allocate resources for
photography and, secondly, the intersection of photographic image-projection with
surveillance in military objectives.

The CID, a plain-clothes, counter-insurgency police force, also used photography to track
those suspected of subversion.42 Sometimes the surveillance potential of photography was
less immediately obvious. The newly established Irish Ordnance Survey (then part of the
Department of Defence) used photographs to produce maps. It was especially busy in the
period 1922-4. An interdepartmental letter revealed that ‘owing to the increase of extra
work in the printing Department at this office in preparation of maps &c. for the Army,
and the North-Eastern Boundary Bureau’ it required additional assistance with
photographic work.43 There are clear links between mapping and state surveillance. Jim
MacLaughlin has argued that the modern state has long fostered ways of making things
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“visible”’, giving ‘everyone, and everything, within the state’s domain a label, a serial
number, a place or a name’ and thus making ‘everything highly visible on the procedural
landscape of the modern nation-state.’ In this process, mapping is vital.44 In Ireland, in
particular, mapping has a complex and difficult history. As Rachel Hewitt has noted,
mapmakers have long played an ‘active role in the history of Anglo-Irish relations,’ and
has occasionally functioned as a tool of imposing colonial control.45

Following the Treaty, mapping was a vital tool in the process of state-building. The Irish
revolution had significantly altered the landscape, with the destruction of infrastructure
and settlements, the renaming of places and the partition of Ireland. Residents who had
experienced these changes were more likely to possess a superior knowledge of their
localities. Those who wished to engage in illegal activities could easily find secluded
places (like ruined buildings) that evaded the sight of the central government. Mapping,
achieved through aerial and terrestrial photography, thus had the potential to reduce the
knowledge gap between localities and central government, and facilitate state
surveillance.

Military Authorities could also use photography to surveil and track National soldiers.
Army General Routine Orders in 1923 decreed that every soldier would be photographed,
with three copies to be produced, ‘One to be filed by the GOC Command for the purpose
of tracing deserters. The second to be affixed to the Official identification book… The
third will be despatched to the Officer in charge of records GHQ…’46 Surveillance’s
intersection with image-projection is clear here. By reminding the soldier that he was
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being watched, he was more likely to act in a disciplined fashion and thus to improve the
Army’s public image. Official photographs of soldiers constituted a ready-made form of
publicity. Should a soldier die, a formal photograph of him in uniform could be quickly
handed to the newspapers, providing an image of state martyrdom, and popular sympathy
for the state’s forces. Nonetheless, the broader mechanisms of photographic imageprojection and surveillance were not well-oiled machines. It is perhaps, paradoxically,
because photography and image-projection were important to the Army, that they became
a site of contestation, factionalism and indiscipline.

1.5 Factionalism, indiscipline and the politics of Civil War photography
Bitter rivalries and factions, with pre-1922 roots, marred the National Army during the
Civil War. The army was strikingly decentralised, and many officers in regional
commands operated autonomously of GHQ, as they enjoyed intense levels of loyalty
amongst the men they commanded and the local population. The shape of the Treaty split
in the IRA itself was often the result of local loyalties, with volunteers following the
political stance of their local officers. Other splits and factions existed which transcended
locality. The National Army in 1922 was mostly a mixture of long-term volunteers,
recruits from British forces and recruits with no prior record of military service.
Understandably, those who had been ‘out’ between 1916-21 resented the recruitment and
promotion of ‘ex-Britishers.’ Tensions between the various factions came to a head with
the 1924 Army Mutiny, a stark exposé of Army indiscipline.

Factionalism and indiscipline in the army intersected with visual culture. Following the
Truce, many volunteers became visible public celebrities. O’Hegarty (drawing a
connection between images used to project victory and images used for surveillance)
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observed that ‘men for whose photographs Dublin Castle, a few weeks before, would
have given thousands showed themselves at meetings and Aeridheachtana and were
“snapped” by massed photographers.47 In his fictional work, Break O’Day, Con O’ Leary
described a young volunteer, whose ‘“mother was pestered with requests for his
photograph; when it appeared on a hue-and-cry board outside the newly-organised Civic
Guard station it was gazed upon with awe and admiration nigh to that of an American
High School party before the canvas of the Mona Lisa.”’48 As the Truce drew on, military
authorities became increasingly anxious about the relationship between soldiers’ celebrity
status and indiscipline. In November 1921 An t-Óglách complained about the prevalence
of ‘swelled head’ syndrome in the army; soldiers assuming ‘over-bearing and
consequential airs towards the civilian population.’ The journal expressed particular
concern over arrogant soldiers becoming complacent and getting drunk. Drunk volunteers
were said to lower ‘the prestige of the Army in the eyes of the civilian population.49

Factionalism was also evident in the way that two overlapping authorities were tasked
with censorship. In the summer of 1922, both Treatyite military and civil authorities
produced and censored photographs, with Piaras Béaslaí as Army Director of Publicity
and Desmond FitzGerald, Minister for Publicity, at the Department of External Affairs.
However, the connection between the two remained unclear. The existence of two
authorities, civilian and military, amounted to what Kevin Hora terms ‘an unorthodox
chain of command, with Béaslaí reporting through a civilian… to a political figurehead
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in FitzGerald.’50 This would not have been so problematic were it not for the fact that the
status of civilian control over the army was still somewhat ambiguous. A memorandum,
concerning the provision of additional censorship facilities in London, (to facilitate the
development of photos) noted that ‘the suggestion is approved by the military heads, but
the Adjutant General wishes to have it sanctioned by the government.’51 This would imply
that approval by military authorities was sufficient, but that seeking government sanction
was merely optional.

Authorities were concerned about this lack of centralisation of censorship. Mulcahy
called for ‘both military and civilian censorship…[to] be centralised under one Chief…
so as to avoid competition and different standards.’52 This reference to ‘centralisation’
attests to a broader need for administrative centralisation within the army. Whether GHQ
or provincial Army Commands were responsible for censorship was not clear. This is
apparent in the censorship and production of photographic images. Military authorities
distributed permits to press photographers who then had to submit their work to the
Military Censor. Two prominent photographers, named in Béaslaí’s papers (who almost
certainly received permits) were Joseph Cashman and W. D. Hogan. Cashman was
associated with the Freeman’s Journal,53 while Hogan owned a photographic studio in
Dublin.54 Their permits declared that photographs relating to military operations had to
‘be approved by the Central Censor Office … before they are released for publication.
No other form of censorship will be exercised.’55
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Nonetheless, the photographer’s permit entitled the bearer to move ‘at the discretion of
the military authorities in the area’. Provincial army officers could, therefore, at their
discretion, control access to scenes of battle. One memorandum stated that ‘there was no
need for a censorship of pictures at all as they were all taken by permission of the officer
in charge of the particular district…and therefore bound to be all right from the point of
view of our government.’56 However, this suggestion seems naive. Desmond FitzGerald’s
approach to censorship, for instance, would have emphasised international perceptions of
the conflict. Local Army officers would have had a more localised, personal perception
of the conflict, as they would have known many of the men featured in the photographs
personally.

Many of W.D. Hogan’s photographs of soldiers taken during the Civil War are stored in
the National Photographic Archive and the Desmond FitzGerald photographic collection
(kept in UCDA). An extensive search of the few Irish newspapers which did carry
photographs (namely the Irish Independent and Freeman’s Journal) reveals that many of
these photographs did not make their way at all into the newspapers. The fact that these
photos were found in FitzGerald’s collection suggests that they were most likely
submitted to the government but never appeared in print, but the fact that the photographer
took these photos (where subjects typically wielded guns), suggests they were taken with
the subjects’ consent. There are several possible reasons why these photographs did not
appear in the national press. Irish newspapers continued to report other events (both
domestic and international) throughout 1922-3 and thus could only print so many Civil
War pictures. It is quite possible, then, that these photos did not appear in newspapers,
for reasons of selection.
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However, the consistency of themes and iconography in these photos also suggests that
they were censored by civil and military publicity departments. It is, admittedly, difficult
to be sure which photos were censored and what the criteria of photographic censorship
was, as there is very little archival material on these questions. Nonetheless, the few
isolated references that do exist would suggest that concerns about maintaining an image
of discipline, respectability and the social order strongly influenced censorship policy.
General instructions regarding all military censorship included the following principles:

1. The Army must always be referred to as the “Irish Army,” “the National Army”,
“National Forces,” “National Troops,” or simply “the Troops.”
2. The Irregulars must not be referred to as “Executive Forces” nor described as “Forces”
or “Troops.” They are to be called “Bands” or “Bodies” or “Armed men.”
3. Irregular leaders are not to be referred to as of any rank such as “Commandant” etc.
and are not to be called officers.57

While the details of how these general principles were applied to individual cases of
photographic censorship remain unclear, a comment in one isolated letter in Beaslaí’s
papers suggested that a photo ‘of irregulars compelling a man to milk his cow for them
might pass.’58 This suggests that the Provisional Government was keen to depict its
opponents as fomenting agrarian disorder. As Foster notes, Treatyites regarded their
opponents as representing the ‘unrespectable aspects of rural society.’59 It is thus clear,
that, at least in general terms, pro-Treaty censors sought to depict the National Army as
respectable, law-abiding and legitimate, while anti-Treaty forces were to be portrayed as
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disreputable, dangerous and thoroughly illegitimate. Those photos which went
unpublished are nonetheless of interest. They reveal a more informal perception of the
conflict, that of the ordinary soldier. The published and unpublished photographs offer
two distinct iconographies which themselves reveal two distinct viewpoints of the
conflict. The differences between these two distinct photographic iconographies were
deeply politically meaningful.

1.6 Published and unpublished iconographies
Two genres of Civil War images emerge: a formalistic iconography of ‘respectable
soldiers’ and a more informal body of images, which illuminate a more personal view of
the conflict. Images in the former category included photographs of uniformed National
soldiers on parade, at weddings and funerals, or in individual, portrait-style photographs
(often used to commemorate dead soldiers), that frequently appeared in Treatyite
newspapers such as the Irish Independent. Photographs in the latter category included
soldiers in informal, homosocial circumstances, where they appear relaxing, smoking and
playing games.

It is thus probable that the unpublished photos did not cohere with Treatyite elites’
worldview, even if they had not been directly censored. The fact that these photos were
taken with the approval of soldiers in the respective locality, but not then passed by the
military censor would perhaps suggest a disjuncture between the world view of Treatyite
politicians and military staff, and that of junior officers and ordinary soldiers. That there
was a disjuncture between Treatyite elites and more junior officers and soldiers in the
National Army is evident in many respects. This disjuncture may have been partly
geographical and may have reflected urban-rural divides. Regan notes that ‘the senior
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[IRB] brothers’ control of GHQ was indisputable its influence over the army outside
metropolitan Dublin was not,’ and suggests that the IRB that Sean O’Muirthile described
‘was essentially Collins’ elite headquarters circle and was, of necessity, Dublin-centric.’60

It also, possibly, reflected class distinction between the middle-class leadership of the
Free State and the predominately working-class composition of the rank and file of the
National Army. Many recruits into the National Army came from working-class areas in
inner city-Dublin and other large garrison towns, and recruitment into the army was
heavily aided by the parlous state of the Irish economy at the time. As Foster notes, there
was a distinct tone of snobbery in anti-Treaty critiques of the National Army.61 By
contrast, nationalist leaders’ maintained a strong commitment to the rather middle-class
ideals of self-discipline, restraint and ‘respectability.’ Maryann Valiulis notes Richard
Mulcahy’s strong ‘belief in the value of Victorian virtues.’62 Fearghal McGarry has also
documented Eoin O’Duffy’s abstentious moralism. O’Duffy’s contemporaries
recollected that ‘he was never seen with a cigarette in his mouth and did not know the
taste of intoxicating liquor.’63

These ideals, however, were somewhat odds with the realities of Army life. The 1924
Army Enquiry, included a damming submission from one Colonel Jephson O’Connell
which claimed that in the National Army ‘drink, vice and disease were in the ascendant’
and that rates of venereal disease were worse than in the British Army.64 O’Connell’s
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exposé on indiscipline in the army was most likely massively exaggerated and encouraged
for political purposes by Kevin O’Higgins. While it would perhaps be unfair to say that
indiscipline was ‘rife’ in the National Army, incidents of indiscipline were documented.
In Boherboy, Co. Limerick, on Christmas Eve 1922, a young woman, Kathleen Hehir,
was shot in an exchange between national soldiers and civilians.65 In one rather severe
case, National Troops in Spiddal, County Galway 1923, were accused of assaulting a
young civilian woman and being drunk in a pub. At the Court of Enquiry, a witness
described an Army Lieutenant as being drunk and having ‘a very haggard
appearance…[with] his tunic open’ and he ‘appeared very reckless.’66 Cases of
drunkenness in the army were certainly not isolated, and in July 1922, military authorities
warned public houses, that if a soldier were found drunk on the premises, the publican
would be fined.67

Senior civilian politicians, (particularly Kevin O’Higgins) criticised the army’s
performance in the field, feeling that its inefficiency prevented the proper functioning of
civilian government. O’Higgins was particularly critical of the ‘Kenmare case’ where
National soldiers allegedly dragged two civilian women from their home, and sexually
assaulted them. 68 Conflicts between the Army and civilian government climaxed in the
1924 Army Mutiny, in which O’Higgins succeeded in manoeuvring against senior figures
in the army. The Army Mutiny was not only a bitter response to demobilisation, but it
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also intersected with broader issues; namely fatigue and anxiety over ‘militarism’ in Irish
society, nationalist concerns about the Free State’s promised transition to a thirty-two
county republic and social anxieties about indiscipline in the army. The differences
between the published and unpublished photos of the conflict arguably reflect these gaps
between army rank and file and Treatyite elites. These disjunctures are apparent in two
particular themes pertinent to military discipline: homo-sociability and outward personal
appearances. Anxieties over the army’s outward, visual appearance reflected deep,
significant underlying tensions within Irish nationalism between 1921-4.

1.7 Masculinity and homo-sociability
In the unpublished photographs (held by UCDA and the NPA) there is a stronger sense
of homo-sociability and male intimacy, with men sitting in a state of relaxed informality.
Men appear smoking (fig. 1.5)69, playing games (fig. 1.6)70 or warming themselves by
fires (figs. 1.771 & 1.872).
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Idem, ‘Two soldiers seated beside a fireplace’, [1922-3] (NPA HOG 61).
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Figure 1.5. W. D. Hogan, ‘A man in civilian clothes offering
cigarettes to Irish Free State Army soldiers in a truck,’ [1922-3]
(UCDA, FitzGerald Papers, P80/PH).

Figure 1.6. W.D. Hogan ‘Group of soldiers playing a game,’
[1922-3] (NPA HOG 58).
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Figure 1.7. W.D. Hogan, ‘Two soldiers seated beside a fireplace,’ [1922-3] (NPA
HOG 61)

Figure 1.8. W. D. Hogan, ‘National Army troops at the South Western Front
during the Irish Civil War,’ (NPA HOG 123).
Figure 1.15 W. D. Hogan, ‘National Army troops at the South Western Front
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The sense of relaxation contrasts with a stronger sense of discipline in the photographs
published in the newspapers. In one image, a soldier appears asleep, despite being charged
with an automobile (fig. 1.9).73 Although the soldiers, in many cases, appear to recognise
the camera, it does not appear to concern them.

Figure 1.9. W. D. Hogan, ‘Soldier asleep in armoured car,' [1922-3]
(NPA HOG 2).
The physical closeness between the men in fig. 1.1074 and fig. 1.1175 suggests a degree of
informal intimacy. In fig. 1.11 the soldiers are returning from a day at the races, which
underlines the informality of the scene further.
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Figure 1.10. W. D. Hogan, Irish Free State Army soldiers enjoying a cup of tea
from a mobile canteen parked at the entrance to a building,’ [1922-3] (UCDA,
Figure 1.23.
W. D. Hogan,
Irish Free State Army soldiers enjoying a cup of tea
FitzGerald
Papers,
P80/PH).

Figure 1.11. W. D. Hogan, ‘Two Irish hackney cars, formerly used by the
British Military, at the Curragh Camp bringing National soldiers from the
races,’ [1922-3] (NPA HOG 92).
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By contrast, in the published newspaper scenes, the men appear to be deliberately posed
and choreographed, often in scenes of military parades (figs. 1.1276, 1.1377 & 1.1478). The
captions in figs 1.13-4 explicitly refer to the soldiers’ ‘smart’ or ‘soldierly’ appearance.
The scale of the military parade, which would have typically featured hundreds of men,
diminishes the sense of intimacy between men. Here, the individual soldier, with his own
emotions and relationships with others, vanishes.

Figure 1.12. W. D. Hogan, ‘A National Army cavalry regiment,’ II,
9 Sept. 1922.
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II, 9 Sept. 1922.
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II, 8 Aug. 1922.
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II, 10 Oct. 1922.
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Figure 1.34. Unknown photographer [possibly II Photos], ‘Detachments of

Figure 1.13. Unknown photographer [possibly II Photos], ‘Detachments of
troops representing the various depots in the city attended the Requiem Mass at
Portobello Barracks,’ II, 8 Aug. 1922.

Figure 1.14. II Photo, ‘The march past at Gormanstown was most delightful and
inspiring, the troops displaying a distinct soldierly appearance,’ II, 10 Oct. 1922.

Relationships and networks manifested themselves deeply (and somewhat paradoxically)
within the individual portraits of Irish soldiers and officers which featured prominently
in newspapers and An t-Óglách. These portraits broadly follow the conventions of
traditional western military portraiture, where the subject sits at a desk, looking side on,
82

or pensively at the artist or photographer. Such images typically showed three quarters or
a similar amount of the officer’s body, thus allowing his uniform, medals and decorations
to be fully on display. Thirteen consecutive issues of An t-Óglách featured portraits of
senior figures in the National Army, by Frank Leah, as front covers in 1923. Such figures
included Séan Ó Muirthile (Quartermaster General) (fig. 1.15)79, Sean MacMahon (Chief
of Staff) (fig. 1.16)80, Diarmuid O’Hegarty (Director of Intelligence) (fig. 1.17)81 , and
Richard Mulcahy (fig. 1.18.)82 A contemporaneous poster (a supplement to the Weekly
Freeman) depicted all the leading figures in the National Army on one sheet of paper (fig.
1.19)83. Most of these figures formed a tight clique at the top of the Army’s echelons,
linked together by IRB connections. Interestingly, although he held the rank of MajorGeneral (like each of the nine figures whose portraits appeared on the cover of An tÓglách), Liam Tobin, who deeply resented figures such as Mulcahy and Ó Muirthile, did
not appear on the cover of An t-Óglách or the poster, perhaps exemplifying the
factionalism inherent within the National Army.
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An t-Óglách, 24 Feb. 1923.
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Figure 1.15. Frank Leah, ‘The Quartermaster General,’ An tÓglách, 7 Apr. 1923.

Figure 1.16. Frank Leah, ‘The Chief of Staff,’ An t-Óglách, 10
Mar. 1923.
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Figure 1.17. Frank Leah, ‘The Director of Intelligence,’ An tÓglách, 21 Apr. 1923.
Figure 1.49. Frank Leah, ‘The Director of Intelligence,’ An t-

Figure 1.18. Frank Leah, ‘The Commander in Chief,’ An tÓglách, 24 Feb. 1923.
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Figure 1.53. Unknown photographers, ‘Army Personalities: The Commander-in-Chief and

Figure 1.19. Unknown photographers, ‘Army Personalities: The
Commander-in-Chief and some of our leading Generals,’ The Weekly
Freeman, 17 Mar. 1923.

All nationalisms are ultimately constituted through a complex framework of local and
national socio-political networks. In Ireland, these social networks and relationships have
traditionally depended upon sites of male bonding and homo-sociability. One significant
example was Pádraic Pearse’s (all boys) St Enda’s School, many of whose alumni later
fought in the Easter Rising.84 Another was that of the public house. Male, Irish nationalist
networks have long entailed the consumption of alcohol. Tom Inglis has argued that
public houses were significant in forming an Irish nationalist, Catholic culture and were
‘traditionally male sanctuaries.’85 As already noted, complaints about drunkenness in the
National Army are easy to find. Senior figures in the nationalist movement, themselves,
enjoyed a drink. Collins conducted regular meetings of his Dublin ‘squad’ in the
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salubrious surroundings of Vaughan’s hotel. Indeed, Regan has remarked that his final
military tour, before his assassination ‘took on the appearance of a military pub-crawl.’86

The realities of male bonding within these networks lay at odds with the idealised image
of discipline that Irish nationalists wished to project of themselves. The gap between
ideals of Gaelic manliness and the realities of Irish homo-sociability is well-illustrated in
the experiences of Eoin O’Duffy. Although a moralist and rugged individualist, he
enjoyed the company of his fellow military men at horse races, and in later life succumbed
to the temptations of drink. As R. W. Connell argues, ‘normative definitions of
masculinity … face the problem that not many men actually meet the normative
standards.’87 This disjuncture between the realities of homosocial political and military
life, and the idealised, nationalist image of Irish ‘respectable masculinity’ points to two
different conceptions of male social roles: “manliness” and “masculinity”.

This distinction broadly resembles what Joseph Valente refers to as the ‘double-bind’ of
Irish colonial masculinities in Victorian literature. For Valente, ‘manliness’ represented
the ‘sublimination of the masculine condition, into a higher form.’88 ‘Manliness’ was the
paradoxical harnessing of this animal spirit of virility or masculinity, through the selfdiscipline of the will, using the very energy that virility supplied. The Irishman, as
depicted in Victorian culture, typically possessed the raw animal virility, but not
manliness. He was emasculated by both ‘the feminising discourse of Celticisim and the
bestializing discourse of simianisation, which co-operated in representing the “mere”
Irish as racially deficient in manhood and so unready for emancipation.’89 As Valente
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notes, Irish nationalists made a concerted effort from the late nineteenth century onwards,
to assume a disciplined model of Irish manliness, which would reject both the
‘feminisation’ of British colonialism, but also, paradoxically imitate British imperial
models of ‘manliness,’ emphasising virtues like physical development, temperance and
education.

In this way, Valente’s conception of Irish nationalist manliness can be clearly linked to
Treatyite ‘respectability politics.’ Photographic portraits of figures such as Mulcahy and
O’Duffy (fig. 1.20)90 actively communicated the values of manly respectability,
forbearance and self-control. McGarry suggests that O’Duffy’s intense gaze in
photographs was recognised as signifying intelligence.91 In the individual portrait, we see
the individual and the individual alone. Nevertheless, while portraits of Mulcahy and
O’Duffy upheld the ideal of respectable Irish manliness, a more raucous homo-sociability
was typical of soldiers’ experiences of the Civil War.
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Figure 1.20. W. D. Hogan, ‘General O’Duffy sitting at a desk, looking at a map’,
[1922] (NPA HOG 114).

The unpublished photographs of the Civil War depict men in strongly homosocial scenes
which resemble the intimate, masculine space of the public house. While Hogan’s
unpublished photographs did not depict men drinking, they did depict smoking. Smoking,
like drinking, was associated with masculinity, but not ‘virtuous ’manliness. Penny
Tinkler argues that in many western countries during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, ‘objections to female smoking often hinged on the practice
representing a rejection of femininity and an appropriation of masculinity and male

89

privilege.’92 In 1920s Ireland, the Catholic Truth Society asserted that women had
‘acquired the habit of intemperance’ and had ‘adopted [the] vogue of smoking.’93

Smoking was, admittedly, a less severe offence than drinking, but hardly praiseworthy.
An t-Óglách argued that a good soldier should ‘smoke in moderation and with certain
rules. Preferably smoke a pipe; it is less harmful than cigarettes. The eternal cigarette
smoking that some men go in for is ruinous.’94 Moralists decried smoking and drinking
alike. O’Duffy decried alcoholism (though succumbed to it in later life) and ‘anaemic
cigarette smokers,’ and conflated both vices with physical degeneration and
‘Irregularism.’95 Similarly, newspapers such as the Freeman’s Journal, lambasted
Irregulars as cigarette-smoking ‘corner boys’ (see fig. 1.21.)96 Smoking and drinking
were masculine activities, but they were certainly not conducive to a vision of ‘Gaelic
Manliness’ which promoted physical development, abstinence and family life.
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Figure 1.21. 'Shemus' [Ernest Forbes], ‘Super film, new
terrorist production: “The idealist.” Starring the boy
gunman, the new juvenile lead,’ Freeman’s Journal, 27
July 1922.

In the newspapers, if Irish soldiers did appear at leisure in newspaper photographs, they
often appeared drinking tea. Tea was an essential staple in Irish domestic life and
temperance activists had long presented it as an alternative to alcohol. Supporters of
Father Mathew had organised tea parties in support of the Catholic temperance movement
in the 1840s.97 With the advent of prohibition, female-run tearooms mushroomed across
the United States, offering an alternative to bars and restaurants. As Cynthia Brandimarte
notes, these tearooms were created and furnished to resemble feminine domestic spaces.98

97

Paul Townend, ‘Temperance, Father Mathew and the Irish clergy,’ New Hibernia Review/Iris

Éireannach Nua, 2 (1999), pp 114-5.
98

Cynthia A. Brandimarte, ‘“To make the whole world homelike”; Gender, space and America’s

tea-room movement,’ Winterthur Portfolio, 30 (1995), pp 1-19.

91

The Irish Independent, reporting on soldiers arriving in Passage, Co. Cork, noted that
they drank tea, served by an older woman. The caption states ‘the troops were quite good
friends with the inhabitants . . . Tea and refreshments were immediately prepared for the
troops.’99 The scene echoed the domestic environment, contrasts with the more
homosocial, unpublished images and implicitly suggests that Free State soldiers behaved
decently to civilian women and did not drunkenly assault the opposite sex (as some
National soldiers did). Tea thus provided a useful symbol of temperance and domesticity
and communicated a sense of respectability.

This image of the ‘domesticated’ Irish soldier fitted in well with a Catholic nationalist
political culture which valorised family life. Orla Fitzpatrick has, for instance, noted that
in the aftermath of the Easter Rising, photographs of the bereaved families of participants
potently communicated Irish nationalism.100 Both sides of the Treaty split continued this
commitment. Anti-Treaty publications lambasted National soldiers for breaking into the
homes of republican politicians at night and frightening women and children. They also
produced cartoons which contrasted Free State brutality towards women and children,
with the domestic harmony of the authentically Republican home (fig. 1.22.)101
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Figure 1.22. Constance Markievicz, ‘A republican
home,’ Republican War Bulletin, 5 Oct. 1922.

Treatyite newspapers, by contrast, communicated domestic harmony, through glossy
wedding photographs, which appeared more frequently as hostilities gradually ceased in
early 1923 (fig. 1.23.)102 Weddings, crucially, offered soldiers an opportunity to display
their uniforms. Uniform was another way in which published images of the National
Army differed from those which remained unpublished. Uniform was not a mere
accoutrement of Army life, but indeed a site of significant political debate.
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Figure 1.23. Joseph Cashman, ‘A group photographed after the wedding of Lieut.
G. MacCourt and Miss May Toner,’ II, 24 Nov. 1922.

1.8 Uniform, hygiene and personal appearance
Soldiers’ uniform in the photographs published in newspapers differed from those which
remained unpublished in two ways. Firstly, in the published photos, soldiers tended to
appear in full uniform. Some published photographs did display soldiers without uniform,
but those that did showed either recruits, about to receive uniforms or completely ununiformed volunteers appearing attentive with rifles or on parade, and not in the more
relaxed scenes just described (see figs 1.24103, 1.25104 & 1.26.105)
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Figure 1.24. II Photo, ‘Members of the 1st Batt. Dublin Brigade marching from
Smithfield to attend a memorial Mass in Dublin on Sunday,’ II, 14 Mar. 1922.

Figure 1.25. Unknown photographer [possibly II photo], ‘Physical drill at
Beggar’s Bush,’ II, 8 Mar. 1922.

Figure 1.26. Unknown photographer [possibly II photo], ‘Checking off IRA
recruits as they arrive for training at Beggar’s Bush Barracks,’ II, 8 Mar.
1922.
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In comparison, the unpublished photographs more frequently featured soldiers in a
confusing mixture of uniform and civilian clothing (see figs, 1.5, 1.8, 1.10, 1.27.106)
Although in fig. 1.27 the soldiers appear smart and orderly during a funeral procession,
they wear a mixture of army greatcoats and civilian clothing.

Figure 1.27. W. D. Hogan, ‘Irish Free State Army soldiers carrying a coffin
draped in the tricolour along the wet street of a country town,’ [1922-3]
(UCDA, FitzGerald Papers, P80/PH).

Secondly, in the published images of the Civil War, the soldiers are clearly distinguished
from any civilians pictured. In one image, a civilian in a militarised area was questioned
by a soldierly, clearly uniformed, ‘alert sentry.’107 Conversely, the unpublished
photographs of the conflict featured crowds where soldiers became indistinguishable
from civilians (fig.1.28.108)
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Figure 1.28. W. D. Hogan, ‘A large, jubilant group of Irish Free State Army
soldiers and civilians’, [1922-3] (UCDA, FitzGerald Papers, P80/PH).

In one published image (fig. 1.30)109, a civilian (with his back turned) was cut out from
the original (fig. 1.29.)110 With the civilian cropped out, the focus shifts onto the
uniformed soldiers and the un-uniformed Irregular prisoner. This has the effect of shifting
the audience’s focus onto the contrast between the uniformed ‘Troops’ and the ununiformed ‘Irregulars.’ These differences between the published and unpublished image
highlight the political significance of uniform and soldiers’ outward appearance in the
Civil War.
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Figure 1.29. W. D. Hogan, ‘Free State Army soldiers walking along a
country road with guns’, [1922] (UCDA, FitzGerald Papers, P80/PH).

Figure 1.30. W. D. Hogan, ‘Dublin Guards bringing in prisoners from
a captured outpost,’ II, 1 Aug. 1922.
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The National Army uniform stimulated both ambivalence and controversy. A significant
number of soldiers did not immediately receive the full complement of uniform, and many
soldiers wore a makeshift mixture of both civilian clothes and military uniform, a fact
recorded in some of the unpublished photographs. Photos such as fig. 1.5 did perhaps not
appear because they depicted soldiers without uniform. This would have made the Free
State government appear incapable of marshalling the necessary resources needed to
supply an army (a fundamental element of statehood). Uniform thus signified sovereignty
and ‘international respectability.’ One soldier who had initial difficulties receiving a
uniform, complained to Mulcahy ‘if I had not got the uniform I would have been acting
as a soldier in civilian dress which is contrary to recognised rules of warfare and would
have been a danger to myself and comrades.’111

Uniform signified respectability in both the eyes of the world and those of the Irish
people. As Foster has argued, the National Army uniform strongly resembled the uniform
of its predecessor, the Irish Volunteers.112 The Volunteers were required to buy their
uniforms. As a result, wearing a uniform indicated that the wearer had thriftily saved up
their income. Laura Ugolini has argued that during and after the First World War in
Britain, military uniforms were highly desirable consumer items which were sought by
even those who were not entitled to wear military uniform.113 Some men, although not
legally able to do so, broke the rules, and felt entitled to wear uniforms that they had
bought themselves from tailors. Uniforms served as a record of war service and conferred
prestige. They also marked the bearer as a soldier, liable to be attacked as a visible target.
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As noted previously, Treatyite discourse often contrasted Irregular’s ‘cowardly’ disguises
with the uniformed bravery of national Troops.

There was also perhaps more unconscious anxieties in the Treatyite mindset, about the
need to distinguish respectable, uniformed National troops from the ambiguously
uniformed ‘Black and Tans.’ The ‘Black and Tans’ had a thoroughly disreputable image
in Ireland between 1920-1, and as Louise Ryan has noted, ‘the “otherness” of the “Tans”
was underlined by their strange uniform, their apparent drunkenness and their English
accents.’114 The National Army was particularly keen to distance themselves from the
Black and Tans as their opponents were quick to label them the ‘Green and Tans.’ AntiTreaty republicans wielded the epithet of ‘green and tans,’ a reference to uniform, to
emphasise the new army’s British connections, its betrayal of republicanism and jobbery.
Constance Markievicz’s cartoons almost always represented National Army Troops in
their uniform. One cartoon (fig. 1.31) depicted a recruit (of presumably low social status)
putting on the new green uniform. The officer present informs him that ‘you can have just
as much fun in GREEN as you used to have in your BLACK + TANS.’115
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Figure 1.31. Constance Markievicz, ‘Reinforcements for the Free
Staters’ [1922] (NLI PD 3076 TX 17).

In some of her other cartoons, Markievicz juxtaposed the uniform of the National Army
with insinuations of immorality and criminality. In one cartoon, Free State soldiers attack
the defenceless “ladies, wives, mothers and children of republican prisoners” (fig.
1.32.)116
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Figure 1.32. Constance Markievicz, ‘“Vote for the Treaty and peace”: Free
Staters in action,’ [1922-3] (Constance Markievicz Collection, Lissadell House,
Co. Sligo).

Despite the anxiety of seeming too similar to British forces, Irish military authorities
bought some khaki British uniforms and dyed them green. In anti-Treaty republican eyes,
this was symbolic of both the betrayal and fatuousness of the pro-Treaty position. As Seán
Ó Faoláin recalled, the National Army bombarded the Four Courts with ‘British-loaned
guns’ and ‘khaki uniforms merely dyed green.’117 Robert Briscoe similarly remarked that
‘on the surface, Mulcahy did everything to fool the Army into believing that it was still
the IRA. They were issued the green uniforms and the badges worn in the Easter Rising
of 1916, and the tricolour flew over their barracks.’118 On meeting a former comrade, who
had joined the National Army, Briscoe remarked ‘“Is this what we fought for? ... All this
imitation of British rules, regulations and military manners?”’119 Newspapers expressed
hope that contracts for producing the new uniform would offer an opportunity to promote
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Irish industry.120 Nonetheless, it emerged that some uniform garments had been produced
in England, prompting uncomfortable questions in the Dáil. The Irish Tailors’ and
Tailoresses’ Union wrote to the Minister for Defence, complaining that they resented the
government giving English manufacturers contracts for uniforms, while members of their
union remained unemployed.121

Nonetheless, the dyeing of British uniforms green could also function as a potent
metaphor of Irish nationality. The colour green has indeed long been a powerful signifier
of Irishness. Ernie O’Malley’s recollections of Cathal Brugha’s green tie suggest: ‘that,
to me, typified the man. It seemed the symbol of his nationality in a hostile country ... the
tie meant the cause to him.’122 Dyeing uniforms green also offered a subversive visual
metaphor for decolonisation, and an example of what Homi Bhaba terms colonial
mimicry, where ‘a subject of a difference’ (i.e. the Irishman in British eyes) becomes
‘almost the same, but not quite… a different, or recalcitrance which… poses an immanent
threat to the “normalised” knowledges and disciplinary powers.’123

The uniform eschewed the British-style ‘V' shaped collar, in favour of rounded collars,
giving it a more ‘military’ appearance which was more German than British.124 The
Freeman’s Journal noted that ‘smart designs have been selected for the new uniforms.
These include privates’ double-breasted greatcoats- somewhat like the German pattern.
The officer’s tunics are to [be]… rather after the French style.’125 The uniform provides
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an example of Clifford Geertz’s argument about the balance between ‘epochalism’ and
‘essentialism’. Once the nation-state is established, questions of national self-definition
tend ‘to revolve around the question… of two towering abstractions: ‘The indigenous way
of life” and “the spirit of the age”… “essentialism” and “epochalism.”’126 Its green colour
and rejection of British designs might be seen to represent Irish nationalist essentialism,
while its drawing on European designs could be seen to represent ‘epochalism’ or the
spirit of the age.

The new uniform also cost the taxpayer, prompting complaints. An t-Óglách bemoaned,
in a poem, how those ‘wordy newspaper cranks’ demanded that ‘we’re not to have braid
around our caps. Because it’s not to their taste, And we’re not to have spurs on the heel
of our boots, Because it’s an awful waste.’127 The burden of the uniform and other military
costs on the public purse were also central aspects of the republican critique of Free State
wastefulness and ‘jobbery.’ As Gavin Foster notes the ‘disproportionate attention
republicans devoted to this theme is striking.’128 The republican journal, The Nation
lambasted Free State soldiers who were ‘getting three shillings a day,’ while republicans
were ‘fighting without pay- for IRELAND.’129 As Ugolini has argued, in postwar Europe,
military uniform was a perk, which was as, if not more, valuable then pay. Republican
critiques of uniformed men were part of broader anti-Treaty political language, which
Foster has noted has had ‘important affinities with what a number of scholars have called
the neo-Roman or classical republican tradition.’.130 In classical republican theory, as
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articulated by Machiavelli, only a citizen’s militia, rather than a body of paid mercenaries
could defend the state adequately, as mercenaries were ‘disunited, ambitious,
undisciplined and treacherous… Experience has shown that only rulers and republics that
possess their own armies are very successful.’131

Both professionalisation and uniform signified that soldiers were separate from the
civilian communities they served. A professional army seemed to be anathema to Irish
nationalist ideals. As Liam Kennedy has argued, Ireland has long been one of the least
militarised countries in the world.132 Thomas Kettle, one of the key figures in the Irish
Volunteers founded in 1913, felt that delegating responsibility for the defence of Ireland
to a uniformed, professional army to be unmanly.133 The IRA and the Volunteers had both
regarded themselves as a citizen’s militia. Significantly, the Dáil Government in 1919
appointed not a Minister for War (as was common international practice), but a Minister
of Defence. Dorothy Macardle felt it inappropriate that National Army men ‘though paid,
were still known as Volunteers.’134 In Treatyite eyes, the Volunteer tradition was still,
nonetheless, strong. A 1922 issue of An t-Óglách declared that ‘the volunteer soldier of
Ireland is not a soldier by profession… The Irish Republican Army is not like other armies
… it is less military in spirit than other armies are because it works nearer to the
people.’135
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Anti-militarism had played a significant role in opposition to Irish participation in the
British war effort, and by 1922 it featured heavily in Treatyite, anti-Treaty and neutral
reactions to the Civil War. Republican hardliners felt that the Treaty had been coerced
‘down the barrel of a gun,’ whereas Treatyites argued that opposition to the Treaty was
anti-democratic constituted a form of military dictatorship. Trade Unionists, also,
marched on the streets of Dublin in April 1922, protesting against ‘militarism,’ while
Labour deputies in the Dáil expressed serious concerns about the prevalence of
‘militarism’ in Irish society, criticising the fact that military courts were enforcing their
decisions with undue harshness.136

Sean Milroy responded to these criticisms by arguing that ‘an armed soldier was not
necessarily a symbol of militarism. If he stood as the symbol of authority, to protect the
rights of the people, he stood as the enemy of militarism.’137 This suggests that the image
of the uniformed soldier functioned as a ‘lightning rod’ for a broader political debate
about militarism in Ireland between 1922-4. Naturally, anxieties over militarism in
Ireland contrasted with realities. Tom Garvin has argued that the National Army was
‘rather unmilitary, in fact, “civilian” in the eyes of many… The ordinary Free State
soldiers of late 1922, erred, in the words of Dennis Gwynn, “if anything, not in the
direction of militarist ferocity, but of civilian slackness.’138

Concerns that the army was, on the one hand, too slack and civilian, and on the other,
overbearing in its militarism attest to wider anxieties about the breakdown of Army
discipline. These anxieties over indiscipline frequently centred on visual issues of
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outward appearance and cleanliness. Properly uniformed soldiers were easier to
recognise, and thus easier to surveil, and easier to discipline. Following the 1924 mutiny,
the National Army was placed under disciplinary regime overseen by Eoin O’Duffy, as
the Army Inspector General (a title with clear connotations of surveillance). The Irish
Government also established an enquiry into army discipline. One Colonel Jephson
O’Connell submitted a detailed report to the enquiry, which strikingly emphasised
hygiene and personal appearance. This submission is admittedly deeply biassed and was
compiled in somewhat dubious circumstances, which contradicted the established rules
of military governance. O’Connell was encouraged in this endeavour by Kevin O’Higgins
who was keen to manoeuvre against the army politically. Nonetheless, the submission is
a valuable insight into anxieties expressed about military discipline in Ireland.

O’Connell complained, that at a post in Bandon, the ‘men are listless, unkempt and lolling
about, endeavouring to make themselves comfortable in a place unsuited, in its present
condition, as an abode for pigs.’139 Inspections of the 27th Infantry Battalion of the Kerry
Command complained of ‘men on parade not shaved’ and in one situation ‘no lavatories
whatsoever. Men use lavatories in hotel yard near barrack. Also go out to fields.’140 The
concerns expressed about many posts, focussing on sanitation reflected anxieties about
the underdevelopment of rural Ireland, just as much as they expressed concern about
military indiscipline. Connections between surveillance and image projection are also
evident in O’Connell’s report. A report on the Dublin Command declared that ‘My object
was to have the posts which were constantly under the eyes of the public as smart and as
soldierly as possible.’141
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Issues of personal appearance and uniform thus reflected numerous debates and divisions.
The well-turned-out, uniformed soldier was easier to surveil and helped to project a sense
of ‘respectability’ to both Irish citizens and the international community. Uniform,
nonetheless, was controversial and was the subject of numerous debates during and in the
aftermath of the Civil War. Issues of soldiers’ outward appearance also reflected a
division between the idealised image that civil and military authorities had of the army,
and the social realities that many soldiers faced in under-developed areas outside of
Dublin, and these debates and divisions were reflected in the photographs of the Civil
War.
1.9 Conclusion
Visuality and visual culture were both profoundly significant in the politics and conduct
of the Irish Civil War. Considerable time, effort and resources were spent in setting up
censorship mechanisms, taking aerial photographs to produce maps, hiring an Official
Army Photographer and repeatedly emphasising the importance of soldiers’ appearance.
The visual image of the soldier functioned as a statement of the Irish Free State’s military
supremacy and ‘respectability’ in both Irish and international eyes. By demanding that
soldiers looked and behaved ‘respectably’, outward image-projection also constituted a
form of inward surveillance.

However visual images of the Civil War, particularly those of soldiers, were also deeply
contested and controversial. The process of censorship and image production provoked
division. Central military and civilian authorities did not readily see eye-to-eye with
provincial army officers and soldiers in this process. The ‘respectable,’ image of the Irish
soldier that Treatyite nationalists had idealised did not match up with the lived
108

experiences of the average soldier, who found himself in a strongly homosocial culture,
in which the consumption of alcohol was not uncommon. He was not always equipped
with the full complement of uniform and did not always present an impeccably smart,
soldierly appearance. Anxieties over soldiers’ appearances reflected wider debates in
Irish society and politics. Far from being epiphenomenal to the conflict, the visual image
of the uniformed soldier was deeply politically meaningful.
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Chapter 2.

Visual culture and

democratic politics

2.1 Introduction
In June 1937 a politician entered a European town. A newspaper described his entrance:
‘the town was in tumult. Great rockets sent myriads of coloured lights into the sky.
Bonfires blazed.’ In windows, there were ‘bunches of lighted candles with pictures [of
the leader]’ amidst ‘cheering crowds, with bonfires lighted.’1 The politician referred to
here is Éamon de Valera. From the Easter Rising in 1916 to his death in 1975, he
dominated Irish politics. He is, quite possibly, the longest-serving, non-royal national
leader in any democracy in the twentieth century.

An explanation for the exceptionalism of de Valera’s career must consider a wide variety
of factors; namely Fianna Fáil party policies, de Valera’s manipulation of party structures,
wider questions of Irish democratic culture, the broader international context and, in
particular, the presentation of a culturally resonant image of de Valera. Scholars have
produced little work on the presentation of de Valera’s image, largely ignoring the
significance of visual culture, spectacle, and performance in building and consolidating
de Valera’s political power. Indeed, some have downplayed the significance of these
factors. Breadan Ó hÉithir has argued that ‘there is a cultivated myth which would have
us believe that de Valera won elections by putting on a big black cloak, appearing on
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platforms at twilight illuminated by blazing sods of turf, and casting spells on people in
bad Irish.2’

This chapter argues that Éamon de Valera had a particular image which was constructed
for the Irish electorate over the interwar period. Both de Valera and his party
acknowledged the importance of visual culture in the politics of the new state, and both
used ‘live’ theatrical spectacles for political purposes (such as the one described earlier)
and keenly embraced photography. This chapter uses ‘the de Valera cult’ as a case study
to show how visual culture played a crucial role in the democratic politics of Interwar
Ireland. Politicians, political parties and institutions readily acknowledged the need to be
seen, to be photographed and to utilise spectacles. Visibility accomplished several vital
functions: it communicated particular messages which resonated with the electorate, it
offered a show of strength towards opponents and above all, signified respectability in
the eyes of a broader national and international audience.

2.2 Visual culture and mass politics in Ireland
Ciara Meehan notes that immediately after the First World War, Irish political posters
became more eye-catching. Text was simplified, visual images became increasingly
common, and they used more colours.3 Commentators were certainly conscious of the
growing significance of new technologies and media in democratic politics. The political
scientist, Warner Moss, noted that ‘advertising, both by means of posters and in the
newspapers ... first appeared, in a significant quantity, in the June 1927 campaign,’ and
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by 1932, it had ‘reached even greater proportions.’4 One M. Kearney in the Irish
Independent noted how, thirty years earlier, ‘a candidate’s election literature consisted
exclusively of an address … printed in the local newspapers.’ However by 1937, this had
given way ‘to up-to-date display, to which the commercial artist and the cartoonist make
a liberal contribution … no merit of the advertising party is underestimated.’ As Kearney
noted, ‘to-day a leader dashes from county to county, addressing meetings on the way…
the motor-car has made the difference.’5

Cumann na nGaedheal, for instance, used photographs, films and live spectacles adeptly.
Its advertising campaign for the 1927 elections attracted praise in Britain for its
innovativeness, while in 1929 it used an aeroplane to drop leaflets for a by-election, and
during the 1933 election, it produced a “talking film” of W. T. Cosgrave to be shown on
cinema vans sent across the Free State.6 This use of a cinema van was an innovative way
of ensuring that as many voters as possible saw Cosgrave. The United Irishman noted
that ‘in this way, many of his supporters who would not otherwise have the opportunity
will now be able to hear Mr Cosgrave’s policy from his own lips.’7

Other Treatyite politicians showed a similar interest in the political potential of visual
culture. The independent Lord Mayor of Dublin, Alfie Byrne, also mastered visual media
effectively. Byrne was the first Irish politician to run a two-colour advertisement in the
Evening Herald and gave visitors to the Mansion House specially branded novelty pens
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or boxes of chocolate.8 Contemporaries frequently noted Byrne’s ubiquity in front of the
camera. James Joyce noted that he appeared almost daily in the Irish Times.9 Dublin
Opinion also ran a cartoon suggesting that cameras would refuse to capture scenes without
Byrne present (fig. 2.1.)10

Figure 2.1. Charles E. Kelly, ‘Extraordinary behavior of press
camera when required to photograph group which did not include
Alfie Byrne,’ Dublin Opinion, Mar. 1931.

Other Irish parties did not use sophisticated forms of visual media as much, most likely
due to a lack of funds and organisation. The Farmer’s Party, National League and
National Centre Party effectively functioned as loosely bound associations of
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independents. While the Labour party was a little more organised, its electioneering
techniques, as Niamh Purséil notes, were rather lacklustre. In the 1933 election, for
instance, the party ‘simply did not have the resources to fight a strong campaign and ...
was hard-pressed to afford a handful of advertisements in the Irish Press.’11
2.3 The importance of visibility in political careers
In his early career, de Valera’s political prominence increased in tandem with his public
visibility. In the aftermath of the Easter Rising, as de Valera gained public recognition
for the first time, numerous visual artefacts and souvenirs appeared which memorialised
the rebellion’s martyrs.12 In one printed flyer, which depicted the leaders of the Rising,
Constance Markievicz and de Valera were the only leaders depicted who had survived
execution (fig. 2.2.)13
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Figure 2.2. The Powell Press,
‘Irish Republican Army:
Leaders in the insurrection,
May 1916,’ [1916] (NLI EPH
F339).

These images remind the viewer of de Valera’s narrow escape from death, thus giving his
image a unique, mystical currency. As Bruce Mazlish notes, ‘the leader who has
conquered for himself the fear of death … [has] therefore, symbolically, done the same
for his followers.’14 Images of de Valera in uniform also had a particular potency. At the
East Clare by-election in 1917, contemporary cartoons depicted de Valera in his uniform
(figs 2.315 and 2.416.)
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Figure 2.3. Grace Plunkett, ‘Which? Vote for de Valera, a felon our
land’, [1917] (NLI EPH C465).

Figure 2.4. Sinn Féin, ‘Vote for de Valera who saved your sons from
conscription’, [1917] (NLI EPH C474).
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Dorothy Macardle noted that, following his election victory, ‘grave and stern under the
sense of his responsibility and wearing the uniform of the Volunteers, de Valera returned
thanks to his constituents.’17 His uniform reminded audiences that de Valera was visibly
‘out’ in the way discussed in the previous chapter: ‘out’ in Easter Week, then ‘out’ of
prison and now ‘out’ on the streets of Clare, campaigning.

De Valera’s visit to the United States in 1919, a trip heavily suffused with spectacle, was
a pivotal moment in his career. During this visit, de Valera was handled ably by Joseph
McGarrity, who ensured that his client appeared at the right times, in the right places and
in the right way. Throughout his trip, de Valera submitted to lengthy photo calls, allowing
journalists in Boston, for instance, a full fifteen minutes to have his photograph taken.18
A Seán Nunan sent McGarrity several photos of de Valera ‘in order that you may select
the one that you prefer … I think you should be able to get a good picture from one of
these.’19

De Valera’s power and influence declined following the Anglo-Irish Treaty and his
resignation as President of the Irish Republic in January 1922. During his ‘wilderness
years,’ of 1922-6, de Valera battled to retain both power and visibility. A public
appearance by de Valera could offer a significant morale boost for republicans. As
Macardle notes, following de Valera’s release from prison in July 1924, ‘the immense
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crowds and the enthusiasm which everywhere greeted his reappearance was a surprise to
even the more optimistic republicans, who had believed that a long period of depression
and defeatism had set in.’20

Contemporary observers regarded de Valera’s decision to enter the Dáil in 1926 as a
visual event. In his autobiography, Robert Briscoe noted that ‘de Valera was determined
that he would no longer remain a hapless spectator of Ireland’s ruin … He resigned as
President of Sinn Féin … [and so] he was free to enter the arena of action.’21 The opening
of the fifth Dáil Éireann in June 1927 (a few months before de Valera finally “swallowed”
the oath) was a theatrical, heavily photographed event. Catholic members attended a
special votive mass (presided over by the Archbishop of Dublin), and Cumann na
nGaedheal ministers appeared, bedecked in top-hats and tailcoats. Fianna Fáil deputies
(in their case, wearing overcoats and fedoras) attempted a heavily choreographed entry
into the Dáil but were refused admission for their refusal to take the oath. All the while,
‘an air of suppressed excitement pervaded the city and a very large crowd … collected to
see the deputies on their way to Leinster House.’22 Photographs of the opening dominated
the Irish Independent’s picture page (fig. 2.5.)23
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Figure 2.5. II Photo,
‘The assembly of the
Fifth Dáil. Deputies
attend votive mass,’ II,
24 June 1927.

2.4 Newspapers, democracy and visual culture
After Fianna Fáil entered the Dáil, it immediately recognised the need for a supportive
media platform. Frank Aiken argued that only a truly ‘national’ newspaper would help to
shake off English domination.24 With newspapers came photographic coverage and
visibility. During his visit to the USA in 1927, de Valera again submitted to lengthy public
meetings, interviews and photographs. The Irish World noted that, as de Valera stepped
off the boat that he arrived on, ‘at once the camera battalion moved into action. He was
photographed with his hat on and his hat off, full length and close-up. Quietly and
seriously, he submitted to the ordeal, smiling once or twice as he obeyed the requests of
24
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the photographers.’25 De Valera used this visit to lay the foundations for his own
newspaper, the Irish Press, which would function as an unofficial Fianna Fáil organ. Its
presentation and content were both strikingly modern and very ‘visual.’ Unlike its rivals
in the Irish Independent and the Irish Times (which had front pages made up of densely
packed adverts with small text and images) (see fig. 2.6)26, the Irish Press had eyecatching front pages which presented news headlines and photographs of current affairs
(fig. 2.7).27

Figure 2.6. Front page, II, 14 Jan. 1932.
25
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Figure 2.7. Front page, IP, 14 Jan. 1932.

The newspaper’s format reflected broader international journalistic trends. The Irish
World praised the newspaper for its ‘particularly attractive form’, noting that it followed
‘the example of the American Press’ as it ‘published the leading news of the day on the
front page. The back page is devoted to the latest news and pictures.’ Overall, it was
judged ‘by far the finest piece of modern journalism that has come out of Ireland.’28 De
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Valera, speaking at the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis in October 1931, further noted that the Irish
Press’s picture page was ‘described by experts as the best of its kind in any British or
Irish newspaper, except the London Daily Herald.’29

Internationally, newspapers were becoming increasingly dominated by photographs in
this period. As Ryan Linkof has argued, British newspapers (both traditional broadsheets
and ‘tabloids’) gradually embraced photographic coverage between 1890 and 1940. By
the 1920s, the use of photographs in reporting was seen to be essential for newspapers’
competitiveness. They were also seen by many ‘to appeal to non-habitual newspaper
readers.’ As Linkof notes, the fact that the [London] Times, whose editors had previously
protested against photographic news, began to include a photographic page in 1923,
signified that ‘it was clear that photography had spread far beyond its initial frontiers.’30

As Linkof further notes, these changes in journalism had a wider global impact beyond
Britain.31 By 1936, Pope Pius XI had noted that ‘“Once the readers would read the stories
and cast only a glance at the photographs. Now they scrutinise the photographs and ignore
the stories which are now simply supplements to the photographs.”’32 The Irish Press was
clearly at the vanguard of this journalistic trend in Ireland. The paper presented more
photographic coverage of elections than its rivals, and unsurprisingly, Fianna Fáil
candidates and politicians took up the majority of these images. During the four election
campaigns of the 1930s, the Irish Press ran 497 images, while the Irish Independent only
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ran 330.33 The Irish Press thus published nearly 50 per cent more images at election time
than its nearest comparable rival.
2.5 Parties, elections and visuality
Despite the pioneering nature of the Irish Press, Fianna Fáil, nonetheless, persisted with
more traditional forms of visual culture. As has already been noted, Fianna Fáil public
meetings were theatrical spectacles which incorporated flags, bonfires and parades. Party
officials frequently emphasised their importance in election meetings, as they offered
opportunities for ministers and deputies to appear before the public. It is interesting to
compare this imperative to appear publicly in Ireland with earlier traditions of Irish
politics. Parnell, for instance, was rarely present in Ireland after 1882, and yet could still
enjoy the resources of a mythic ‘virtual’ public image, which was carefully fostered by
William O’Brien, through the United Ireland newspaper.34

In a discussion of the general election campaign in 1937, an internal party document
argued that ‘public meetings are a necessity in every parish.’35 Following the somewhat
disappointing results of this election (in which Fianna Fáil lost seats), a post-mortem
argued that:
most of the arguments which appealed to those who voted against us could have been
countered by good publicity. During the election was too late. Ministers had not appeared on
a party platform for two or three years, whilst the Opposition were continuously carrying on.
The position must be improved.36
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Fianna Fáil thus agreed with M. Kearney’s comment in the Irish Independent. Politicians
could not rely on publishing election addresses in newspapers; they had to go out across
the length and breadth of the Free State and appear publicly before the voters. The party
certainly learnt the lessons from the 1937 campaign. During this campaign, Éamon de
Valera addressed 21 public meetings over 14 days, an average of 1.5 per day.37 The
following year he addressed 32 public meetings over 18 days, an average of 1.7 per day.38
By the early 1940s, many commentators noted de Valera’s prolific visibility. In an article
in The Bell, Seán Ó Faoláin remarked that typical quotidian experiences of the Irish
‘homme moyen sensuel’ included ‘queueing for the pictures [and] watching Mr. de Valera
talking to thousands in O’Connell Street.’39

Fianna Fáil was not the only political party to make use of the visual medium, however.
In 1932, Fianna Fáil’s use of ‘live’ visual spectacles, as well as its innovative use of the
Irish Press, were far more effective than Cumann na nGaedheal’s campaigning style and
no doubt contributed to its election win that year. Cumann na nGaedheal thus turned to a
more visual, and more innovative style of campaign. In May 1932, a new party
newspaper, the United Irishman, had appeared. In terms of its layout, this newspaper was
more similar to the Irish Press than some of the older national dailies. As Moss noted,
while the old Cumann na nGaedheal paper, The Star ‘had a dignified quality,’ the United
Irishman was ‘vigorous and vitriolic.’40 In the 1933 election, the party put Cosgrave at
the centre of its campaign, utilising cinema vans, showing film reels of Cosgrave. This
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campaign, as Jason Knirck notes, represented an imitation of ‘the same strategy that had
propelled Fianna Fáil to office,’ chiefly, the foregrounding of ‘a charismatic leader.’41

Following the 1933 merger, Fine Gael increasingly recognised the importance of regular
public meetings, where the voters could see politicians. A meeting of General Purposes
Committee in 1934 proposed that ‘the country should be zoned for this purpose and that
such deputies and speakers should be asked to devote one Sunday per month to such
meetings.’42 As is noted in Chapter 3, following the 1933 merger, Fine Gael’s use of
spectacle and visual culture was particularly pronounced in the Blueshirt movement.

Political parties and politicians criticised their opponents for holding meetings in
confined, indoor spaces, rather than outdoors, where potential voters could easily see
them. These criticisms may have been a resurfacing of the Civil War trope of equating
visibility with honesty, respectability and bravery in the face of danger, while being
hidden was equated with dishonesty, disreputableness and cowardice. The United Ireland
newspaper, for instance, mocked the Fianna Fáil TD and Minister for Education Thomas
Derrig, for holding his public meetings indoors, as ‘the fact that he is forced to do the
nursing at indoor gatherings would seem to indicate that the Minister’s feeling of
insecurity [about re-election] in Carlow-Kilkenny is by no means ill-grounded.’43

During the party’s earliest days, Sean Lemass and Gerald Boland issued instructions on
the correct way to hold public meetings, declaring that:
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It is not sufficient to stick up posters and expect that a crowd that will turn up by itself …
every effort should be made to bring in supporters from other districts to secure a good
attendance. A good chairman should be selected, a suitable place to hold the meeting
thought out, and a good platform provided.44

Warner Moss noted that, while in Britain, local organisations bought publicity materials
from central party offices, in Ireland, the party headquarters ‘usually distribute such
material without charge.’45 It seems that while local organisations broadly followed
instructions from party headquarters, they nonetheless stamped their mark on public
meetings. From 1936-7, the Fianna Fáil Publicity Committee discussed numerous topics
such as producing Fianna Fáil coat lapels and Fianna Fáil pennants for cars;46 poster
publicity, leaflets and the production of a film;47 cartoons for election publicity,48 and
obtaining speakers for election rallies.49 The committee repeatedly discussed the
production of ‘window card photos of the President.’ However, there was no mention of
instructions as to how these photo cards should be displayed, or whether bonfires and
fireworks should be lit. It seems likely that local party organisations made these decisions.
If both local and central elements of Fianna Fáil recognised the significance of visibility
and political spectacle, what did visibility achieve?
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2.6 The political uses of visibility
Visibility constituted a show of strength in democratic politics in a similar way it as did
with military affairs (as discussed in the previous chapter). Both Cumann na
nGaedheal/Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil maintained somewhat militaristic identities. Several
senior Cumann na nGaedheal politicians had backgrounds in the National Army and often
appeared photographed in military uniform. Much of Fianna Fáil was formed out of old
anti-Treaty IRA networks. During election campaigns, a guard of honour of old IRA men
often accompanied Éamon de Valera in processions and parades. In January 1933, in
Caherciveen, members of Na Fianna na hÉireann, Cumann na mBan and the old IRA
joined a procession with de Valera at its head.50 Other Fianna Fáil events also had
distinctly pseudo-militaristic airs. A 1936 Wolfe Tone commemoration at Bodenstown
included a procession, headed by de Valera, of old IRA men (fig. 2.8).51 The fact that
commemorative events such as these included old IRA men was not particularly
surprising. Their appearance signalled a link to the revolutionary past, and in turn,
bolstered the authority that de Valera attained by attending such commemorative events.
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Figure 2.8. IP Photo, ‘Fianna Fáil and army commemoration ceremonies,’ IP,
15 June 1936.

These marches and guards of honour offered a visible demonstration of strength, directed
at opponents. At a meeting in January 1933, heartened by the turnout he witnessed, de
Valera declared ‘“If Mr Thomas [J.H. Thomas- the British Colonial Secretary] could
witness this enthusiasm any doubt he has about the spirit of the Irish people would be
removed.”’52 Similarly, a local Fianna Fáil Alderman in Cork in 1937, suggested that the
‘size of the huge gathering’ there, ‘was an effective answer to the anti-Irish element in
Cork.’53 Fianna Fáil shows of strength can be possibly read as an attempt to assert a more
masculine political identity, after over a decade over being constructed as feminine by
political opponents. As Jason Knirck notes, during the Civil War and the decade that
followed, Treatyites ‘used gendered arguments and stereotypes to bring republicanism
into disrepute. As a result, republicans became “feminized,” tarred with the brush of
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hysteria, irrationality and undue emotion.’54 Ken Shonk notes that Fianna Fáil responded
by ‘advancing a masculine rhetoric in order to neutralize the gendered charges by its
opponents.’55

Such visually stimulating public meetings also strengthened supporters’ allegiance to
political parties, through entertainment. As Moss remarked, ‘Political speech-making is
always a popular sport in Ireland. Boredom is one of the unfortunate features of country
life and few can forego the amusement of a harangue and the repartee of a meeting.’56 In
this respect, de Valera’s public appearances were part of a long tradition in Irish
nationalist politics which stretched at least as far back as Daniel O’Connell. As Gary
Owens has argued, the ‘fabrication of O’Connell was essentially an exercise in moralebuilding and self-affirmation on a vast scale.’57 The same point also applies to de Valera’s
use of public events.

The opportunity to see ‘celebrity’ politicians, such as de Valera, was undoubtedly
popular. Peadar O’Donnell recalled how ‘not much preparation was needed’ for a
republican meeting in Ennis, as ‘de Valera’s name alone would be enough to muster
Clare.’58 In Waterford in June 1937 ‘farmers and factory workers … gathered around the
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hotel to catch a glimpse of him.’59 Kevin Boland, similarly, describes the reaction of
crowds gathered at Kingsbridge station in Dublin, in 1938, upon seeing the celebrated
IRA man, Dan Breen. His appearance ‘immediately evoked the required effect ... the
platform erupted as the hill in Croke Park erupts when Dublin score a goal.’60

Parties often held smaller meetings outside churches on Sunday. Holding meetings on
this day tied politics closely to recreation. A meeting of the Fine Gael General Purposes
Committee in 1934 reviewed a list of public meetings, and resolved that ‘in addition to
Sundays, fair and market days should be availed of.’61 Both parties offered supporters
diversions from otherwise tiring party work: organising cèilidhean, dinners and sports
teams. During the time that they were affiliated with Fine Gael, the Blueshirts became
notorious for holding late-night dances. The report of a ‘special committee on IrishIreland’ activities of Fianna Fáil produced in the early years of the party similarly
recommended that each cumainn should ‘organise a ceilidhe at least once per year.’62 As
Mel Farrell argues, activities such as this helped to ‘reinforce the political identity of
grass-root members and supporters.’63

Being able to demonstrate visible levels of support through scenes of packed crowds was
also crucial to both consolidating and increasing support from voters. Since at least the
nineteenth century, in both British and Irish politics, a good turnout from supporters in
public spaces was vital for establishing political legitimacy. As Jon Lawrence notes, of
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late nineteenth-century Britain, ‘the physical control of civic space- of public squares,
meeting halls, factory gates or polling-day crowds- remained central to the symbolism of
political legitimacy for politicians.’64 Under the system of single transferrable vote,
parties that can demonstrate sizeable support, and thus have a more realistic chance of
seeing its candidates elected, stand a better chance of attracting preferences from
undecided voters. Warner Moss noted that a critical task for local party cumainn was to
‘keep the names of the candidates to the fore.’ An effective way of ensuring this was ‘the
publication of the election address, together with the pictures of the candidates.’65 As
Ernest Blythe put it, ‘even opponents of a candidate who has been asserting himself in
arrogant fashion in public affairs deem it their duty to reward him with one of their less
effective preferences.’66

Fianna Fáil appreciated this ‘numbers game.’ A circular issued by Seán Lemass and
Gerald Boland in 1926 argued that ‘if the meeting is for the purposes of forming a
Cumann, five or six persons should always be there who will come forward and hand in
their [subscriptions/forms] … as members when requested, to encourage others, and to
avoid putting the speakers in the awkward position of appealing for members and getting
no response.’67 The fact that United Ireland printed allegations that ‘Fianna Fáil is sparing
no expense in its efforts to bring large crowds together for meetings which have been
arranged for President de Valera,’ attests to the importance of obtaining strong turnouts
for meetings.68
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The Irish Press frequently used photographs, to visually demonstrate the size of Fianna
Fáil’s support. When cropped, taken from above and combined with persuasive captions,
photos could easily give the impression of expansive crowds.69 In Fig. 2.9 the scene is
described as ‘a section of the huge crowd,’ which gives the impression of size, while fig.
2.10 refers, similarly, to ‘part of the large attendance at Mr de Valera’s meeting in
Kenmare,’ and fig. 2.11 notes ‘a portion of the big crowd at Mr S. Lemass’s meeting in
Thomas Street, Dublin last night.’ Fig. 2.12 invites its readers to ‘try to count them [the
supporters in the crowd].’ Nor was this tactic exclusively used by the Irish Press. United
Ireland also ran similar photographs, such as fig. 2.13.70

Figure 2.9. Unknown photographer, ‘Section of the huge crowd
which attended the meeting addressed Mr. de Valera,’ IP, 16
Feb. 1932.

69

This is apparent in figs. 2.9 (IP, 16 Feb. 1932), 2.10 (IP, 23 Jan. 1933), 2.11 (IP, 25 June 1937)

and 2.12 (IP, 10 Jan. 1933).
70

UI, 17 Feb. 1934.

132

Figure 2.10. Unknown photographer, ‘In County Kerry- party of the
large attendance at Mr. de Valera’s meeting in Kenmare,’ IP, 23 Jan.
1933.

Figure 2.11. IP Photo (S.H.),‘A portion of the big crowd at Mr. S. Lemass’s
meeting in Thomas Street, Dublin, last night,’ IP, 25 June 1937.
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Figure 2.12. Unknown photographer, ‘Try to count them- A
remarkable picture of the crowd at Mr. de Valera’s meeting in
Limerick,’ IP, 10 Jan. 1933.

Figure 2.13. Unknown photographer, ‘The great hosting of Fine Gael
in the Mansion House,’ UI, 17 Feb. 1934.
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The Irish Press and the Irish Independent could present the same public meeting very
differently. For instance, an Irish Press photograph of a Cumann na nGaedheal meeting,
addressed by Cosgrave was taken from a ground-level position, at the back of the meeting
(fig. 2.14.)71

Figure 2.14. Unknown photographer, ‘A view of Mr. Cosgrave’s meeting
in College Green, Dublin, yesterday, showing the strong force of police on
duty,’ IP, 16 Jan. 1933.

This image has the effect of seemingly diminishing the number of attendees who are
present, while emphasising the number of Garda there, thus suggesting that the meeting
is unpopular (due to the implied high ratio of Garda to Cosgrave supporters). By contrast,
the Irish Independent depicts a section of the crowd, from above, and the number of Garda
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present seem much smaller (fig. 2.15)72. While Cosgrave appears only faintly in the
background in the Irish Press, in the Irish Independent he towers over his audience
through photomontage.

Figure 2.15. II Photos (McM), ‘The General Election- Mr. W. T.
Cosgrave addressing the enormous Cumann na nGaedheal meeting in
College Green, Dublin, last afternoon,’ II, 16 Jan. 1933.

The newspapers’ use of photography in this way reflects the fact that contemporaries
regarded photography as a privileged form of evidence. As we shall see in the next
chapter, the Irish Press, utilised photography to back up otherwise controversial claims
made about Cumann na nGaedheal and to also defend Fianna Fáil from controversial
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claims made by other parties. As John Tagg argues, the photograph has evidential force
due to ‘social, semiotic process.’73

For politicians, visibility was also significant for the outward image-projection of
diplomacy. Diplomatic staff recognised the importance of representatives appearing
concretely on the world stage. A memorandum drafted by Bolton Waller in 1923 noted
that ‘the appearance at the Assembly at Geneva each year of three representatives of the
Government and people of Ireland will bring Ireland in a tangible shape before the
world.’74 Internationally, visual culture could also help connect politicians with the global
Irish community. This was particularly true when visual images took on material form.

2.7 Materiality and the visual culture of Free State politics
In this period, audiences did not just look at photographs, but also bought, sold and framed
them. These acts of materialisation were meaningful. As Elizabeth Edwards and Janice
Hart argue, ‘in so many ways, it is the material that defines our social relations with
photographs.’75 The use of framed photographs and portraits in the home to communicate
and solidify political affiliation was well established in Irish political culture by 1922. As
Macardle noted, ‘before three years had passed [since 1916] … the people had given their
answer in the polling booths, and the portraits of these leaders were hanging on the cottage
walls beside those of Emmet and Tone.’76
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Printed and framed photographs of de Valera were often lucrative commodities. In 1934,
the Drogheda Independent reported that a man had been charged with selling pictures of
politicians under false pretences. The pictures sold included at least two of de Valera, and
another of the Executive Council.77 Adverts in the Irish Press also offered ‘a beautiful
satin ribbon badge, with photo of de Valera and printed inscription “Ireland’s answer’78
and ‘commemoration badges with photos of de Valera, Pearse, Connolly and other 1916
Rising leaders on Tricolour ribbon.’79 Frank Aiken’s papers include a brass badge with
pin, which bore a profile of de Valera and the motto ‘Cork with de Valera and Ireland.’80

The Irish Press, observing a rally in 1937, noted that ‘street vendors did a roaring trade
in Fianna Fáil badges and pictures of Mr. de Valera.’81 Fianna Fáil between 1935-6, drew
up a scheme to sell a ‘torch lapel badge’ to party members in order to raise funds.82 As
previously mentioned, Fianna Fáil also produced printed photographs of Éamon de Valera
that supporters could display in their windows, during rallies. On a visit to Waterford in
1933, de Valera was greeted by ‘illuminated windows, the picture of de Valera enshrined
in many of them.’83 In 1932, Mullagh Fianna Fáil club, as a post-election celebration,
held a procession which included a ‘ handsome banner with a de Valera photo on the front
of it.’84
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Voters also displayed images of politicians in their homes. Seán Lester, in a letter to the
Secretary of the Executive Council, noted ‘the Freeman’s Journal is willing to publish a
photograph of the Cabinet in session as a special supplement with their Christmas
number. These photographic supplements, as you know, are frequently used for
decorative purposes in houses throughout the country. I think it would be a good thing if
we could arrange for such a photograph to be taken.85 Owners apparently sometimes
removed these images as their allegiances shifted. At a Fine Gael political rally in 1934,
in Ardagh, County Longford, a speaker told a story, of a man who fell out with Fianna
Fáil over its economic policies:
Two years ago, he brought home a photo of de Valera and brought a frame for it and
hung it up in the kitchen the way he could always be looking at it. When he went home
after selling his turkeys at fourpence a pound his wife said- “Will you take out the ass
before you eat your dinner?” “No,” he said, “but give me a hammer.” That photo is there
long enough,” and he threw the photo into the fire.86

The Irish abroad also used material images to signify their loyalty to the Irish nation, their
political allegiances within Ireland and their disdain for the British Empire. An onlooker
on Melbourne St. Patrick’s Day celebrations in 1927, witnessed a banner which ‘had the
effect of silencing momentarily the enthusiastic cheering of the thousands of onlookers.’
The banner displayed ‘the portraits of de Valera, Collins, Griffith and Cathal Brugha.’87
When David Lloyd George visited New York in 1923, he was met by angry Irish
republicans who ‘carried pictures of de Valera and banners with uncomplimentary
phrases about Mr Lloyd George.’88

85

Sean Lester to the Secretary of the Executive Council, 18 Oct. 1923 (NAI, TSCH, S3362).

86

Longford Leader, 3 Feb. 1934.

87

Connacht Tribune, 21 May 1927.

88

Belfast Newsletter, 5 Nov. 1923.

139

Photographs of politicians were accorded particular reverence in the home amongst
diaspora communities. A young Irish student in the United Kingdom wrote to de Valera
in 1937, declaring that ‘I am one of your strongest supporters. I consider you as the finest
leader Ireland has had yet ... I have a picture of you in my room, it is taken from a journal
and I have had it framed.’89 Photos of revered politicians could brighten up the most
dismal living spaces. A reporter for the Kerryman reported seeing, in Sing Sing Prison,
New York, in one cell was ‘a picture of the Sacred Heart. In a further, occupying a
prominent position at the head of the bed was a photo of de Valera.’90

Materialised images arguably helped to foment the psychic connection between Irish
politicians and the diaspora. As David Lloyd argues, cultural artefacts displayed in the
home, can help their owners to negotiate the disruptive experience of migration, and it is
in diaspora communities, that we see ‘the apparently inevitable declension of the icons of
authentic national culture into kitsch. The images proliferate: round towers and
wolfhounds, harps and shamrocks.’91 Photographs, in particular, retain a special meaning
in diaspora communities. Gail Baylis argues that, amongst the Irish diaspora, this may
have been because ‘first-generation Irish emigrants were, in comparison to other
European emigrants, the least likely to return to their country of origin.’

For these groups, the photograph provided an important of retaining links with the
“home” country.’92 Erika Hanna similarly notes that many Irish families, throughout
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much of the twentieth century, made frequent repeat visits to photography studios ‘to
order reprints of their favourite photographs, which they then posted to their extended
families living across the Irish world.’93 For de Valera, links between the diaspora and
Ireland were an essential source of strength, and his image on the walls of the global Irish
no doubt helped to foment this connection. Why then, did de Valera’s image resonate so
strongly with the Irish people, both at home, and abroad?

2.8 Elements of de Valera’s image
Although there are indeed many images of de Valera smiling, the most iconic images of
de Valera were dour, unsmiling and serious. Indeed, the first nationally prominent image
of de Valera was of a serious young man in his Volunteer uniform (see figs 2.3 and 2.4.)
This blank, serious facial expression recurred throughout de Valera’s career. In 1932, de
Valera appeared on the cover of Time magazine, hard at work at a desk (fig. 2.16).94
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Image redacted for
copyright reasons.
Image available at:
http://content.time.com/ti
me/covers/0,16641,193204
11,00.html
(Accessed 11 Aug. 2020).

Figure 2.16. Unknown photographer,
‘President de Valera,’ Time: The Weekly
Newsmagazine, 11 Apr. 1932.
Séan O’Sullivan produced several portraits of de Valera. Throughout these portraits, de
Valera consistently has a blank, serious expression.95 Fig. 2.17 appeared as part of a
newspaper advertising campaign for Fianna Fáil during the 1933 election campaign.96
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Figure 2.17. Fianna Fáil election publicity [feat. portrait by Séan
O’Sullivan], ‘Éamon de Valera did it,’ IP, 16 Jan. 1933.

Séan O’Sullivan seems to have sketched multiple portraits of de Valera around 1937, the
year that de Valera fought both a general election campaign and a campaign to pass the
new Irish constitution. It was also the twentieth anniversary of the East Clare by-election.
The Fianna Fáil Publicity Committee proposed to obtain 25,000 ‘photographic copies of
Mr Séan O’Sullivan’s drawing of the President ... for distribution free to Election
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Committees.’97 It is unclear what this particular drawing was, but it probably was fig.
2.18, which has resurfaced in numerous archival collections.98

Figure 2.18. Seán O’Sullivan, ‘Éamon de
Valera,’ [1937] (NLI PD DEVA-EA (3) II).

At the end of 1937, the Irish Press used another of Sean O’Sullivan’s sketches in its
Christmas cards (fig. 2.19).99 Interestingly, this card used a sketch of de Valera which
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appeared in a Fianna Fáil election poster, which reassured its audience ‘you can trust
Dev’, and has been attributed to 1928.100

Figure 2.19. Seán O’Sullivan, ‘Le gach deagh-ghuidhe ó "Scéala
Éireann’ um Nodlaig, 1937. With the compliments of "The Irish
Press" Christmas, 1937,’ (1937) (NLI PD DEVA-EA (2) II).

In 1937 Fianna Fáil also used photographs which projected a similar image of de Valera.
Just before the 1937 election, the front cover of the Fianna Fáil Bulletin included a
photograph of de Valera working at a desk (fig. 2.20).101 It is worth noting that these

100

Fianna Fáil, ‘You can trust de Valera. Vote Fianna Fáil,’ [1928] (UCDA, Aiken Papers,

P104/1820).
101

Fianna Fáil Bulletin, June 1937.

145

particular images were created and distributed by either Fianna Fáil or the Irish Press at
significant moments.

Figure 2.20. Unknown photographer, ‘The President’s message,’ Fianna Fáil
Bulletin, June 1937.

These images have a consistent iconography. In all, de Valera has a neutral facial
expression, and his clothing is simple. In some images, de Valera appears working
intently at a desk. Overall, he appears industrious, disciplined, and frugal. This was
certainly the perception of contemporary observers. The Sunday Chronicle described de
Valera’s face as ‘mournful’, and that he was a ‘lesson to his own followers, to begin with,
cutting down his own salary, and discarding all formality in dress.’102 A reporter for the
Strand magazine described him as having a manner ‘as solemn as any public man I have
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ever seen.’103 The Passing Show in 1932, noted that ‘all earthly pleasures are taboo to
him. He neither drinks nor smokes’104

De Valera’s choice of headgear was a much-discussed topic of public conversation.
During the 1932 Eucharistic Congress, for example, the Dublin Evening Mail remarked
that while ‘there were parties and receptions, big and small, in connection with the
Congress’ where the attendees wore tall hats, ‘Mr. de Valera is sticking loyally to the soft
hat of black velour.’105 Certainly de Valera’s sartorial simplicity, for instance, was
meaningful. Gavin Foster has ably highlighted how ‘the formal dress habits of Cosgrave
and his colleagues provided easy election fodder for de Valera’s emergent Fianna Fáil
party, whose propagandists seized on their opponents’ top hats and formal wear as visual
evidence of their continued political subservience to Britain.’106 De Valera’s frugality
partly allowed him to communicate his protectionist economic policies. In a 1928 Dáil
debate, when a deputy from another party questioned whether the Irish people would be
able to enjoy ‘the latest fashions’ under increased tariffs, de Valera retorted '"Latest
fashions!” If the wall were around the country, you would have to have your own
fashions. Your own latest fashions might just be as good and the possibility is that they
would be much more appropriate to us.’107

Frugality, for de Valera, as William Murphy notes, ‘ticked a lot of interesting intellectual
boxes’ and his references to ‘frugality’ in speeches could refer to republican and Catholic
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thought, as well as protectionism.108 The political culture of Irish republicanism did
indeed exhibit a strong distaste for hedonism. Party supporters, such as Todd Andrews,
regarded themselves as men who ‘didn’t drink … respected women and … knew nothing
about them … [and] disapproved of any kind of ostentation.’109 As republicans, Fianna
Fáil slammed the luxurious lifestyle of the Governor-General of the Irish Free State. A
drafted argument prepared by the party mocked him as little more than a cipher who ‘bids
champagne flow under his roof.’110

The archetypal Irish revolutionary nationalist had a strong commitment to a frugal, ascetic
lifestyle. Alcohol was taboo for Fianna Fáil. Deputies were banned from the bars of
Leinster House by the party in 1927 and again in 1929.111 De Valera at the Fianna Fáil
Ard Fheis in 1927 also declared ‘Personally, I believe that it [drink] was at the bottom of
the Treaty’112 Opposition to alcoholism was part of a long republican tradition, which
upheld the values of temperance. The Young Irelander, Charles Gavan Duffy, for
instance, was a close associate of the temperance activist Fr. Theobald Mathew, and in
the words of James Quinn, believed that temperance was ‘a crucial step on the road to
national regeneration.’113

For de Valera, the burdens of political office entailed sacrifices, even when they came at
the expense of family life. As John Gunther wrote in the Strand Magazine, ‘he puts in a
gruelling day. Often, passing Govt. buildings, one may see lights in the President’s
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quarters till after midnight.’114 As Mazlish notes, the professional revolutionary ‘simply
has no time for ordinary family concerns. He is devoted to the revolution at all hours, and
when other men go home to their wives and children, he is still making speeches and
organising supporters.’115 The Passing Show noted that ‘Mrs. de Valera, like Rachele
Mussolini… is the helpmate whom nobody knows.’116 Although Éamon de Valera was
devoted to his wife, Sinéad, she did not form a significant part of his public profile. Sinéad
de Valera opened the scholarship examinations for Coisde na bPaisdi in 1937. Reporting
on this event, the Irish Press noted that ‘Mrs. de Valera is seldom seen in public places,
never in fact, where English is the language spoken.’117

Visual images arguably helped de Valera to advertise his commitment to the ideals of
frugality and asceticism. An individual’s commitment to a set of values is something that
must be performed and witnessed to be believed. As Goffman argues, ‘society is
organised on the principle that any individual who possesses certain social characteristics
has a moral right to expect that others will value and treat him in an appropriate way.’118
The production of images of de Valera was, in many ways, a sustained exercise in
respectability politics. As argued in the previous chapter, anti-Treatyites, during the Civil
War, were generally criticised for both their invisibility and perceived disreputableness,
and indeed this invisibility contributed to their perceived disreputableness. It is worth
noting that the Catholic Church had banned anti-Treaty republicans from taking
communion. De Valera’s asceticism, thus had the dual purpose of simultaneously
communicating his commitment to the legacy of ‘the revolution’ and his demonstration
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of conservative ‘respectability.’ As Richard Dunphy notes, in Ireland, the puritanism of
republicanism has strongly resembled a secular version of that of the Catholic Church.119

Fianna Fáil, conscious of its disreputable image inherited from the Civil War, certainly
strove to project its respectability visually, through links to the Catholic Church. Robert
Briscoe recalled one occasion which suggests that although good Fianna Fáil men were
not necessarily expected to be good Catholics (Briscoe was Jewish and several other
prominent members of the party were Protestant), they were expected, at least, to look
like good Catholics. Before a public meeting, his companion asked him to attend Mass.
He responded that he was unable to. His comrade responded ‘Everybody goes to Mass
here, you’ll have to do likewise … At least go to the door and pretend you’re going to
mass!”120 In post-famine Ireland, as Tom Inglis has argued, attendance at Mass was long
vital for the maintenance of respect and prestige. Not only that, but Mass attendance also
offered the opportunity to visibly advertise respectability, as attendees often ‘wear their
best clothes in order to gain the respect of others.’121

Fianna Fáil’s attempts to project its links to the Catholic Church were most obvious at the
1932 Eucharistic Congress, which as J.J. Lee notes, gave de Valera the singular advantage
of ‘being photographed incessantly with the papal nuncio for the edification of the plain
people of the Free State.’122 Contemporary observers also noted the parallels between
Fianna Fáil rallies and religious gatherings. Both were disciplined, reverent occasions.
The Waterford News and Star in 1933 observed a Fianna Fáil rally with ‘scenes
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reminiscent of the Eucharistic Congress, or the observance of the Centenary of Catholic
Emancipation’123

Although Ó hÉithir dismisses the significance of the ‘big black cloak’124 it arguably
helped to reinforce de Valera’s image of religiosity and as a ‘lay cardinal.’ Robert
Briscoe, for instance, described de Valera, as ‘dressed as always, like a preacher, in a
dead black suit.’125 Jack Hogan, who was one of de Valera’s constituents in East Clare as
a child, recollected meeting him: ‘I saw this big tall man and I can remember distinctly
he had a black cape on him … we were absolutely frightened of him, but still, being a
legendary figure, we treated him the same as almighty god.’126 This priestly garb no doubt
contributed to de Valera’s sense of respectability. As K. H. Connell remarks, for many an
Irish family in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ‘to see a son “emerge from
Maynooth clothed in decent black” was “a proud thing,” ministering to a family’s piety
and prestige.’127

John Harvey has also noted that from the nineteenth century onwards, black, through its
pre-existing associations with the religious asceticism, increasingly emerged as the
standardized colour of masculine dress, and in turn, masculine self-assertion. Harvey’s
assertions about the relationship between black and power are particularly applicable to
de Valera’s political career. As Harvey notes, black, ‘by its gravity ... immediately creates
its own dutiful-disciplinary elite … precisely through its equation with a spiritual elite,
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black offers both shelter and a reinforced magic for subsequent would-be and ascendant
elites.’128

De Valera’s choice of costume certainly contributed to a dramatic, theatrical persona. His
choice of props and setting were also meaningful. The flaming torches, like the black
cloak, were more significant than Ó hÉithir suggests. They were consistently present at
Fianna Fáil election rallies. In September 1932 de Valera ‘was escorted into Galway ...
with horsemen carrying torches and flags.’129 On his way to speak at Carrick-on-Shannon
in 1937, de Valera encountered ‘bonfires … blazing at the roadside.’130 The Irish Times
noted of the same occasion that ‘the route from Carrick-on-Shannon to Sligo was lined
with tar barrels.’131 The Kilkenny People, observing de Valera’s entry into Waterford saw
how ‘on Mount Misery’s eminence, in the one or two remaining plots of waste ground
which now exist in Ferrybank, bonfires blazed forth their beacons of welcome.’132

As Gemma Clark argues, fire was a significant socio-political symbol in Ireland well
before the Famine. Rural communities used fire to intimidate and to ‘purify’ the
community of targets for hatred. Its significance as a protest tool lies in ‘an Irish
framework in which property- and especially access to and ownership of land- was highly
prized and often bitterly contested.’133 The Fenian movement adopted the phoenix as a
symbol, which signified resurrection and rebirth. Torchlit processions formed a consistent
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part of parades which republicans organised to commemorate the Manchester Martyrs,
from the 1870s well into the 1990s.134 James Loughlin similarly notes that Parnell’s
(rather theatrical) ‘entrances’ into Irish towns, ‘impressive enough in daylight, would take
on an added dramatic, even mystical dimension when, as often happened, they were
conducted at night by the light of thousands of firebrands.’135

As Mike Cronin, Mark Duncan and Paul Rouse note, bonfires have long played an
important role in the traditions of the GAA, in their being lit to welcome home victorious
teams. The roots of this tradition seem to lie in the nineteenth century, when during the
Land War, ‘the lighting of bonfires at prominent points on the landscape was used to send
messages of warning and celebration across vast tracts of countryside, as well as
conveying a community’s symbolic power and control over a certain territory.’136

By the 1930s, the flaming torch had acquired symbolic currency within Fianna Fáil. A
letter to the Irish Press referred to de Valera as ‘“that torch (or brand) which was snatched
from the burning of Easter Week to lead and guide the people into freedom.”’137 A poem,
‘Tirconaill’s Rally’, published in several newspapers in 1934, similarly described de
Valera as ‘the torch that lights the sacred fire for which these patriots died.’138 In 1936
Fianna Fáil briefly adopted a torch lapel pin as an alternative to the traditional Easter lily,
which was associated with the IRA (and from which Fianna Fáil, at this point,
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increasingly wished to distance itself). The flame was also a potent political symbol
throughout interwar Europe. Eternal flames had become well-established in
commemorative practice following the First World War. Stalin frequently referred to the
Soviet Union as a ‘beacon’ to the nations of the world.139 Although commonly used by
German nationalists in the nineteenth century, George Mosse argues that it was in 1930s
Germany that ‘the sacred flame assumed a central significance of its own.’140

The flaming torch formed just one part of a symbolically potent ‘stage’ which interacted
directly with the local landscape to create a dramatic setting, redolent in symbolism. De
Valera frequently visited sites of historical significance. One such site was County Clare,
an area which figured in the history of Irish nationalism. The Irish Press reported that the
campaign in Ennis in 1932 recalled ‘the great demonstrations in Ennis when O’Connell,
Richard Lalor Shiel, the men of ’48 and ’67 and Parnell and his chief lieutenants dealt
with the great political questions of the period.’141 As Mary Daly argues, de Valera
‘appropriated Ireland’s past and the renown of its larger figures, projecting himself with
considerable success as the natural heir to many of these.’142

In this respect, de Valera’s political presentation resembled O’Connell, who in holding
‘Monster Meetings’ at such historically evocative sights as Tara and Clontarf, and in
wearing a ‘Milesian cap,’ also used the past to construct the spectacle around himself. In
referring back to nineteenth-century nationalists, who themselves referred back to patriots
139
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of a more distant past, de Valera consciously placed himself in, what Pádraic Pearse
described as, an ‘apostolic succession ... [which] passes down from generation to
generation from the nation’s fathers.’143 De Valera’s use of the Irish past was not merely
commemorative (that is to say, remembering the past), but what is perhaps better
described as ‘meta-commemorative’ (remembering the past’s commemorations).

De Valera’s positioning also reflected a recognition of his own past. Daly notes that de
Valera maintained a strong focus on the local area where he grew up (North-West Cork
and West Limerick). His links to this area offered ‘a vital countercase’ to sly rumours
about the circumstances of his birth in New York City.144 The 1937 General election
roughly coincided with the twentieth anniversary of the East Clare by-election victory.
On polling day, the Irish Press published a large photograph (fig. 2.21) of de Valera as a
younger man, noting that now, ‘his face is lined with cares and sorrows of the bitter years
and has taken on a deeper gravity born of great responsibilities.’145
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Figure 2.21. Unknown photographer, ‘Éamon de Valera: A
1917 photograph,’ IP, 1 July 1937.

As Barthes notes, the photograph poignantly produces nostalgia, as ‘in photography, I
can never deny that the thing has been there. There is a superimposition here: of reality
and of the past.’146 Here, de Valera’s photograph has an air of this Barthesian nostalgia.
The youthful face reminds the viewer of the changes of time, yet at the same time, de
Valera’s continued presence on the national political scene suggest a strong continuity
with the national past. Here, de Valera’s image acts as a synecdoche for the timeless and
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unchanging Phoenix flame of Irish republicanism. As Warner Moss observed ‘His dogged
persistence, his uncompromising attitude, his almost complete identification with the
“Republic” and his crusading zeal; make him the very symbol of the movement.’147

Under de Valera’s leadership, Fianna Fáil readily appropriated various commemorations
outside of election campaigns. The pageant-filled nineteenth anniversary of the Easter
Rising in 1935 was one such example. Scores of veterans lined up outside the General
Post Office, with Margaret Pearse, and Kathleen Clark placed carefully in proximity to
de Valera. At these commemorations, de Valera unveiled a statue of Cúchulainn (sculpted
by Oliver Sheppard), further tying him to a more distant, mythic past. As James Moran
notes, the commemoration in 1935 was distinctly theatrical. It echoed anniversary
celebrations elsewhere in Europe, ‘where post-revolutionary governments restaged the
symbolic battles of the past for modern political advancement,’ such as in Russia, when,
on the third anniversary of the October Revolution, 8000 people participated in
Evreinov’s play The Storming of the white palace in Petrograd.148

These commemorations took place in specific landscapes. The landscape has played (and
continues to play) a vital role in Irish memory, something that Guy Beiner has highlighted
in his exploration of commemorations of the 1798 Rebellion.149 The experience of a
landscape is a particularly visual one. Indeed, the term ‘landscape’ is synonymous with a
particular format of visual images, that presuppose the viewpoint of a viewer, who can
see a wide panorama of the terrain before them. As Luke Gibbons argues, the act of
strolling through Dublin and consciously looking and gazing at the statues of past patriots,
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or rather the empty spaces where statues should be, en flâneur, had revolutionary
potential.150 For politicians, appearing where past patriots once stood signified the
fulfilment of this revolutionary potential. Crucially these appearances were distinctly
visual acts.

2.9 Conclusion
Irish politicians used visual culture in multiple, complex ways to engage with the
electorate. In doing so, they simultaneously drew (whether consciously or unconsciously)
upon both older traditions in Irish political culture and the broader context of
contemporary international politics, which was becoming increasingly ‘visual.’ De
Valera himself was a highly practised media performer, who grew in political power as
his appearances became more frequent throughout this period. De Valera’s Irish Press
was distinctly more visual than its competitors. Fianna Fáil rallies were theatrical,
colourful, and distinctly visual pageants.

Irish politicians throughout the interwar period were deeply conscious of the need to be
seen by the public, and to appear before them. Both Fianna Fáil and Cumann na
nGaedheal/Fine Gael recognised this. Being seen served several purposes. Visible mass
turnout at public meetings functioned as a show of strength, which parties could direct
towards both opponents and supporters. Moreover, the pageantry of meetings, as well as
the chance to see ‘celebrity’ politicians, offered voters entertainment to both pique and
maintain political allegiances. Outside of Ireland, materialised instances of visual culture
connected politicians with the wider Irish diaspora. Images of politicians communicated
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numerous messages. The dour, black-cloaked image of de Valera, for instance,
communicated his commitment to both ascetic republicanism and respectable
Catholicism.

What specific advantages, then, did visual forms of political communication have over
the purely verbal? For one, visual culture has a certain force of truthfulness. As Sontag
argues, photography can seemingly furnish proof. Visual culture was used to underpin
claims to respectability and legitimacy, and, in turn, to power. Visibly performing
respectability carries more weight than merely making verbal claims about one’s
respectability. De Valera’s commitment to Catholicism was not merely a question of
making public statements about piety, but also attending the full panoply of devotions
associated with faith. Travelling to a site imbued with historical significance and being
seen at the site communicated a more profound commitment than merely making
historical references in speech.

Visual Culture had a complicated relationship with time and space in the politics of the
Irish Free State. Photographs could produce nostalgia for the Irish past. In the case of
emigrants, they could create nostalgia for a past Ireland that had been left behind. They
could, therefore, collapse the boundaries of time and space. A photograph of de Valera as
a young man bridged the gap between the de Valera of the present and the nationalist
past, while the photographs of de Valera on the walls of the homes of the Irish diaspora
bridged the gap between the diaspora and de Valera in Ireland.

Visual images also have an unstable meaning. As Berger argues, the interpretation of an
image depends not on anything determined by the image, but rather, by the ‘ways of
seeing’ that are brought by the viewer to the image. This instability, if anything, could
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work in the favour of Free State politicians and political parties. The same image could
be read differently by different audiences and, in turn, could promote different reactions
and fulfil different needs. A photograph of de Valera in austere and plain, yet smart and
tidy clothing could simultaneously signify both radical republican asceticism and
conservative Catholic respectability, thus appealing to both ex-republican combatants and
the respectable Catholic middle class. As the next chapter will argue, the instability of
visual meaning allowed politicians to use images for both negative and positive political
purposes. While visual culture could be used to project the personae of Irish politicians,
visual images also formed a site of contestation, debate and conflict between politicians.

160

Chapter 3.

Visual culture and the

tensions of Irish democracy
3.1 Introduction
In August 1933 a march of blue-shirted men on Dublin, imitating Mussolini’s notorious
‘March on Rome,’ was called off at the last minute. While Éamon de Valera had skilfully
faced down the Blueshirts, Irish democracy was, nonetheless, momentarily threatened.
Though Irish democracy ultimately survived the interwar period, as Mel Farrell notes, it
‘wobbled as it dealt with the consequences of its first change of government,’ in the early
1930s.1 Across interwar Europe, a significant charge against parliamentary democracy
was that ‘parliaments “gabbled” too much.’2 As Nicholas Mansergh noted, in his study
of Free State politics, ‘distrust of the Legislature’ was increasingly becoming a feature of
interwar political life, noting a ‘belief that the Legislature of the nineteenth century is
unsuited to deal with the problems of the twentieth.’3

In the Free State, some public thinkers argued that democratic politics was becoming
increasingly confrontational, divisive and harmful.4 Two contentious, confrontational
elections held in 1932 and 1933 lead to Fianna Fáil entering government. The new
government promptly triggered an ‘economic war’ of escalating agricultural tariffs with
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the United Kingdom. In reaction to the worsening economic situation, the Blueshirt
movement emerged. Fierce debates, violent protests and smear campaigns became
widespread. Irish democracy in the 1930s was thus strongly characterized by tension. The
previous chapter explored the role of visual culture in the internal workings of the
democratic process, which was central to the Irish state from the late 1920s onwards. This
chapter explores the significance of visual culture in the tensions which threatened these
democratic structures.

In a climate in which political scurrility was widely criticized, visual culture offered a
convincing, yet subtle, and therefore, ‘safe’ means of lambasting opponents. While
photographs made contentious claims more convincing, political cartoons also facilitated
the dissemination of ‘dog-whistle’ messages about politicians. Equally, politicians’ use
of visual culture and ‘theatricality’ was seen as evidence of the increasingly dysfunctional
nature of Irish democracy. Visual culture was also central to the identity, activities and
goals of the Blueshirts. The Blueshirts used their uniform to highlight their visibility (and,
in turn, respectability), and they contrasted this visibility, with their republican opponents
who they represented as invisible, shadowy figures who inhabited a political underworld.
Nonetheless, the blue shirt remained a deeply contentious visual symbol, which prompted
debates about the very future of Irish democracy.

3.2 The use of visual culture in political controversy
By the early 1930s, many Treatyite conservatives had come to feel that Irish democracy
was increasingly becoming degraded. A letter from ‘M.R.H.’ in the Blueshirt complained
that:
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it is not the least unusual to hear school children start a fight in the course of a game of
“Hide-and-Seek” and drag a section of political language into the rangle such as “Your
ould wan voted de Valera” (or Cosgrave). What will be the destiny of the children with
education which is no better than political mud splash?’5

Politicians increasingly criticized their opponents for “degrading” democratic debate. The
Irish Independent reported that Patrick McGilligan had argued that for Fianna Fáil, ‘when
economics and finance could not be argued it was good policy to call one’s opponents
traitors.’ He bemoaned all ‘the scurrilities that had been used against the opposition.’ 6

Scurrility, however, could easily backfire. During local elections in Dalkey in 1934,
posters were put up anonymously with the message ‘Republicans. Don’t vote Fianna Fáil
while your comrades are in jail.’ The Fine Gael candidate, Mr Marley, clearly
embarrassed, quickly informed the Garda that he wished ‘to dissociate himself from this
form of propaganda which he described as scurrilous.’7 For the 1932 General Election,
Cumann na nGaedheal published a now-infamous poster with the message ‘Shadow of
the gunman- Keep it from your home,’ which implicitly linked Fianna Fáil and de Valera
with the IRA (fig. 3.1).8
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Figure 3.1. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The shadow
of the gunman: Keep it from your home. Vote for
Cumann na nGaedheal’, (1932) (NLI EPH F53).

This poster denotes a recurrence of the invisible, shadowy, yet threatening gunman that
was invoked by the pro-Treaty side during the Civil War. As Ciara Meehan notes, the
title is a probable reference to a play by Sean O’Casey, The Shadow of a Gunman. Meehan
further notes that:
if examined closely enough, the profile- showing the distinctive sharp nose- bears a
resemblance to that of Éamon de Valera. Though the chin and broad build of the man
shown is not quite right, the subtle similarities are enough for the perceptive to make
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the connection. The words Fianna Fáil do not appear anywhere on the poster, but the
intention was obvious.9

Nevertheless, the poster’s intentions may have proved to be a little too obvious. Evidence
suggests that some Cumann na nGaedheal supporters found it too controversial and thus
actually refused to display it on their property.10 Controversial propaganda thus needed
accompanying, convincing evidence to be effective. Photographs with their strong
‘evidential force’ offered a means of both making and refuting ‘scurrilous’ charges. The
Irish Press, for instance, used photographs twice in one issue to make controversial
claims about Fianna Fáil’s opponents. One photograph (fig. 3.2) was of a pair of knuckledusters, used to ‘prove’ that ACA men were up to no good.11

Figure 3.2. Unknown photographer, ‘A photograph of knuckledusters taken from men wearing ACA badges who were found
yesterday tearing down Fianna Fáil posters’, IP, 21 Jan. 1933.
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Another photograph was a copy of a letter (fig. 3.3) from Liam Burke, the General
Secretary of Cumann na nGaedheal asking for ‘an intensive tearing down and poster
campaign by each committee and individual.’ The Irish Press noted that ‘it will be seen
that it directs them to tear down Fianna Fáil posters,’ suggesting that the photograph
offered irrefutable proof that Cumann na nGaedheal had produced the letter.12 While this
letter could have been reproduced in type, publishing the letterhead and signature as a
photographic copy made the contentious assertions all the more convincing.

Figure 3.3. Unknown photographer, ‘Photograph of part of a
circular issued to Cumann na nGaedheal throughout the country
on Tuesday last’, IP, 21 Jan. 1933.
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Several days later, the newspaper published a photograph (fig. 3.4) of a letter from Alfred
Byrne in 1921, which described some politicians who were now senior members of
Cumann na nGaedheal, as ‘heartless individuals.’13 The publication of this letter was
embarrassing, as Byrne had since pledged to support Cumann na nGaedheal in its election
campaigns.

Figure 3.4. Unknown photographer, ‘Photograph of
the letter in which Alderman A. Byrne describes the
Cumann na nGaedheal leaders he is now supporting,
as “heartless individuals’, IP, 24 Jan. 1933.
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The United Irishman and United Ireland also used photographs to make political points.
The United Irishman claimed that the Irish Press ‘concocted’ a story whereby ‘exUnionists had lent cars to Cumann na nGaedheal on Polling Day on the understanding
that no tricolours were to be flown on them.’ However, this was refuted, as ‘on the very
day on which it appeared other dailies had photographs of Cumann na nGaedheal cars
flying the tricolour.’14 Photos could thus be used just as easily to refute scurrilous attacks,
as to make them.

3.3 Political cartoons as dog-whistles
Photographs were not the only means of engaging in scurrilous political discourse.
Politicians, political parties and newspapers could use cartoons to make very subtle ‘dogwhistle’ assertions about opponents, indeed so subtle, that they were not usually cited by
those that they targeted. While the term ‘dog-whistle politics’ most likely originated in
Australia in the 1990s, in practice ‘dog-whistle’ politics has a much longer history.15
Politicians, political parties and the press have long disseminated controversial messages
about opponents and facing censorship and/or censure, have sought to do this subtly. As
Robert E. Goodin and Michael Saward argue, “dog-whistling” entails ‘sending a message
to certain potential supporters in such a way as to make it inaudible to others whom it
might alienate or deniable for still others who would find any explicit appeal along those
lines offensive.’16
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Political cartoons offer a particularly useful way of doing this. As Thomas Milton
Kemnitz argues, the political cartoon ‘is an ideal medium for suggesting what cannot be
said by the printed word … cartoons have [often] commented upon the sexual and other
personal habits of monarchs and politicians.’17 Anthony Wohl further suggests that
cartoons can offer ‘a release and a vehicle for the public expression of prejudices.’18

The distinction between ‘dog-whistle’ and ‘explicit’ messages is not a binary one, but
rather, a spectrum of varying degrees of explicitness. A ‘dog-whistle’ may vary from
being something that is incredibly subtle, incorporating multiple layers of symbolism,
denotation and connotation that can only be ‘read,’ to something where the intended
meaning is not explicit, yet very obvious. The very name ‘dog-whistle’ suggests that only
some audience members can hear their more subtle messages, while other audience
members remain ‘deaf.’ For those that ‘hear,’ the dog whistle is obvious, for those who
do not, the meaning goes unnoticed.

Moreover, the way in which the audience receives the message cannot be determined by
the producer. What the producer intends as a very subtle message for a select audience,
may be received by a far wider audience than initially intended. We should not, therefore,
assume that just because a particular image seems subtle in its symbolism, that a sizeable
contemporary audience could not have decoded its meaning. As the meanings of visual
images are unstable, they represent a particularly effective means by which ‘dog whistles’
can be transmitted.
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Cartoons of de Valera, which subtly highlighted de Valera’s ‘non-Irish’ racial roots may
be regarded as a form of “dog-whistling.” De Valera’s Hispanic heritage was no secret,
and the United Irishman indeed referred to it explicitly, speaking of ‘De Valera of Spanish
descent, For a true Irish leader he never was meant.’19 The newspaper did, however,
sometimes publish images of Hispanic figures who very closely resembled de Valera,
such as fig. 3.5.20

Figure 3.5. Unknown cartoonist, ‘What! No Jazz- But
what about the “kid from Spain”’, UI, 27 Jan. 1934.

While de Valera is not referred to by name, the identity of the ‘kid from Spain’ is all but
obvious. However, by not explicitly referring to de Valera by name, the cartoon could
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still avoid charges of scurrility. In turn, de Valera’s Hispanic ancestry made more subtle
and pernicious claims that he secretly had Jewish ancestry more believable. United
Ireland, discussing de Valera’s denial of his Jewish ancestry in the Dáil noted that ‘during
the Moorish occupation enormous numbers of Jews settled in Spain, where they
multiplied … [until] they numbered something like one-fourth of the population. Very
few of them took the alternative of leaving Spain.’21

Antisemitism in interwar Ireland, when compared to other European nations, as Cormac
Ó Gráda notes, ‘was of a relatively mild variety.’22 Nonetheless, as R. M. Douglas notes
‘One man’s or woman’s “mild” prejudice may well be another’s “virulent antisemitism”
depending on whether the frame of reference is, say, Germany of the 1930s or the United
States today.’23 It is worth noting that Trisha Oakley Kessler has also highlighted the
prevalence of antisemitism in 1930s Ireland.24 While antisemitism in interwar Britain was
mild in comparison to its continental neighbours, as Tony Kushner argues, its lack of
‘prominence in national politics, does not mean that British antisemitism should be
dismissed as unimportant.’25 The same point can also apply to the Irish experience.
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In the Irish Free state, some Catholic orders had a record of holding somewhat antisemitic
views. In 1904, in Limerick, the Redemptorist priest, Fr. John Creagh preached a
virulently antisemitic sermon, inspiring an economic boycott of the city’s Jewish
businesses. Creagh’s sermon offered not just a religious attack on the Limerick’s Jewish
population, but was also heavily tinged with ‘economic antisemitism,’ that is to say, an
attack on alleged Jewish business practices of usury. During this time, a small number of
small-scale acts of antisemitic violence and intimidation took place.26 Several prominent
churchmen, during the 1920s and 1930s, were recorded making multiple antisemitic
statements. These included quite prominent figures, such as Fr. Edward Cahill; the Dean
of Cork, Monsignor Patrick Sexton; Dr John Dignan, Bishop of Clonfert; Dr Thomas
Cummins of the Diocese of Elphin, and perhaps most famously of all, John Charles
McQuaid.27 Multiple organisations also existed which had an antisemitic outlook, such
as Aontas Gaedheal, An Coras Gaedhealach, St Patrick’s Anti-Communist League and
the Irish Christian Front.28

Several politicians, such as Oliver St. John Gogarty, George Gavan Duffy, and Denis
Gorey were also recorded making antisemitic statements.29 It is also worth noting that
one of the founders of the Irish Free State, Arthur Griffith also had a record of repeatedly
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making antisemitic statements, declaring that Jewish finance was partly responsible for
bringing about the Boer War.30 The Blueshirts certainly had antisemitic tendencies. Denis
Quish, a senior Blueshirt, for instance, described de Valera’s government as ‘crowds of
Spaniards, Jews and Manxmen.’31 Ned Cronin, who went on to lead the post-O’Duffy
rump of the organization between 1934-6, declared that ‘if a dictatorship is necessary for
the Irish people we are going to have one. It will be better than the so-called democratic
Government we have, run by foreigners and Jews.’32 As Fearghal McGarry argues, the
use of the term ‘alien control’ within Blueshirt discourse was a ‘common euphemism
amongst right-wing Catholics for Jewish influence, particularly when juxtaposed with
communism.’33

This language of ‘alien control’ often permeated into discussions of de Valera. During
the Irish Revolution, sections of the British right had alleged that Jewish finance had
secretly supported Sinn Féin and the IRA. The London Morning Post, for instance,
alleged in 1921 that de Valera was ‘half-Jew’ and funded by American co-religionists.34
Timothy Healy, Governor-General of the Irish Free State, revealed in a private letter that
John Devoy, a veteran Fenian and supporter of the Anglo-Irish Treaty, had described de
Valera as a ‘Jewish b-stard.’35

By the 1930s, the conspiracy theory that de Valera secretly had Jewish ancestry was
already well-established. One contributor to United Ireland, in a coded attack on de
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Valera, argued that the office of President of the Executive Council of the Free State
should be confined ‘to persons born in Ireland ... This would ensure that the highest office
in the State would always be held by a man who was naturally and sanely Irish in his
outlook, and neither cosmopolitan, nor morbidly and artificially by-national.’36 De Valera
was, himself, conscious of antisemitic insinuations about his heritage, and at one point,
he addressed these allegations, stating “there is not, as far as I am aware, a drop of Jewish
blood in my veins ... I have lived amongst the Irish people, ... I have given everything in
me to the Irish nation.”37 Anti-Fianna Fáil propaganda contained several common
antisemitic tropes. As Kessler notes, the “political, religious and business voices’ that
were opposed to Fianna Fáil ‘attempted to place Fianna Fáil’s industrial drive into a
negative Jewish space.”38 Douglas further argues:
Cumann nGaedheal’s strategy in the 1932 General election had been to attempt to
connect Fianna Fáil to forces in the pay of, or sympathetic to Muscovite Bolshevism ...
in light of the supposed association of Jewry and international communism ... it was but
a short step to assert that the incoming FF administration was suspiciously solicitous of
Jews.39

The fact that antisemitism offered an available language of ‘otherness’ suggests that the
parallels between Treatyite depictions of de Valera and antisemitic tropes were not merely
coincidental. The depiction of de Valera’s facial features and body in these cartoons, for
instance, had similarities with the traditional antisemitic depiction of Jews in western
visual culture. In figs 3.640, and 3.741 for instance, de Valera appeared as an emaciated
figure, with a hooked nose, oversized ears, and weak chin.
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Figure 3.6. Unknown cartoonist, ‘Between two
stools,’ UI, 3 Mar. 1934.

Figure 3.7. Unknown cartoonist, ‘Dressing for the
wireless’, UIM, 4 Mar. 1933.
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It is quite possible that an interwar Irish audience would have been able to decode the
significance of these features. Physiognomic discourse was widespread in nineteenthcentury Ireland, as L. P. Curtis shows. Irish nationalists were all too conscious of British
depictions of the Irish with distorted facial features in political cartoons.42 These
discourses endured well into the twentieth century in Ireland. As argued in Chapter 1,
during the Civil War, Treatyites, in turn, often used quite racialised language in depicting
their opponents. During the 1930s, this motif continued in Treatyite discourse. In classic
postcolonial fashion, Treatyites used visual culture in the same way as British
publications had some decades earlier (as has been noted by L. P. Curtis) to construct
their republican opponents as biologically inferior, lacking the capacity for ‘selfgovernment.’

Across interwar Europe, racial pseudo-sciences frequently classified and analysed facial
characteristics. Jewish facial characteristics figured strongly in Nazi propaganda. The
Nazi Eugenicist, Hans Gunther, argued that the prominent Jewish nose signified that the
Jews were bred for ‘the exploitation of people.’43 As Mairéad Carew has shown, Nazi
anthropology had some influence on intellectual life in the Irish Free State. Adolf Mahr,
a prominent member of the Nazi party, contributed to the Harvard archaeological and
anthropological mission to Ireland. This project included anthropometrical studies (i.e.
measurements of heads and facial features) on members of the Irish public. As Carew
argues, the Harvard Mission sought to demonstrate that the Irish were of ‘European stock,
with the implication of a Nordic dolichocephalic [i.e. with large crania] heritage.’44 At a
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time when ‘Irishness’ increasingly meant ‘northern European’, depicting de Valera with
facial features which did not easily indicate northern European heritage, served to signify
de Valera as an ‘alien.’

In other cartoons, images of de Valera’s exaggerated, ‘non-Nordic’ facial features were
also juxtaposed with the bodies of animals, as in figs 3.845, 3.946 and 3.10. 47 This further
underlined de Valera’s racial inferiority, by implying that de Valera was not even human.
Antisemitic propaganda has long depicted Jews with non-human bodies. Benjamin
Disraeli, for instance, was portrayed in antisemitic propaganda as inhabiting a variety of
‘unclean’ creatures.48 Notably, the caption to fig. 3.8, links de Valera’s non-human status
with his dubious racial origins, declaring ‘very few of these creatures have appeared here
in Ireland. They are not native, of course. This one, I am told is Spanish.’

Figure 3.8. Unknown cartoonist, ‘Loch Mess’, UI, 13 Jan. 1934.

45

UI, 13 Jan. 1934.

46

Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Crocodile Tears: The cost of an empty formula: "Oh dry those tears!"

and vote for Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F51).
47

Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The hen that took 5 years to lay an egg and then it was empty: Vote

for Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F44).
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Figure 3.9. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Crocodile Tears: the
cost of an empty formula: "Oh dry those tears!" and vote
for Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F51).

Figure 3.10. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The hen that took
5 years to lay an egg and then it was empty: Vote for
Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F44).
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Elsewhere, de Valera’s exaggerated, grotesque, facial features were juxtaposed with other
antisemitic tropes. In fig. 3.11, de Valera’s facial features contrast sharply with those of
the healthy, beautiful and youthful Erin.49 In this image, de Valera appears as a Judas-like
figure who, through his ‘betrayal’ of the martyred, ‘Christ-like’ Michael Collins and
Cathal Brugha, remains unable to confront the image of the cross. As Marvin Perry and
Frederick M. Schweitzer note, ‘down the centuries… [for] Christian commentators
treasonous, treacherous, greedy, demonised Judas is synonymous with “the Jews.”50

Figure 3.11. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The Dead Who Died
for an “Empty Formula”: Was it Worth it- Vote for
Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F43).

49

Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The Dead Who Died for an “Empty Formula”: Was it Worth it- Vote

for Cumann na nGaedheal,’ [1932] (NLI EPH F43).
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The theme of duplicitousness and treachery further surfaces in fig. 3.12, where de Valera
appears as a shifty shopkeeper who hides various weapons.51 References to ‘Fresh
Russian’ bombs, a Constituent Assembly ‘made in Spain’ and ‘Mexican brand’ rifles
further underscore de Valera’s ‘alien’ status.

Figure 3.12. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘No goods taken from window! Supplies
from goods stores only!’, [1932] (NLI EPH F57).

De Valera’s untrustworthiness further appears in fig. 3.13, where he passes a playing card
(interestingly using his feet, in a rather simian fashion) to a thoroughly unrespectable,
prognathous member of Saor Éire.52

51

Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘No goods taken from window! Supplies from goods stores only!’,

[1932] (NLI EPH F57).
52

Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Fianna Fail’s game: don’t let them cheat you! Vote for Cumann na

nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F473).
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Figure 3.13. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Fianna Fail’s game: don’t let them
cheat you! Vote for Cumann na nGaedheal’, [1932] (NLI EPH F473).

In other images, de Valera appeared as a master manipulator (fig. 3.14)53 or a knifewielding butcher (fig. 3.15.)54 Fig. 3.15 (from the anti-Fianna Fáil Evening Herald)
recalls both the tropes of Jewish ‘blood libel’ and the Shakespearean character of Shylock.
Although somewhat archaic, both of these tropes had the potential still to resonate with
interwar audiences. Across early twentieth-century Europe, Jews faced accusations of
ritual murder in Poland, Yugoslavia, Germany and Greece.55 Moreover, as Tony Kushner
notes, the character of Shylock remained a prominent trope in antisemitic discourse in
Britain (and thus arguably, in the wider anglosphere) well into the interwar period.56
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Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Fianna fallacy puppet show, string pulling by de Valera: Don’t vote

for party puppets, vote for Cumann na nGaedheal and ensure peace and prosperity’, [1932] (NLI
EPH F472).
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Evening Herald, 8 Sept. 1927.
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Figure 3.14. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘Fianna fallacy puppet show, string
pulling by de Valera: Don’t vote for party puppets, vote for Cumann na
nGaedheal and ensure peace and prosperity’, [1932] (NLI EPH F472).

Figure 3.15. Gordon Brewster, ‘Taking it for granted’, Evening Herald, 8 Sept.
1927.
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De Valera’s depiction as a puppeteer of other Irish political leaders in fig. 3.14
corresponds to the antisemitic depiction of Jews as secret ‘master manipulators’ of
political and financial institutions. This trope was strengthened in the anglosphere in the
interwar period, due to the English language translation of the Protocols of the Elders of
Zion. Moreover, the accusation that Jews were secretly plotting a “takeover” was further
strengthened by the conflation of the Bolshevik Revolution with ‘Jewish forces.’ As Colin
Holmes notes, ‘the cry of Jewish Bolshevism not only generated a hostility towards Jews
in the first flush of the revolution, it was a theme which … echoed in antisemitic circles
throughout the 1920s and 1930s.’57

The perception of de Valera as a social radical no doubt strengthened accusations of his
crypto-Judaism. Cumann na nGaedheal readily highlighted de Valera’s links to
international communism, however tenuous they were. One Cumann na nGaedheal
election leaflet from 1932 contrasted Cosgrave’s ‘Irish-Ireland capacity … [for] work in
a co-operating and constructive spirit’ with de Valera’s ‘focal centres of mob, irreligion
and international communism.’ This leaflet also included sketches (fig. 3.16) of a
Communist meeting in Germany, at which Charlotte Despard (a supporter of de Valera)
was present. The leaflet also noted the presence of ‘the brown and black heads of the
delegates from Africa and Asia’ in the sketch. While an attendee (and thus a sympathiser)
of the meeting undoubtedly created this sketch, its depiction of the attendees at the
meeting allowed Cumann na nGaedheal to repurpose it for its own uses. The racialised
tone of this leaflet was further underscored by the reference to Robert Briscoe’s ‘national
conscience’ which ‘is at least as new as his name.’ 58

57
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Holmes, Antisemitism in British society, p. 143.
Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The North Dublin election news’, (1932) (UCDA, FG Papers,

P39/GE/1).
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Figure 3.16. Cumann na nGaedheal, ‘The above sketch appeared in the Berlin
Communist organ, “Die Weit am Abend,” of the 12th October last’ in ‘The
North Dublin election news’, (1932) (UCDA, FG Papers, P39/GE/1).

While Cumann na nGaedheal sometimes used racialised ‘dog whistles’, Fianna Fáil also
used subtle anti-Masonic jibes against its opponents. These sometimes took on sectarian
overtones. Edward Cahill, an anti-Semitic conspiracy theorist, argued that ‘down to the
present day, Freemasonry and Orangeism (an off-shoot of Masonry and controlled by it)
founded in 1795, dominate the inner councils of the Protestant and anti-Irish party in
Ireland.’59 Cahill, interestingly, was a close friend of de Valera’s (though, as Dermot
Keogh notes, he ‘could never be described as a confidential adviser.’)60 Fianna Fáil also
utilised anti-Masonic conspiracy theories. In the Fianna Fáil pamphlet, Economic History
of the Land of Erin, a top-hatted Cosgrave was depicted in a cartoon to be in league with
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top-hatted ‘Knights of the Compass and Square and Ring.’61 ‘Freemason’ was a useful
way of referring to Protestants, as in Ireland, almost all Freemasons were Protestant.
Under the papal encyclical Humanum Genus (1884) Freemasonry was forbidden to
Roman Catholics. At the same time, the label was not explicitly sectarian, but
conservative Catholic nationalists who had read Cahill’s screeds would be quite capable
of decoding the term. The preliminary sketches for the Economic History (the authorship
of which is unknown) illustrate some of the subtle perceived links between Freemasonry,
Unionism and Protestantism. While the sketches are crude and simplistic, one symbol
stands out: the top hat. A small Cosgrave is dominated by two, tall top-hatted Freemasons
who offer him a bag of gold (fig. 3.17.)62

Figure 3.17. Unknown author, Draft sketch for ‘The economic history
of the land of Erin,’ [c. 1932] (UCDA, Aiken Papers, P104/1582 (6).)
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Fianna Fáil, ‘The economic history of the land of Erin’, [1932] (NLI EPH C693). Quoted in

Aidan Beatty, Masculinity and power in Irish nationalism, 1884-1938 (Basingstoke, 2016), p.
153.
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Unknown author, Draft sketch from ‘The economic history of the land of Erin’ [c. 1932]

(UCDA, Aiken Papers, P104/1582 (6).)
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As Gavin Foster notes, in the eyes of republicans, the top-hat symbolised Irish, Protestant
and Unionist society.63 Unionists were easily recognisable by this sartorial feature in other
Fianna Fáil-supporting publications. Fig. 3.18, published in the Irish Press, in the same
year as fig. 3.17, uses a similar visual language, depicting the Unionists as top-hatted
master manipulators of Treatyite politicians.64 The equation of Protestant, Unionist and
Freemason is clear in these images.

Figure 3.18. ‘Bee’ [Victor Brown], ‘Alone he did it,’ IP, 6 Feb.
1932.

It is worth noting that in the early 1930s, a particular anti-Protestant animus did exist in
the Irish Free State. In 1930, at the Seventh Lambeth Conference, the Anglican
Communion accepted that the use of contraception was permissible in some areas of
family life; a decision that was not well received in the Irish Free State. However,
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IP, 6 Feb. 1932.
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following the 1935 Criminal Law Amendment Act, the sale of contraception was banned.
In the same year, the Cosgrave government stepped in and overruled Mayo County
Council’s decision to reject the appointment of a Protestant (Letitia Dunbar-Harrison) to
the post of County Librarian. This action by the government was opposed, however, by
de Valera as Leader of the Opposition.

It is not entirely certain how contemporary audiences ‘read’ these images. It is also
possible that the authors might have intended a meaning, but this was not readily picked
up by their audiences, or conversely that audiences read a meaning that was not intended
by the authors. Visual meaning is, indeed, unstable, and it is for this reason that cartoons
can potently transmit ‘dog whistles.’ Nonetheless, political cartoons and images could be
used to construct one’s opponents as “others” even if it is not clear what particular ‘other’
(whether Spaniard, Jew or Freemason) was initially intended or read.

As Anthea Callen argues, it is in visual images that we construct likeness, difference and,
as a result, our identities.65 Visual images play a visceral role in the human psyche: and,
thus, represent a key means by which individuals see themselves, define themselves and
define themselves against others. In 1930s Ireland, a useful means of ‘othering’
politicians from opposing parties was the visual medium. The ‘othering’ of politicians
was thus a key means by which visual culture stimulated political conflict. However, it
was not the only way. The use of visual culture in itself was also the object of political
criticism, debate and contention.
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3.4 Critiquing spectacle
As the previous chapter has shown, Fianna Fáil frequently used theatrical displays,
involving torchlit processions, fireworks and huge crowds to promote Éamon de Valera.
Following the 1933 election, the Blueshirts, in their use of uniforms, flags, marches and
salutes created a level of spectacle that rivalled that offered by Fianna Fáil. Contemporary
commentators frequently noted the theatrical nature of Irish politics. W. B. Yeats, in his
1935 poem ‘Parnell’s Funeral,’ referred to his subject as ‘the great comedian,’ noting that
‘When strangers murdered Emmet, Fitzgerald, Tone; We lived like men that watch a
painted stage.’66 At the same time, theatricality carried negative connotations. These may
have had roots in the figure of the stage Irishman. This figure, as Alison Kibler notes,
encapsulated the worst stereotypes of the Irish and Irishness, incorporating ‘a protruding
brow and lips and a pug nose’ with ‘a bottle of whiskey close at hand.’67 Irish politicians,
following independence, were thus keen to eschew negative associations of Irishness with
theatricality, and instead project a more ‘respectable’ image.

British commentators also compared Fianna Fáil’s ‘theatrical’ electioneering, with their
opponents’ more rational campaigning style. R.C.H. Waithman, suggested that while
‘appeals to the head were never more cogently advanced that they have been … by Mr
Cosgrave and his allies’, they were beaten by ‘Mr de Valera, being borne in triumph
through the little towns by torchbearers and youths on horseback.’68 In the Strand
Magazine, John Gunther noted that ‘the faith of the average Free Stater in de Valera is
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little short of idolatrous.’69 In another issue of the Strand Magazine, Philip Guedalla
pondered whether de Valera’s ‘slightly excessive gravity is not the direct consequence of
his frequent public appearances in this absorbing role. He played it to perfection.’70

This perceived contrast between the public and private de Valera further suggests that
contemporary commentators saw de Valera to be particularly performative. As Erving
Goffman argues, performance entails both a front region (where the performer performs
his role for the audience) and a back region ‘a place, relative to a given performance,
where … the performer can relax; he can drop his front, forgo speaking his lines and step
out of character.’71 Other observers noted this tension between the two ‘regions.’ The
Sunday Chronicle observed that de Valera, while in public was ‘mournful’, ‘in repose is
all genial vivacity.’72 The Passing Show noted that with children ‘de Valera’s fanaticism
vanishes. He is softer, gentler.’73 John Gunther pointed out that, while ‘he never touches
a drop of any kind of alcohol in Ireland or England … an odd point, he drinks wine or
beer when he is on the Continent.’ Gunther also noted that ‘de Valera looks less severe
than his pictures.’74

De Valera’s Irish opponents also noted this performative disjuncture between the “front”
and “back” space. The United Irishman noted that while Fianna Fáil politicians happily
wore formal clothing at the 1932 Imperial Conference in Ottawa, during the Eucharistic
Congress, they wore clothing which was ‘lacking in respect to the august occasion and to
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the person of the papal legate.’75 The paper subsequently ran several cartoons and other
satirical images of de Valera’s performative change in appearance (see figs 3.1976 and
fig. 3.20.77)

Figure 3.19. II Photo and Keystone Photo, ‘Believe it or not’, UIM,
24 June 1933.

75

UIM, 23 July 1932.

76

UIM, 16 July 1932.

77

UIM, 24 June 1933.
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Figure 3.20. Unknown artist, ‘The Cinderella cabinet’, UIM, 16 July
1932.

The paper speculated that ‘perhaps the sartorial principles of the Fianna Fáil ethos, which
we already know can be varied by the influences of Light and Time (that which in Ireland
is reprehensible in daylight hours being permissible after dark, indoors) may also be
subject to modifications by space.’78 This reference to what was ‘reprehensible in
daylight’ but ‘permissible after dark,’ is an illuminating one, and points to some broader
anxieties in the political culture of interwar Ireland. It suggests that in interwar Irish
culture, that which was visible and well-lit was generally regarded as being morally
respectable. Conversely, that which was invisible and took place in the dark, was seen to
be morally reprehensible and disreputable. Chapter 5, which examines conceptions of
‘light’ and ‘dark’ spaces in the Irish Free State, explores this theme in greater detail.

78

UIM, 23 July 1932.
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De Valera’s critics also saw him as a politician who was always playing a part. The United
Irishman noted that de Valera ‘has inherited very considerable histrionic talent, and some
of his public performances would be no disgrace to a leading actor.’79 United Ireland also
published a satirical piece which referred to ‘that well-known, all laugh-show, The Fianna
Fáillies.’ At the climax of the play, ‘[as] the heroine (played by Miss K. Houlihan) stands
shivering in the economic blizzard, the Great White Chief, clad in a long cloak
approaches’ (no doubt a wry reference to de Valera’s choice of garb at political rallies).80
One Cumann na nGaedheal poster (which referred to ‘Senor de Valera’), mocked
‘Devvy’s circus,’ declaring that ‘star performers will visit this town any time between
now and the General Election.’81

De Valera was also regarded as a ‘publicity’ obsessive who thirsted for camera attention.
United Irishman argued that de Valera ‘would never be able to resist Geneva … the click
of the cameras, to see his name sprinkled over the page of a newspaper.’82 On another
occasion, the paper also suggested that de Valera liked to ‘pose and pirouette for
photographs.’83 Even the relatively gentle Dublin Opinion had a mild dig at de Valera’s
publicity hunger, publishing a cartoon of new cartoonists for the Irish Press being tested
in their ability to draw de Valera in a flattering light (fig 3.21.)84
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192

Figure 3.21. Charles E. Kelly, ‘Testing cartoonists for the
new daily paper,’ Dublin Opinion, Apr. 1931.

Cumann na nGaedheal’s infamous ‘Shadow of the Gunman’ election poster, may also be
read as a very subtle reference to de Valera’s perceived performativity. The title is, after
all, a reference to a play. More specifically, the play’s title comes from a line spoken by
the character Davoren, who in the final line of the first act declares ‘“A gunman on the
run! Be careful, be careful Donal Davoren. But Minnie [the character’s love interest] is
attracted to the idea, and I am attracted to Minnie. And what danger can there be in being
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the shadow of a gunman?”85 Here ‘a shadow of a gunman’ is a falsehood and a
performance (aptly by a character in a play), yet also something that carries a certain level
mystique and attractiveness. The double meaning of the ‘shadow of the gunman’ sums
Cumann na nGaedheal’s somewhat contradictory attitude to de Valera: on the one hand,
it regarded him as a disreputable, shadowy figure, still linked to forces of anarchy and the
underworld; on the other hand, it saw him as a showy, theatrical figure who, if anything,
was too visible.

Cumann na nGaedheal’s critique of de Valera as being both too theatrical and showy, and
yet, at the same time, too shadowy, seems to be a contradiction. Nevertheless, this
contradiction can be easily resolved when we consider the fact that Cumann na nGaedheal
criticized de Valera’s performativity as masking something more sinister. De Valera’s
overt visibility was thus perceived to mask something invisible: the alleged shadow of
the gunman. The perception that outward visibility masked something more sinister can
also be seen in Fianna Fáil’s critique of the Blueshirts. The Blueshirts were adept users
of visual culture, and indeed, their sartorial namesake, the blue shirt, was one of the most
salient instances of this visual culture. While the movement invested multiple meanings
into their garb, their opponents met the shirt with a range of negative reactions. Indeed,
by 1934, some even expressed the fear that the shirt threatened Irish democracy itself.

3.5 Blueshirt visual culture
Visual culture and spectacle figured prominently in both the rhetoric and activities of the
Blueshirts. Even before the Blueshirts, Eoin O’Duffy displayed a keen interest in visual
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culture and its uses, in particular, its capacity for his self-promotion. This was evident
during O’Duffy’s tenure as Garda Commissioner. In one magazine article (accompanied
by a photographic portrait) O’Duffy argued that the camera was both ‘an instrument of
enormous potential value to members of the force’ as ‘there is no more truthful recorder,
no more graphic writer,’ which offered ‘complete accuracy; which is a factor of vital
importance to police efficiency.’ O’Duffy also suggested that ‘the establishment of
camera clubs’ would help promote and support the Irish tourist industry.86 Here, Eoin
O’Duffy framed the camera as both a tool of outward image-projection and internal
surveillance.

As Garda Commissioner, O’Duffy also fretted over the outward visual appearance of
members of the Garda. In the training of young Gardai, a magazine article noted that
‘rigid insistence’ would be laid on shaving properly. In due course, recruits would ‘go
back to civic life as ideal citizens, carrying with them a sense of discipline, orderliness
and law that will react favourably upon the general community.’87 O’Duffy also
expressed concern about allowing ‘1200 Guards in mufti out in the City in the evenings’
as ‘innocent young lads from the country, when not under supervision, may develop
habits which may be hard to eradicate afterward.’88 Here, concerns about the Garda’s
public image blatantly intersected with surveilling and monitoring the Garda themselves.

This concern with surveillance and outward appearance carried into the Blueshirts. Under
the pseudonym of ‘onlooker’ in United Ireland, Ernest Blythe frequently urged Blueshirts
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to present a smart public appearance. For instance, ‘belts… hanging very loosely around’
waists and which ‘have none of the smartness which should be expected’ would be
unacceptable.89 Similarly, drunkenness was ‘extremely detrimental to our organisation …
a great deal depends on our general behaviour in public, and many eyes are closely
watching for the slightest mis-behaviour.’90

Unsurprisingly, the Blueshirts emphasized the need to project a smart image abroad. A
memorandum in Ernest Blythe’s personal papers noted that a member of the National
Guard was granted permission to wear a blue shirt ‘at social functions and on similar
suitable occasions … This ruling will apply to all Volunteers resident abroad.’91 Eoin
O’Duffy was particularly keen to avoid an image of disreputableness for the movement
outside of Ireland. In one speech, he complained that:
notwithstanding the decision to call off the parade which was promptly announced in the
public press, the Government pretended to believe that it would come off … the press of
the world were brought here, and press-cameramen to photograph the wild Irish in action,
to picture the blue-shirts in bloody conflict with their comrades in the National Army …’92

The Blueshirts were also keen users of modern forms of visual culture, screening ‘a very
famous Italian film, entitled “Blackshirt”’ which was shown at a special screening in
December 1934 in Dublin.93
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Both the United Ireland and United Irishman newspapers (like the Irish Press) devoted
much space to photographs. The Labour TD, William Davin complained that ‘General
O’Duffy is that type of vain man who likes to see his photograph in the newspapers every
other day, or his name mentioned somewhere in them.’94 True to William Davin’s
criticisms, O’Duffy’s photographs featured prominently in the Blueshirt and United
Irishman/United Ireland. O’Duffy frequently appeared sitting at his desk, in profile or
semi profile (see figs 3.22,95 and 3.23.96)

Figure 3.22. Unknown photographer, Untitled photograph of
Eoin O’Duffy, UI, 23 Dec. 1933.

94

William Davin, DD, 13 Mar. 1934.
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UI, 23 Dec. 1933.
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UI, 17 Feb. 1934.
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Figure 3.23. Unknown photographer,
‘General O’Duffy,’ UI, 17 Feb. 1934.

A similar pose also featured in a 1933 Christmas card sent to O’Duffy’s followers and
supporters (fig. 3.24.)97 O’Duffy’s changing appearance was also inscribed with profound
meaning by his followers and supporters. The Blueshirt noted that while ‘his hair has
grown grey and thin in the service he has given his country ... his appearance has become
more impressive and commanding.’98
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Figure 3.24. Christmas greeting card from Eoin O’Duffy [Photo, Lafayette],
[1933] (NLI MS, O’Duffy Papers, 48,286/10). Image Courtesy of the National
Library of Ireland.

Photos of Blueshirt rallies and gatherings, such as fig. 3.25 were also prominent.99 These
images functioned as shows of strength and were similar to photos of massed Fianna Fáil
supporters in the Irish Press. Photos such as fig. 3.25 were captioned as merely a ‘section’
of the overall turnout, implying larger numbers than those pictured. United Ireland also
eagerly highlighted occasions out when O’Duffy’s meetings were ‘much bigger than de
Valera’s.’100
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Figure 3.25. Unknown photographer, ‘Monaghan’s greeting to General
O’Duffy,’ UI, 24 Feb. 1934.

Photographs also helped to construct ‘Blueshirt martyrdom’, offering poignant
Barthesian reminders of ‘catastrophe.’ Every summer, images of Griffith, Collins and
O’Higgins dominated the United Irishman/United Ireland (see, for example, fig. 3.26.)101
Photographs of Blueshirt commemorations of martyred Volunteers, National Army
soldiers and contemporary members of the Blueshirts were also common. In October
1933, for example, United Ireland published a photo of huge crowds gathered at the grave
of Peter Doyle, a National Army soldier who died in 1922.102
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Figure 3.26. Unknown photographer, 'A
great vindicator of the people's rights,' UI, 21
July 1934.

Although photographs were incredibly useful, one visual symbol defined the movement
above all else; the blue shirt. In an era of ‘aestheticised’ politics, ‘shirted movements’
sprung up, across the world, in almost every colour. These movements were mostly,
though by no means exclusively, Fascist. In Ireland, for some, the blue shirt was
interpreted as a challenge to the institutions of Irish democracy itself.
3.6 The wearing of the blue
A constant for most of the movement’s existence, the Blueshirts imbued the shirt with
multiple meanings, and it served many practical functions. The Blueshirts probably chose
blue for their uniforms due to its association with Saint Patrick. On St. Patrick’s Day
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1934, O’Duffy reminded his followers, ‘you have taken the cross of St. Patrick for your
shield and his blue as your colour.’103 Blue also has a long history in Christian art as a
symbol of purity, heaven and the Virgin Mary. A song in the United Irishman described
the Blueshirts as having shirts ‘as blue as heaven, as vaulted heaven, vast and pure …
[and so] the Blueshirts strike for god and right.’104

Having a ‘national colour’ which supposedly dated back to the early Christian era, also
differentiated the Blueshirts from “green,” post-enlightenment republicanism and instead
spoke to an older, Christian nationalist ideology. Indeed, United Ireland noted that the
‘colours of ancient Ireland were blue and gold. Truly the modern Knight of La Mancha
[de Valera] may see fit to ban [them].’105 These references to a distant past reflect a
broader trend in European Fascist discourse: using the national past as a point of
identification. Narratives of the distant past, in turn, fed into narratives of ethnic descent.
As Mairéad Carew argues, in 1930s Ireland, the label “Celtic” became synonymous with
Irishness across the globe, and, in turn, with whiteness.’106

The design of the uniform itself had military connotations, with its buttoned shirt pockets
and shoulder straps. This design, in turn, communicated a sense of action and virility.
Links between the blue shirt and the National Army uniform of the Civil War era were
naturally invited, given the Blueshirts’ origins in the ACA. At a commemoration of a Free
State soldier (Robert Barry) who died during the Civil War in 1922, Ned Cronin noted
that ‘Robert Barry was at that time called a traitor because he donned the uniform of
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Ireland’s first army … They should remember that that the men who called Robert Barry
a traitor … were to-day calling Blueshirts traitors.’107 Militaristic political uniforms were
common across interwar Europe. As Perry Wilson argues, in Fascist Italy, the black shirt
‘symbolised the transformative ambitions of the new politics, whereby an ordinary Italian
could become a “Fascist new man.”’108 Similarly, in Britain, as Phillip Coupland notes,
the black shirt ‘set the BUF apart from democratic politics, as an agency of radical
intervention and revolutionary transformation.’109

The practicality of the blue shirt was contrasted favourably against the stiff suits of
politicians. A poem published in the Blue Flag declared that the “politicos:
may have their white shirts
Their stiff and starched and tight shirts
Put them in their nightshirts
To sleep the night away
But we’ll wear our new shirts
Our “to-be-shot-at-view” shirts
And forty thousand Blue-shirts
We’ll march into the day.110

This reference to the ‘to-be-shot-at-view shirts’ heavily suggests that the uniform made
the Blueshirts publicly visible, identifiable and thus vulnerable to attack from opponents.
This thus coded the shirt as a symbol of manly bravery. The Blueshirt declared that ‘[if]
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they are afraid to wear a blue shirt… we do not want them.’111 This supposed dissociation
of the shirt from the ‘cowardice of invisibility’ arguably made the movement more
‘respectable.’ During the 1934 Uniforms Bill Debate Desmond FitzGerald contrasted the
Blueshirts with the IRA, arguing that ‘the only type of uniform … that the members of
that body indulge in is the mask in order to conceal the images of the men ... they have
always wanted to avoid the light of day.112

This contrast between Blueshirt and the IRA man of the 1930s parallels the distinction
made a decade earlier between, the visible, respectable National Army man and the
shadowy, invisible and disreputable IRA man of the 1920s (as noted in Chapter 1). The
respectability and morality of the uniformed figure in both cases were affirmed through
his visibility. Throughout the Free State era, the ‘shadow’ of the gunman was a constant
fixture in both political and cultural discourse, whether in the plays of Sean O’Casey or
the election posters of Cumann na nGaedheal. While the uniformed National soldier and
Blueshirt were constructed as inhabiting a recognizable daylight world, the ‘gunman’
inhabited a twilight world, made up of spaces like the back streets of inner-city Dublin,
or the darkened lanes of remote, rural Ireland. As Chapter 5 argues, in these spaces,
visibility was reduced, and thus proper surveillance and moral regulation were practically
impossible.

The Blueshirt uniform was “respectable” in that it facilitated surveillance and discipline
in the movement. If disorder broke out at Blueshirt gatherings, the distinctive uniform
clearly indicated whether the perpetrators came from within the organization or not. As
Thomas O’Higgins in the Uniforms Bill debate argued, the blue shirt was adopted so that
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‘the man who misbehaves himself is made so very conspicuous that he can be taken by
the back of the neck when he misconducts himself.’113 Ned Cronin also reminded
members that, thanks to the shirt, they were being constantly watched, as: ‘it is a disgrace
to our organisation and our cause, if members respect the blue shirt so little that they
allow themselves to be seen in a drunken condition while wearing it … such conduct
gives very bad example, not merely amongst our own, but also in the eyes of outsiders.’114

The smartness of the uniform further underlined its respectability. As James FitzGerald
Kenney pointed out in the Dáil, ‘the men who wear the blue shirts pay for their own blue
shirts.’115 In his capacity as ‘Onlooker,’ Blythe continually emphasized the importance
of a respectable appearance and argued that he did not ‘approve very much of the practice
… of wearing the blue shirt when at work in the fields or in the farm yard,’ but did hope
that ‘the practice of wearing it as Sunday dress will become more general.’116

However, while the uniform was “respectable”, it also, paradoxically, blurred class
distinctions. Indeed, O’Duffy declared that ‘as one of our primary aims was the abolition
of class distinction a standard shirt or blouse was designed to be worn at meetings and
social functions by all our members without distinction of class.’117 Indeed, Senator
Kathleen Browne noted that the blue shirt ‘has brought together people of all creeds and
classes on a status of equality ... I have seen the lord and the peasant … dancing and
amusing themselves together.’118 Having a symbol of class equality was perhaps
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particularly useful for the broader Treatyite movement, which, during the 1920s, had been
associated with the top-hatted and tailed antics of Cumann na nGaedheal ministers at
Imperial Conferences. Wilson also notes that Italian black shirts similarly ‘had a dual and
contradictory message: they signified both sameness (the Fascist opposition to
individualism) and the Fascist watchword of hierarchy.’119

The blue shirt offered glamour and excitement, perhaps even an erotic effect, making
wearers more physically attractive, thus offering inducements for both potential
onlookers and wearers to join. As Aldous Huxley noted, the British black shirt acted as a
salve for physical inferiority and had the effect of boosting its wearer’s sex appeal.120 In
the Uniforms Debate, de Valera expressed concern that ‘the glamour of bright uniform,
the glamour of marching, is a glamour which has had an effect, fortunately, or
unfortunately, upon our people.’121 Nor was the blue blouse devoid of feminine charms.
A poem in United Ireland included the lines ‘Cleopatra’s famed beauty we’ve heard of
in song ... But my love is as fair and comelier too/When she walks in parade in her beret
and blue!’122 As Montgomery argues, the ‘Blue Blouses represented the group and its
policies to the non-initiated on a day-to-day basis in every Irish locality.’123 It was,
therefore, likely that putting women in an attractive uniform was a potent recruitment
tool. In the eyes of de Valera and McEntee, however, the presence of a glamorous uniform
which was a potent recruiting aid was rather disturbing. The popular, pseudo-militaristic
movement appeared to threaten the foundations of Irish democracy. Anxieties over the
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threat of the blue shirt would come to a head in a pivotal debate in the Oireachtas over
the 1934 Uniforms Bill.

3.7 Contesting the blue shirt
Between 1932-6, many individuals and organisations regarded the blue shirt as a driver
of political unrest. The Garda Síochána, carefully monitored who exactly wore a blue
shirt at public gatherings. Garda reports frequently detailed the exact number of wearers
at meetings.124 A typical report indicated that ‘a dance, held under the auspices of the
League of Youth at Ardaghey, Dunkineely on 26/8/34, was attended by about 250 persons
of whom 26 men and 33 ladies were attired in blue shirts and blouses respectively.’125
Some reports also indicated whether attendees wore the blue shirt ‘openly or under
coat.’126 Clearly, the blue shirt was a useful indicator of Blueshirt membership, which
thus allowed the Garda to monitor the movement’s strength.

It also seems, however, that the Garda felt that the blue shirt itself incited disorder. A
report prepared for a government minister of an assault in Glynsk, Co. Galway argued
that ‘the Blueshirts came prepared for trouble and perhaps ready to welcome it (cf. the
display of the party uniform although they were going to Mass).’127 The report further
noted that an onlooker ‘passed some remarks to the “Blueshirts” about the colours they
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were wearing and an argument, which later developed into a melee, started.’128 As Dale
Montgomery argues, the Blueshirts often organized meetings with the express intention
of being publicly seen by opponents, ‘in anticipation of a physical struggle… Blueshirts
would position themselves in military formation around the platform or stage and at key
entrances to public spaces.’129

In interwar Ireland, the Blueshirts were not the only political organization which wore a
distinctive uniform which incited political disorder. Members of the black-shirted British
Fascists (the predecessors of the British Union of Fascists) clashed physically with the
IRA at Poppy day parades in Dublin in the 1920s.130 During the 1930s, some limited
evidence also suggests that republican and socialist organisations wore political uniforms
‘in opposition’ to the Blueshirts, resulting in clashes. In Clonard, Co. Meath, ‘supply of
red shirts arrived by bus…’ The following day, ‘during the Fine Gael meeting about thirty
wearers of red shirts charged into the gathering and tried to create trouble.’131 Newspapers
also recorded confrontations between Blueshirts and opponents ‘wearing the uniforms of
the republican organisations.’132

The blue shirt itself was often subject to symbolic violence. Opponents sometimes tore
Blueshirt uniforms off wearers. At a regatta on Caragh Lake, County Kerry in August
1934, one Tim Falvey was ‘stripped of his Blueshirt which was sprinkled with petrol, set

128

Padraig ui Croinin, Garda Report- ‘Alleged attack on “Blueshirts” at Glynsk, Ballymoe’ 4

Mar. 1934 (NAI, JUS, 8/76).
129

Dale Montgomery, ‘“They were the men who licked the IRA until they squealed”: Blueshirt

masculine identity, 1932-6’ in Caroline Magennis and Raymond Mullen (eds), Irish
masculinities: Reflections on literature and culture (Dublin, 2011), p. 126.
130

Brian Hanley, The IRA, 1926-1936 (Dublin, 2002), p. 73.

131

UI, 9 June 1934.

132

Irish Times, 28 May 1934.

208

up on a pole, and burned.’133 After a Blueshirt demonstration in Dún Laoghaire, six men
faced charges of riot, unlawful assembly and ‘larceny of a blue shirt.’ One Mrs Kathleen
Jones was awoken in the early hours of the morning by several men at the door who
demanded her son’s blue shirt, which was quickly handed over (out of fear) by another
of her sons.134

Violence towards the blue shirt sometimes had a gendered dimension. James Bell, in a
statement to the Garda, described how, on the way home from a meeting, accompanied
by some girls in blue blouses, he was confronted by some men. The men ‘approached one
of the girls and made as if to take the blouse off her.’ Bell then explained that he ‘would
give up my blue shirt if the girls were allowed go home [sic.] … The girls were frightened
and I was afraid the girls would be attacked and on that account I gave them my blue
shirt.’135 The Blueshirt declared that ‘the underworld is loose once more. This time it is
the individual in blue they are seeking as their prey; and if the individual happens to be a
young girl, what does it matter?’136 Here, it is worth noting, through the word
‘underworld,’ the language of darkness and immorality in the description of the IRA.

The blue shirt also triggered social disruption in other ways. There were multiple cases,
between February and July 1934, where school children refused to attend school while
classmates went into school clad in the uniform.137 During one such ‘strike’, ‘the
absentees from school formed up in one of the streets adjacent to the school… The whole
party marched round the town … During the course of the march through the streets the
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boys indulged in cries of “Up Dev,” “Up Tommy Barry” … and some other verses of a
political nature relating to Mr Cosgrave and General O’Duffy.’138 It is not clear what the
verses concerning Cosgrave and O’Duffy were, but it is possible, given the lack of detail,
that they were rather scurrilous.

Concerns over the blue shirt’s social and political disruptiveness climaxed in the debate
over the Uniforms Bill in 1934. The bill was presented ‘as an act to restrict the wearing
or carrying of uniform, badges, banners and other such articles and the use of military
titles ... with a view to preventing breaches of the peace at public processions and public
meetings.’139 The Bill would have empowered the Garda to prosecute breaches of the Act
and to seize political uniforms. This bill was deeply politically significant. Importantly,
the bill, did not, as such, explicitly ban the Blueshirt movement, but, instead, set out to
ban the wearing of all political uniforms. The Bill was, indeed, clearly targeted at the
Blueshirt movement. By removing a potent recruiting aid, the ‘glamour’ of the blue shirt,
the Blueshirts would be weakened. As it happened, the Seanad delayed the bill. By the
time that the bill could have been brought back, in 1935, the Blueshirts were substantially
weakened, splitting into a pro-O’Duffy splinter (which, that year, became the National
Corporate Party, the ‘Greenshirts) and a pro-Fine Gael splinter (which was quietly wound
down by the party by 1936).

Had the Bill been implemented, its provisions might equally have applied to republican
organisations, who (albeit less commonly) also wore a uniform. Éamon de Valera
emphasised the fact that ‘It is said that this is directed against the Blueshirts. It is going
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to operate against any type of uniform of a political character.’140 As J. J. Lee notes, while,
at this point, the de Valera government was concentrating most of its energies into
suppressing the Blueshirts, it was also increasingly turning on the IRA.141 In this respect,
it consciously mirrored legislation, prohibiting all political uniforms (regardless of
affiliation), which had already been implemented in Germany, Switzerland, Latvia,
Sweden, the Saarland, Romania and Belgium.142

The Oireachtas debate on the Bill focused on questions of free speech, expression and
assembly. The 1922 Irish Free State Constitution declared, ‘The right of free expression
of opinion as well as the right to assemble peaceably and without arms … is guaranteed
… Laws regulating the manner in which the right of forming associations and the right
of free assembly may be exercised shall contain no political, religious or class
distinction.’143 During the debate, Senator John MacLoughlin argued that ‘on the same
principle of penalising the orderly in the interest of the disorderly, freedom of speech
could be reduced to a statute book fiction.’144

Significantly, the Seanad delayed the Uniforms Bill. De Valera’s government
subsequently abolished the institution in 1936. Some contemporary commentators indeed
argued that the failed Uniforms Bill was the reason for the Seanad’s abolition. Donal
O’Sullivan noted, that ‘the day after the rejection of the bill (22 March 1934), Mr. de
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Valera introduced in the Dáil a Bill to abolish the Senate.’145 This move prompted
criticism that de Valera was a would-be dictator, with Desmond FitzGerald arguing that
abolition would make de Valera ‘more supreme than any tyrant has been in any country
in the world’s history.’146

The debate highlighted how contention over a visual and material symbol, cut right to the
heart of debates about Irish democracy itself. The fact that Uniforms Bill was clearly
intended to weaken the Blueshirts, but explicitly set out to ban all political uniforms,
demonstrates the centrality of the blue shirt to the movement. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
contributions to the debate in the Oireachtas focused heavily on the meaning of the blue
shirt itself. As Maurice Moore summarized, ‘the question is one of uniforms. That is the
whole question. What does it mean?’147

For Fianna Fáil, the central meaning of the blue shirt was its militarism. Conor MacGuire,
the Attorney General argued that ‘Everybody knows quite well that it is not the rifle that
… makes a man an efficient soldier … But get them into uniforms and drill them and they
will do everything they are told.’148 In preparing the Uniforms Bill, the government
researched how other European governments had dealt with political uniforms. A Belgian
minister attested to the uniquely potent visual, non-verbal communication made possible
by wearing a uniform. He noted that, in Belgium, there were political groups which ‘[in]
order to secure the success of their programme, were not content with the written or
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spoken word or with meetings or public processions but had recourse to the wearing of
uniforms.’149

3.8 Conclusion
While it is true, as was argued in the previous chapter, that visual culture played a
significant role in democratic life in both Ireland and Europe, in the positive promotion
of politicians and parties, it is equally true that visual culture was responsible for
stimulating some of the tensions within and acting upon democratic life in both Ireland
and Europe, as a whole. Visual culture contributed to the tensions of Irish democracy in
multiple ways. It allowed politicians and political parties to make scurrilous accusations
about opponents that could not be as easily made, in the same way, through verbal means.
Constructed images of opposition politicians facilitated the formation of oppositional
political identities. Sinister accusations about politicians’ racial and religious heritage sat
uneasily with the avowedly liberal ideals of Irish parliamentary democracy, at a time
when the Irish Constitutions of 1922 and 1937 protected religious freedom and
guaranteed protections for minorities.

Politicians also attacked their opponents for overusing visual culture and theatricality.
While, as the previous chapter argued, the image of a black-cloaked de Valera was used
to promote the politician and his party, this image also formed the basis for attacks upon
de Valera. For his opponents, de Valera’s theatrical, performative qualities constituted
evidence that he was not a suitable figure to be governing a mature, self-respecting
democracy. Critics of the Blueshirts saw the visual façade of the organization as masking
something more pernicious and more sinister. The Blueshirts utilized visual culture (the
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most salient example, of which, was the eponymous shirt) adeptly to accomplish various
purposes. While, for some, this contributed to the organisation’s perceived respectability,
for opponents, however, the blue shirt did not merely mask the subversion of the
organization, but rather, it was subversive in itself. In the debates over the future of Irish
democracy in the 1930s, visual images played a central part.

As the next chapter argues, visual symbols were also vital to the debates over Ireland’s
future in the British Commonwealth. For the Irish state in the 1920s and 1930s, the
gradual removal of visible British symbols represented a significant process of selfdefinition. This process rendered British rule invisible and therefore powerless. As we
shall see in the next chapter, invisibility was as much a political tool as visibility.
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Chapter 4.

Visual culture and the

Irish Free State’s imperial monarchy
4.1 Introduction
On 27 November 1932, Éamon de Valera, President of the Executive Council of the Irish
Free State, in a surprising move, appointed Domhnall Ua Buachalla to the office of
Governor-General on the rather unusual condition that he did not appear in public. De
Valera ultimately wished to break Ireland’s connection to the Crown and Empire. Ireland
between 1922-1937 (or, indeed, up to 1948) remained a monarchy, with six counties
remaining in the United Kingdom and twenty-six counties forming a dominion within the
British Empire and thus retaining a link to the British crown.1 The link to the crown was
a significant, albeit highly unpopular, aspect of the Irish Free State’s identity. Contrary to
popular belief, n the Treaty debates, the issue of the British crown was mentioned far
more than the question of partition. As Jason Knirck notes, in these debates, anti-
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Treatyites focussed on ‘symbolism, as this was the area in which the Treaty most clearly
fell short of Irish national aspirations.’2

On the one hand, the Free State enjoyed the visual symbols of a flag, an Irish army
(proudly photographed by government-licensed photographers), and a democratically
elected government (whose members appeared daily in the press). On the other hand, the
state had to contend with the fact that it also now had a governor-general, who remained
a very prominent figure in Dublin social life, and a royal family who were still ubiquitous
in the state’s press and cinema. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
visibility had become increasingly central to conceptions of both royal and imperial
power. The project of weakening the Free State’s connection to the British Empire and
Crown was therefore achieved by making symbols of the British Imperial Monarchy
disappear.

The monarchy of the Irish Free State has received little attention from historians. By
contrast, historians have amply explored the role of the monarchy in Ireland’s ‘long
nineteenth century under the Union’ (c.1790-1922).3 This historiography has devoted
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considerable attention to the role of spectacle, ritual and public display. James Loughlin’s
work on the British monarchy in Ireland, for instance, highlights the need for ‘an
understanding of the dynamics of ceremony and spectacle drawn from the discipline of
anthropology.’4 However, while Loughlin sets out to explore the relationship between the
British monarchy and Ireland since 1800, the relationship between the British monarchy
and the Irish Free State is dealt with over only ten pages, with the majority of much of
the book focussing on the pre-1905 period.

The relationship between the Irish Free State and the British crown had only received
detailed attention from one monograph, by Brendan Sexton.5 Sexton explores the British
crown and the Free State’s three Governors-General through a predominately high
political lens: focussing on the constitutional debates over the status of the crown in the
Free State, rather than exploring the Irish Governor-General and British monarchy as
public entities who impacted significantly on Irish political culture. In terms of the Free
State’s Governors-General themselves, Callanan’s biography of T. M. Healy focusses
(quite understandably) on his subject’s time in parliament, rather than in the Viceregal
Lodge.6 Similarly, Adhamnhnán Ó Súilleabháin’s biography of Domhnall Ua Buachalla,
while devoting a greater proportion to Ua Buachalla’s time as Governor-General, still
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only focusses on this as one part of a very long (and indeed full) political career.7 James
McNeill, the second holder of the post, has not yet been the subject of any substantive
scholarly publication.

This chapter thus seeks to redress this gap by arguing that visual culture and visuality
were both central to the pivotal debates over British imperial and royal symbols in the
Irish Free State. Visual culture was of vital importance for royal authority and imperialism
in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe. During this time, concerns about
royal and imperial visibility became increasingly central to Irish republican opposition to
the British imperial monarchy. Naturally, the language of visuality figured prominently
in the seminal debates of 1921-2. For those who opposed the Treaty settlement, the
prominent visibility of the Governor-General and other similar institutions thus naturally
remained significant targets of opprobrium.

For those who reluctantly accepted the Treaty settlement, visual symbolism permitted an
equivocal attitude to the British Imperial Monarchy. Visual images of T. M. Healy and
James MacNeill were semiotically complex: drawing on symbols which, in a distinctly
post-colonial and post-revolutionary fashion, simultaneously accepted and rejected the
conventions of British royal and imperial authority. Visual culture thus offered Treatyites
a flexible space to project their unique conception of Ireland’s identity in a post-Treaty
world. For de Valera, invisibility offered a means of, not only differentiating his
government from its predecessor, but also, crucially, breaking Ireland’s connection to the
British Imperial Crown. Consequently, visual culture, visuality and visibility were crucial
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means of negotiating, resisting, and in some cases, accepting a key aspect of the Free
State’s constitution: its linkage to the British Crown and Empire.
4.2 Monarchy, empire and visuality
From the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, European monarchies became
increasingly anxious to invest time, effort and resources in becoming more visible to their
subjects. In 1871, concerned by the absence of Queen Victoria in the public eye, Walter
Bagehot argued, ‘the queen has been little seen in public, and it is of the essence of the
showy parts of the Constitution to acquire importance and popularity from being shown.’8
As Jaap Van Osta argues, from 1870 onwards, across Europe, ‘the reappearance of the
“ceremonial monarchy,”’ emerged out of a ‘long historical development, which goes back
to the aftermath of the French Revolution.’ As a result of this trend, increasingly ‘the
crown’s popularity depended on the monarch’s visibility’, thus necessitating the
establishment of new kinds of spectacle ‘where emperors and kings could be seen.’9

Several other developments contributed to this increasing desire for visibility in both the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As Walter Bagehot argued in 1867, ‘not
only has the cost of international ceremonies augmented in the last thirty years, but their
number has augmented too. Railways … have changed stationary potentates into
locomotive observers ... The mass of men learn more by a day’s eyesight than by years
of books. They are convinced of greatness by seeing greatness.’10 As Cannadine argues,
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thanks to new techniques in photography and printing, ‘the great royal ceremonies were
described with an unprecedented immediacy and vividness.’11 As Ryan Linkof notes,
Queen Victoria ‘famously embraced photography in the construction and preservation of
a virtuous image of the royal family,’ as she ascended the throne at a moment which
coincided ‘with the advent of photography and the widespread proliferation of illustrated
journalism.’12 Democratisation was also significant. As more entered the ‘political
nation,’ it was important that the head of the political nation (the monarch) should be
visible to a larger audience. By 1935, an American political commentator, E. P. Chase
noted that ‘Since England- unfortunately- became a democracy, the appeal of the
monarchy must be to the mass of half-educated subjects. A legend of the monarchy was
created … The quasi-ceremonial duties of the royal family were multiplied; the unveiling
of monuments, visiting of hospitals, attending of race meetings.’13

The advent of ‘New Imperialism’ brought even more subjects into the political nation,
and as a result, visible royal ritual became all the more necessary. The connection between
imperialism and visual culture is also well attested by scholars. Zahid Chaudhary, for
instance, notes that the upheaval of the Indian Mutiny, which ultimately led to the end of
Company rule and the establishment of the Raj, coincided almost exactly with the spread
of photography in India.14 As James Ryan further argues, new landscapes and peoples
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were photographed and then categorised by geographers, natural scientists and
anthropologists from the metropole, as ‘imperialism found sustenance in various
photographic practices.’ At the same time, ‘prints and engravings of Queen Victoria came
to be displayed in drawing-rooms, schools and railway stations throughout the Empire.’15
Jeremy Foster similarly notes, that as something that ‘regulated and ordered time and
space’, photography became an invaluable tool ‘in the creation and definition of new
political territories.’16

British imperial spectacle in Ireland was particularly significant, given its perception as a
means of subjugating and pacifying Ireland. British monarchs made numerous highlychoreographed visits to Ireland during the long nineteenth century, starting with George
IV, and continuing up to the grandiose, but highly controversial visits of Victoria in 1900
and George V in 1911. As James Loughlin argues, ‘British ethnocentric discourses …
posited the Catholic Irish as culturally under-developed and especially susceptible to
royal charm.’17 It was in this context that a republican tradition of opposing British
imperial spectacle fully emerged.

4.3 Critiquing monarchy, empire and visuality in Ireland
Opposition to British royal spectacle played a vital role in the emergence of an advanced
nationalist movement in its ‘long gestation’ between 1891-1912. Sinn Féin’s origins, for
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instance, lay partly in the National Council, an organisation set up to protest a visit by
Edward VII to Dublin in 1903. The notion that British royal spectacles had a hypnotic
effect on a subjugated Ireland partially explains why Irish republicans and advanced
nationalists so opposed these spectacles. Opposition to British royal and imperial
spectacles also manifested itself in a distinctly visual fashion. While particularly visual
spectacles attracted significant opprobrium, republicans responded by offering alternative
nationalist visual spectacles. During Edward VII’s visit to Dublin in 1903, the United
Irishman newspaper regretted that ‘we found Dunleary [sic.] decorated in a fashion to
make anyone with the smallest fashion of artistic fashion feeling, feel his blood curdle.’18
In response, advanced nationalists, led by Maud Gonne, organised the projection of magic
lantern slides of nationalist propaganda.19

More general opposition to the British Imperial Crown in advanced nationalist discourse
was also expressed in the language of visuality. Thomas MacDonagh, for instance,
translated an older Irish language poem ‘Druimhfhionn Donn Dílis’ to English in 1913.
One of its lines was ‘If I got sight of the English crown, I’d dismiss it [or spurn] it like I
would an old shoe.’20 Arthur Griffith, writing in the Resurrection of Hungary, wrote how
‘mesmerised by London whither its eyes were turned away, Ireland permitted, one by
one, the attributes of nationhood to be filched.’ However, looking to a brighter future,
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Griffith further wrote how Ireland ‘sees herself as Hungary came to see herself- through
eyes no longer fitted to foreign spectacles.’21

This language of visuality carried into the Treaty debates. Sean Etchingham argued that
‘the agreement that is now presented to us is couched in the very same language that
Lloyd George mesmerised Wilson [with] … I cannot wonder that he mesmerised our
people when he shook the papers in their faces … He certainly threw dust in their eyes.’22
Mary MacSwiney argued that the very visibility of a governor-general would erode
republican principles, as ‘you will have to have him there as representative of the King
with certain functions to perform. You cannot exclude him. You cannot stay away from
him.’23 At the same time, pro-Treaty deputies argued that republican objections to
monarchical institutions stemmed from a ‘superficial’ obsession with the impact of royal
spectacles. Eoin MacNeill joked, ‘we will have a governor-general, and a gold stick in
waiting, and I don’t know what else. An appalling picture! We will be overawed by these
people … in uniform and dressed up in their court dress … A terrible picture indeed!24

Understandably, the proposed appointment of a governor-general continued to cause
controversy. Dorothy Macardle claimed that George Gavan Duffy had hoped that the Free
State constitution ‘would “relegate the King of England to exterior darkness,”’ but this
‘had been so rudely broken.’25 In October 1922, Thomas Johnson moved an amendment
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which called for the Monarch and the Governor-General to take a distinct oath which
pledged ‘true faith and allegiance to the Constitution of Saorstát Éireann.’ The
implication of this, interestingly, was that the monarch and their representative would be
required to appear before the Oireachtas itself.

In support of this motion, Cathal

O’Shannon argued that making the British monarch visible in Ireland would, if anything,
denigrate the monarch’s status. O’Shannon, somewhat sarcastically, argued that:
if you bring the living flesh and bones that the King is composed of you may bring a lot
of pomp and that sort of thing … but it is as well that we should all see this stuff … I
want to see the old "Josser" who is King to be in the Parliament ... and get a good look
at him, to see if he is like what he is in the pictures, the cinema, the Daily Sketch, and
the Daily Mirror, and to see if he has just the vacuous look he has in these things.26

Here, O’Shannon clearly acknowledged the increasing visibility of the British monarch
in an area of new media. Unlike abstentionist republicans, however, he, somewhat
ironically, approved of having a visible British monarch for two reasons. A visible
monarch would remind the Irish people that the state was still, not yet, a republic.
Moreover, a visible monarch would be somewhat less mystified and thus more
vulnerable. Interestingly, as Bagehot argued, while the monarch, to be an effective
symbol, had to be visible, at the same time ‘we must not let in daylight upon magic.’27

After the Civil War, Irish republicans continued to advance sophisticated critiques of the
impact of royal and imperial spectacle upon the Free State. In 1925 An Phoblacht wryly
noted that ‘Churchill, Lloyd George, etc. always realised the need of gatherings of the
“governing upper classes” as aids to the proper government of colonies. As a result, we
may expect other “garden parties” and also “a social season” each winter.’28 In the same
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issue, the journal also noted that ‘Dublin Castle, and its offshoots, known as “Irish”
society, did more to perpetuate the conquest than did England’s military establishment.
It was not alone the patronage, not alone the actual money bribe, which won many an
Irishman from his allegiance to his country, but the glamour of the castle.’29 This
argument anticipates one made by David Cannadine on the dynamics of colonial
governance and ritual in the British Empire. For the complex networks of governance to
work across the empire, it was essential for these networks to be visibly, ritualistically
and spectacularly displayed, as the ‘ornamentalism’ of the British Empire ‘was hierarchy
made visible.’30

An Phoblacht, speaking in a classically republican language, also argued that spectacles
distracted Irish citizens from the righteous path of the republican struggle. In 1926 it noted
that, following conquests of foreign peoples, the Roman Empire ‘at once began to provide
them with amusements after the imperial fashion and an ignorant mistook as civilisation
was, in fact, a part of their enslavement … Last week witnessed a glut of imperial past
times … in Ireland.’31 Another article deemed sight and visibility to be of vital importance
in imperial subjugation. The article noted, ‘Such a treat for the slaves- in this one week
of the year they can see their masters and mistresses attired in all their finery … Almost
as good as a meal to these starving people to watch them glide by in their automobiles.’32

Republican opinion was also strongly critical of British films which promoted imperialist
and royalist ‘propaganda.’ An Phoblacht noted that ‘the Imperial Conference is to discuss
the whole question of providing suitable propaganda films for the Dominions. The matter
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is considered of supreme importance if the Imperial ideals are to be kept before the
people’s minds.’33 Indeed, in broader Irish cultural nationalist discourse, cinema was
perceived as a threat to both Irish Catholic morals, but also to Irish Gaelic culture. Father
Richard Devane in 1935 called for the establishment of a National Film Institute to
counter Irish ‘cultural dependence on Great Britain.’34 Records from the film censor’s
office indicate concerns about the potential of British cinema to threaten the cultural
integrity of the Irish nation. While the Irish film censor ultimately passed the film Land
of Hope and Glory, in his comments, he noted that it constituted ‘Empire propaganda …
[with] striking plane plans.’35

As both Peter Martin and Kevin Rockett have shown, nationalist and republican
organisations frequently slammed the showing of British ‘propaganda’ films.36
Screenings of the film of the wedding of the Duke of Kent and Princess Marina of Greece
in 1934 prompted particular outbursts. Significantly, this was the first royal ceremony to
be shown in ‘talkie format’ (i.e. with both sound and images). At a showing in the Savoy
Cinema in Dublin, on 3 December 1934, a Garda report recorded that the cinema was:
raided by about 300 men while the Royal Wedding Film was being shown. As the men
were entering, they were shouting “Up the Republic” and “Take down the film”. They
pulled up two chairs in the right front of the parterre and threw them at the screen … A
number of men then went on to the back of the stage and slashed the screen with some
sharp instruments, while others threw Jeyes’ fluid on the screen.37
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The violence stimulated by the film further aroused much public debate. In the pages of
the Irish Press, Tom Casement (the brother of Roger, executed in 1916), complained that
‘the fanatics who wrecked the picture in the Savoy Cinema shouted: “Remember
Casement!” … [when] he would have been the first to condemn last night’s exhibition of
tyranny.’38 The invocation of Casement perhaps indicates a wider anti-imperial, as well
as republican motivation for the attack. Tom Casement’s condemnation of ‘tyranny’,
indicates how debates over who or what could be visible intersected with fundamental
debates about the value of free expression, as has already been noted in the preceding
chapter.

The attack on the film stimulated further debate amongst the Dublin Garda. In a letter by
Thomas Clarke, a Dublin Garda to the Commissioner, Eamon Broy, Clarke argued that
‘the continual showing of the picture and the attitude of certain sections of the audiences
in cheering and clapping, it is calculated to lead to disorder and I respectfully request
instructions as to the question of prohibiting the further showing of the film.’39 On another
letter, from Clarke, addressed to the Commissioner, an annotation (likely written by the
Commissioner) indicated that ‘the majority of the Savoy audiences, on the contrary, did
not find the film of the Royal Wedding distasteful. On the contrary, they liked it and
applauded loudly.’40
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This opinion suggests that while there was much opposition to British royal spectacle in
Ireland, there were also many enthusiastic supporters.41 Some years later, as films of the
1937 Coronation were shown in Northern Ireland, the Belfast Newsletter, keenly noted
that ‘many Free State residents from Counties Monaghan, Cavan and Sligo have visited
Enniskillen this week in order to see the films of the Coronation,’ with one cinema in the
town even at full capacity all week.42 The fact that the Irish Free State remained a
monarchy was acknowledged by republicans, Unionists and Free Staters alike, though
with entirely different attitudes. While republicans threw lighter fluid at royal wedding
films, nationalist ‘Free Staters’ had a more ambiguous attitude to the state’s monarchy.
They communicated this attitude in the visual presentation of the Free State’s GovernorGeneral.

4.4 Nationalist disjunctures
Timothy Healy was sworn in as the Irish Free State’s Governor-General on 6 December
1922. As Brendan Sexton notes, during his tenure, Healy was ‘frequently seen in public,’
through his attendance at many prominent public spectacles, such as the 1924 Tailteann
Games and the annual Dublin Horse Show.43 Under his tenure, the Viceregal Lodge
played host to a range of high-profile guests from both Ireland and abroad. As his letters
reveal, Healy was also a visible figure internationally. During his tenure, Healy travelled
to Rome, Lisbon, Algiers, Messina, Corfu, Kotor, Dubrovnik, Venice, Palermo, Palma,
Tangier and Gibraltar, as well as numerous trips to London.44 As we shall see, Healy also
sat for several formal photographic and painted portraits. Indeed, on one occasion, John
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Tussaud (the great-grandson of Marie Tussaud) created a wax bust of Healy as GovernorGeneral (fig. 4.1.)45

Figure 4.1. Keystone View Company, ‘GovernorGeneral for Tussauds,’ Cork Examiner, 2 Apr. 1927.

Through his ubiquity in Irish public life of the Free State, the Governor-General became
a prominent visual symbol. As Kevin O’Higgins noted ‘the kind of person that is
appointed and the kind of household he runs and the kind of mentality and outlook he
displays will have their re-actions- very far-reaching reactions in the future life of this
country.’46 In the early days of 1922, Michael Hayes suggested to Arthur Griffith that the
future Governor-General should not be someone ‘an English nobleman … likely to form
a social party here’, but rather ‘a person of repute in a British dominion,’ who would
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ultimately be experienced enough to be a ‘practical, rather than an ornamental and social
figure.’47

The symbolism of seeing Healy in the Viceregal Lodge was, therefore, profound. As
William Shears, argued, in the Dáil, there was no better place for Healy than the Viceregal
Lodge. He asked the Dáil to ‘imagine if Earl Spencer or Buckshot Foster who were in
this place twenty or thirty years could come back to the Phoenix Park and were told that
Tim Healy was living there; fancy their consternation.’48 In a letter from G. K. Chesterton,
Healy was told ‘I felt what I could not feel on my previous visit, all that is meant by
seeing the Irish tricolour on the Viceregal Lodge; and that is a matter more for songs than
for essays.’49

For supporters of Cumann na nGaedheal, Healy’s image offered a respectable statement
of Irish identity on the world stage, facilitated through participation in the
Commonwealth, while also rejecting the excesses of British imperialism. Although Eoin
MacNeill jokingly raised the possibility of an Irish governor-general wearing a uniform,
there are no recorded instances of Healy (or for that matter, any of the Free State
Governors General) wearing the uniform or court dress of a British governor-general.
Indeed, the Meath Chronicle, while still critical of the amount spent on the GovernorGeneral’s establishment noted that Healy was ‘content, himself, with corduroy and
fustian.’50
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The uniform of a British imperial functionary constituted a symbolically significant visual
statement. As Corinna Pike and Christopher McCreery argue, in Canada, the uniform was
deeply meaningful, as it represented a:
potent symbol of the state’s authority and the then-exalted position of the Crown. Uniforms
were seen as both a badge of office and an honour to wear, as permission came directly
from the Sovereign. Their purpose was much more than simply an attempt to project
authority, as they imbued the wearer with not only the authority of the Sovereign, but also
provided a spectacle of honour.51

As Eoin MacNeill’s comments during the Treaty debates indicate, the wearing of court
dress was particularly offensive to Irish nationalist opinion in the Free State. Following
the appointment of Domhnall Ua Buachalla to the office in 1932, the Southern Star
newspaper speculated whether or not ‘Governor Buckley will be condemned to wear
Court dress, if he makes a formal visit to Buckingham Palace.’52 Several features of a
governor-general’s uniform would have been particularly offensive to Irish audiences.
The uniform, for one, contained numerous militaristic features, such as a high collar,
epaulettes, bicorn hat and ceremonial sword; symbols which did not fit easily (as has
already been argued in Chapter 1), with Irish nationalist sensibilities.

By rejecting the prescribed uniform of a governor-general, the Free State decisively
distinguished itself from other Dominions in the British Empire. By the interwar period,
the uniform of governors-general had increased in significance. In 1910, for instance, new
uniforms were introduced for Governors-General to distinguish them from their prime
ministers.53 Elsewhere in the Empire, colonial governors and governors-general proudly
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flaunted their ceremonial garb.54 In Canada Lord Byng, was photographed in an official
portrait, wearing the full ceremonial uniform of a British governor-general, complete with
a ceremonial sash, sword, feathered hat and medals (fig. 4.2.)55

Figure 4.2. Rice Studios, Viscount Byng of Vimy
and Lady Byng, [c.1922] (LAC, Canadian
Intellectual Property Office fonds, c033995).
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The subdued nature of Free State ceremony was particularly pronounced when compared
to that of Northern Ireland. Although Northern Ireland was much more subordinate to
Westminster, there was distinctly more ceremonial pomp around the region’s Governor.
Northern Ireland’s first Governor, the Duke of Abercorn, was sworn in, ‘in the presence
of a distinguished gathering.’ Photographers were also present to capture some of the
proceedings (fig. 4.3.)56

Figure 4.3. Unknown photographer(s), ‘First Governor of
Northern Ireland,’ Belfast Newsletter, 13 Dec. 1922.

56

Belfast Newsletter, 13 Dec. 1922.

233

North of the Border, court dress was also positively embraced. On the day of King George
VI’s accession, for gentlemen, in Belfast, the prescribed dress at the Garden Party
presided over by the Duke of Abercorn was ‘full dress uniform … Robes and decorations
will be worn.’57 On departing office in 1945, the Duke of Abercorn’s official portrait
depicted him in the finery of a Colonial Governor (fig. 4.4.)58

Image redacted for
copyright reasons.
Image available at:
https://artcollection.c
ulture.gov.uk/artwor
k/4728/
(Accessed 11 Aug.
2020).
Figure 4.4. Frank McKelvey, James Albert Edward
Hamilton, 3rd Duke of Abercorn (1869-1953) First
Governor of Northern Ireland, [c. 1945]. Belfast,
Historic Royal Palaces, Hillsborough Castle.
As Gillian McIntosh notes, in Northern Ireland, formal spectacles and ceremonies ‘were
marked by distinctive ceremonial settings, formal speeches, and, often, impressive dress.’
Significantly the addition of royal elements, through the state’s Governor and members
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of the British royal family meant that Ulster unionism clearly viewed itself ‘in terms of
the wider empire.’ Moreover, in a time of ‘increasingly aggressive nationalism in the Irish
Free State’ such spectacles and ceremonies ‘were also a response to political
developments.’59 While Timothy Healy did have formal, photographic and artistic
portraits, no visual symbols gave any clue of his imperial status (fig. 4.5.)60 Healy’s
swearing-in was quiet, subdued and remarkably private. The event took place behind
closed doors and no photographers were present.
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Figure 4.5. Lafayette photographers, ‘Tim
Healy, Governor-General,’ [c. 1922-8] (NPA
DOC F1).

A letter from the British military to the War Office in April 1931 noted that ‘the
Governor-General is visiting Cork on 28th April 1931 and the Officer Commanding,
South Irish Coast Defences, has asked whether he should pay an Official call on the
Governor-General … It is presumed that the Officer Commanding, South Irish Coast
Defences, should do so, and should do so in plain clothes.’61 In discussions over the best
action to take regarding the visit, the War Office noted that ‘On the one hand, it would be
undesirable that the Governor-General of the IFS govt. should feel that the UK garrison
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were in any way lacking in courtesy, on the other hand, the IFS Govt. are jealous of the
position of these coast defences and might well prefer that the OC should not pay an
official call on the G.G. It would clearly be desirable that, if a call be paid, it should be
paid in plain clothes and not in uniform.’62

4.5 Imperial continuities
Nonetheless, some elements of Healy’s image were distinctly imperial. Healy frequently
wore the ‘respectable,’ Cumann na nGaedheal ‘formal uniform’ of top hat, wing collar,
waistcoat, tailcoat and striped trousers at public functions. This ‘uniform’ was apparent,
at a banquet held in Healy’s honour at the Shelbourne Hotel in January 1928 (fig. 4.6.)63

Figure 4.6. II Photo, ‘Banquet to the Governor General,’ II, 9 Jan. 1928.
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Members of the Cumann na nGaedheal government wore this formal garb on other
occasions too, as a photograph from the papers of Hugh Kennedy reveals (fig. 4.7.)64

Figure 4.7. Unknown photographer, ‘Kevin O'Higgins, Michael Hayes, William
Cosgrave, Hugh Kennedy, Desmond Fitzgerald and Ernest Blythe, photographed
standing in a doorway, all wearing top hats and tails,’ [c. 1922] (NPA KEN 4).

An Phoblacht mocked the ministers’ garb and published a cartoon of the photo, several
years later (fig. 4.8), noting that the figures in the photograph were ‘leading men in the
political life of West Britain.’65
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Figure 4.8. Unknown cartoonist, ‘A group of delegates, in full regalia, snapped
at the Scare Eire Convention last week,’ An Phoblacht, 16 Apr. 1932.
Image courtesy of the National Library of Ireland.

This type of clothing signified an imperial identity. As Christopher Breward argues,
clothing for middle-class men in the British Empire encouraged ‘an inscription of
imperial concerns and differences onto their very bodies.’66 At the 1926 Imperial
Conference, George V and the Prime Ministers of all the Dominions (plus Stanley
Baldwin representing the United Kingdom itself) wore a very similar style of court dress,
consisting of tailcoats, white tie, silk stockings and buckled shoes along with various
medals and other honorific decorations (fig. 4.9).67
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Figure 4.9. Unknown photographer, ‘Rt. Hon. W. L. Mackenzie King with
fellow Imperial Conference delegates,’ 4 Nov. 1926 (LAC, Mackenzie King
fonds, c000964).

For the non-Irish attendees, this formal garb quite clearly communicated an imperial
identity, which was, in turn, predicated on the central reference point of the monarch.
Upon seeing this image of the Imperial Conference, An Phoblacht scoffed, that the Daily
Mail, ‘by reproducing Cosgrave in the tights he wore at his Royal master’s dinner at
Buckingham Palace ... “proved” … how despicably slavish the ex-republican had
become.’68
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As Gavin Foster has argued, perhaps the most conspicuous ‘imperial’ garment was the
top hat.69 Across the British Empire, this garment signified an acceptance of imperial
norms. Robert Ross argues that a Swazi royal delegation visiting London in 1923,
demonstrated ‘their acquaintance with, and acceptance of, the norms of the British Empire
by wearing full court dress with shiny black toppers.’70 As the previous chapter has noted,
de Valera was loath to appear in a top hat (at least in public and in Ireland) for its
connotations with British imperial rule. An Phoblacht had a similar attitude, remarking
that a Viceregal garden party had an ‘abundance of top hats amused them and conveyed
the impression that Dublin medicos tried to be more English than the English
themselves.’71 In an imagined conversation between two Southern Unionists, printed in
the paper, one of the Unionists remarked ‘The next thing we may expect to see is the
gardener wearing a tall hat.’ Her companion remarked ‘You know we must tolerate them,
my dear, for, after all, they saved this country, for the Empire.’72

Gavin Foster has argued that ‘the very sartorial features that republicans held in such
contempt inspired pride in many Treaty supporters because the latter saw them as
important symbolic assertions of Ireland’s newfound parity with other dominions and
nations on the world stage.’73 Cumann na nGaedheal’s policy was indeed to see parity
with both dominions and other nations. They had to negotiate national independence
through an imperial framework. This negotiation was apparent in the visual appearance
of the Governor-General during Cumann na nGaedheal’s time in office. Certain obvious
69
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sartorial features of an imperial identity (i.e. the Governor-General’s uniform) were
removed, but other, more subtle symbols (such as the top hat and tails) were retained.

With this in mind, the significance of fig. 4.9 becomes more complicated. The 1926
Imperial Conference produced the Balfour Declaration which declared that the
Dominions, along with the United Kingdom were ‘autonomous Communities within the
British Empire, equal in status, in no way subordinate one to another.’74 True, the wearing
of court dress in fig. 9. signified an imperial status, but its commonality in this photo also
signified that this status was, nonetheless, shared and equal. Interestingly, in this
photograph, Cosgrave leaned somewhat languidly on his chair, not quite standing up
straight, as if to display a more casual, less respectful attitude to his surroundings. This
element may have been a purely coincidental quirk of the camera, capturing a momentary
lapse of Cosgrave’s deportment, or, equally, it may have been a conscious decision on
Cosgrave’s part to convey the sense that while the Irish Free State accepted its imperial
status, it was still both a reluctant and restless Dominion. This was, indeed, Cumann na
nGaedheal policy, par excellence.

As has already been argued, respectability is an inherently visual discourse. Posing for a
formal photograph has long been seen as a respectable act. As Orla Fitzpatrick and Erika
Hanna both argue, by the beginning of the twentieth century, studio photographs played
a vital part in the construction of respectability.75 After his time in office had concluded,
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Timothy Healy had his portrait painted by Philip de László, a renowned portrait painter
of European nobility and royalty (fig. 4.10.)76

Image redacted for
copyright reasons.
Image available at:
https://www.delaszlocatalog
ueraisonne.com/catalogue/th
e-catalogue/healy-the-righthonourable-timothy-firstgovernor-of-southernireland-5579/
(Accessed 11 Aug. 2020)

Figure 4.10. Philip de László, ‘Healy, The Right
Honourable Timothy, First Governor of Southern
Ireland,’ 1928, Private Collection.
In a letter to his daughter, Maev Sullivan, Healy disclosed that a conversation with the
King revealed that de László was already well-known at the royal court.77 Aside from
painting numerous members of the British aristocracy, De László’s son married the
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daughter of Hamar Greenwood, a Canadian with the dubious reputation of being Ireland’s
last Chief Secretary (who presided over the disastrous campaign of the Auxiliaries, the
burning of Cork City and the Treaty negotiations).

While Healy and MacNeill avoided the overt trappings of British imperialism, they both,
at least, continued to adhere to some British ‘norms’ of respectability. Charles Reed
indeed argues that ‘the notion of respectability in Britain as a malleable and empowering
cultural form can and should be extended to the study of the British Empire, where both
settlers of European descent and people of colour often imagined themselves to be
respectable people.’78 Healy’s public appearances, for instance, reflected some continuity
with British rule. He regularly appeared at the Annual Horse Show, organised by the
Royal Dublin Society. This event regularly attracted opprobrium from republicans, for its
imperial connections. An Phoblacht noted that during the week of the Horse Show, Free
State leaders were ‘surrounded with every sign of imperial largesse.’79

Events such as the Dublin Horse Show and garden parties were, crucially, visual events
which, aside from being heavily photographed, offered numerous opportunities for being
seen (for instance, fig. 4.11 where he was photographed alongside Hazel Lavery.)80 In a
letter to his sister-in-law Annie Sullivan, Healy noted, of one garden party that he
attended: ‘We had two pretty garden parties this week at the Provost’s and at Lady
Wheeler’s at Foxrock. I never saw nicer frocks than the girls wore, and the weather was
delightful.’81
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Figure 4.11. T. P. Gill- II Photo, ‘His excellency the Governor
General and Lady Lavery’, II, 6 Aug. 1926.

Indeed, some visual images of Healy projected imperial connections from beyond Ireland
and Great Britain. Healy received several prominent visitors from across the British
Empire. Guests from the Indian subcontinent were particularly well represented at the
Horse Show, offering something of an exotic, colonial spectacle to the proceedings. The
Cork Examiner noted that ‘it will be India’s show, so far as foreign colours go. Dusky
personages … have made their appearance on the streets, but apart from minor princes
and chiefs owning rupees and elephants innumerable, at least three first grade potenates
will dominate the scene at Ballsbridge … the Aga Khan … the Maharajah of Ajlwar….
245

The Maharajah Jam Sahib.’82 Healy was photographed with the second of these three
figures, as well as Prince Mirza Riga Khan, the Persian delegate to the League of Nations.
This image (fig. 4.12) merits further interrogation. 83

Figure 4.12. Unknown photographer, ‘Distinguished visitors in the
reserved enclosure at Croke Park’, [c. 1922-8] (UCDA, Healy Papers,
P6/F/5).

4.6 Constructive ambiguities
This photograph offers a fascinating insight into the ambiguous attitudes towards imperial
symbols in the Irish Free State of Cumann na nGaedheal. On the one hand, a proimperialist reading is possible. The British Empire was an obvious connection between
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the two figures in the photograph, as both Healy and the Maharajah were relatively senior
figures within its hierarchy. This image of formally assembled, multi-racial dignitaries
watching a sporting spectacle also has similarities with other photographs elsewhere in
the British Empire. Andrew Apter notes that photographs of sporting occasions in
Colonial Nigeria (held in the same period) offered a view of a socially stratified gathering,
with social status indicated by the ‘sartorial insignia of imperial standing.’84 While in
Nigeria, ‘imperial insignia’ was translated into an idiom suited to the local climate, of
white suits and pith helmets, in Ireland, the local idiom of imperial insignia was expressed
through top hats and tailcoats. In both images, the presence of different ethnicities,
alongside the hierarchical structures of the spectators act as synecdoches for the broader
structures of empire.

At the same time, the racial differences of the subjects (which were so central to the
functioning of the British Empire) figure heavily in this photograph. While Ireland and
India remained ‘imperial subjects’ of the British Empire, the Free State’s dominion status
and majority rule, contrasted considerably with the experience of British rule in India.
Personal correspondence indicates that Healy did indeed regard the Maharajah as an
exotic object who ‘dressed beautifully’ with gems that were ‘wonderful without being
flash,’ and who also wore a ‘diamond in his headdress,’ jewels as buttons, and at dinner
‘a handsome silk robe.’85 In this context, the photograph almost works to exoticize,
orientalise and ‘other’ the Maharajah. Culture, and cultural hegemony, as Edward Said
argues, is vital for the ‘durability’ and ‘strength’ of the ideology of orientalism and
process of orientalising. 86 This cultural hegemony can be expressed in many forms, not

84

Andrew Apter, ‘On imperial spectacle: The dialectics of seeing in colonial Nigeria’,

Comparative Studies in Society and History, 64 (2002), p. 576.
85

T. M. Healy to Annie Sullivan, 6 June 1926 (UCDA, Healy Papers, P6/A/164).

86

Edward Said, Orientalism (London, 2003), p. 7.

247

least, the visual. As Michael Haldrup, Lasse Koefoed and Simonsen argue, ‘practical
orientalism is performed through visual perception. The visual enters the everyday
meetings with/affections by Other bodies in many ways. Appearances of bodies and
visual and visual objectification of Others are major inputs to the processes of othering.’
Indeed, ‘visual perception constitutes a cultural battlefield.’87 This process of visual
othering was particularly marked in colonial India. As Vikramaditya Prakash argues,
photography ‘enabled the colonists to “unself-consciously” fix the native into a coherent
and controllable frame.’88

At the same time, the physical position of the figures in the photograph suggests a sense
of equality. While Ireland and India were governed very differently, both nations (along
with Egypt) remained the most ‘troublesome’ of the British imperial subjects, in the
interwar period. Thus, this photograph also invites a reading of between two British
imperial subjects without any references to the British metropole. Indeed, continuity with
British colonial forms often worked rather harmoniously with Irish nationalist
symbolism. A further example of this is the installation of James McNeill as Governor
General in 1928. Unlike Timothy Healy (for reasons of safety) and Domhnall Ua
Buachalla (for reasons of ideology), McNeill received a formal ceremony of installation.
In some respects, the ceremony was a visible statement of Ireland’s continued connection
to the British imperial monarchy. In other respects, however, it projected an image of a
somewhat invisible Governor-General who was increasingly irrelevant in an increasingly
modern Ireland.
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James and Josephine McNeill left the Shelbourne Hotel on the morning of 1 February
1928, embarking on a very short journey to Kildare Street. While the Shelbourne offered
a visible public venue, Kildare Street was a rather narrow and unceremonious
thoroughfare. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Cork Examiner noted that ‘only a small group
of people were at the gates of Leinster House when their Excellencies drove up.’89
Nonetheless, Leinster House had been improved in advance of the installation and
cleaners worked on the building’s exterior in advance of the ceremony, suggesting that at
least some emphasis was being laid on the setting of McNeill’s installation.90

‘A mount escort of honour’ of cavalry from the Irish Army accompanied the McNeills on
their journey to Leinster House. Interestingly this feature was also present at the
installation of the Duke of Abercorn as Governor of Northern Ireland, some five years
earlier.91 The fact that the escort was drawn from the Irish Army was also significant,
and as has been argued in Chapter 1, the symbolism, clothing and ceremony of the Irish
Army represented a curious juncture of British precedent and Irish nationalist innovation.

On entering Leinster House, James McNeill was met by senior dignitaries of the state.
The McNeills were received by Ernest Blythe and his wife, Anne, respectively. W.T.
Cosgrave was interestingly absent, making a high-profile visit to the United States of
America. The ceremony of the installation itself was in Committee Room No. 2, away
from the cameras. The press was only allowed access to a separate anteroom, where they
met the party after the ceremony. Following the installation, at the formal dinner at the
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Shelbourne Hotel, the press was again absent. As photographs from the Irish Independent
photographic collection reveal, photographers were only able to capture McNeill’s entry
and exit from Leinster House, and his procession and entrance to the Viceregal Lodge
(fig. 4.13.)92

Figure 4.13. II Photo, James MacNeill being photographed on the steps
of the Viceregal Lodge, Phoenix Park, Dublin, 1 Feb. 1928 (NPA IND
H813).

During the day James McNeill was ‘in morning dress, and Mrs MacNeill wore a clipped
lamb coat trimmed with fox fur and a brown felt hat to match the fur.’93 Further images
reveal that McNeill, as well as Ernest Blythe and several other attendees, wore top hats
and carried umbrellas (fig. 4.14.)94

92

II Photo, James MacNeill being photographed on the steps of the Viceregal Lodge, Phoenix

Park, Dublin, 1 Feb. 1928 (NPA IND H813).
93

II, 2 Feb. 1928.

94

II Photo, New Governor-General and his wide leading a procession from the official entrance

of Leinster House across Leinster Lawn, 1 Feb. 1928 (NPA IND H817).

250

Figure 4.14. II Photo, New Governor General and his wide leading a
procession from the official entrance of Leinster House across Leinster Lawn,
1 Feb. 1928 (NPA IND H817).

Although British court dress was absent, the senior dignitaries, nonetheless, wore a form
of attire that was associated with anglicised wealth and privilege. Indeed, An Phoblacht
argued that the installation represented an attempt to restore:
some of the glow which resulted from the Lord Lieutenant’s domicile in the old days.
And so, Timothy Michael Healy must go, because in one vital respect he has failed. He
has been unable to establish a social centre in Dublin for the new aristocracy. Enter
James McNeill and his “beautiful young wife.” They have done a good deal of
entertaining in London at the expense of the Irish people.95

On leaving Leinster House, McNeill stopped to lay a wreath on the Cenotaph as the
Soldiers Song played. The party then progressed to the Viceregal Lodge, passing
Grattan’s statue in College Green, the O’Connell monument and Parnell Square, as well
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as the Cenotaph (which commemorated the memories of Arthur Griffith, Michael Collins
and Kevin O’Higgins). This route thus subtly placed the procession in a tradition of
‘respectable’ constitutional nationalism. In passing the General Post Office, the
procession also made a more subtle nod to the Easter Rising.

McNeill’s journey to the Viceregal lodge was by car (fig. 4.15).96 While this choice of
transport protected the McNeills from inclement weather, it also had the effect of making
them less visible. The question of the Governor-General’s car received significant
attention, and an entire file on the question was later deposited in the National Archives
of Ireland.97 Internationally, the automobile functioned as a symbol of modernity. As
Massimo Moraglio notes, in Italian Fascist propaganda the automobile symbolised
‘innovation, modernity and progress.’ 98 McNeill’s journey to the Viceregal Lodge thus
looked simultaneously to both Irish past and the promises of interwar modernity, thus
echoing Clifford Geertz’s comments about the complex nature of nationalism trying to
resolve the contradictions between ‘the indigenous way of life’ and ‘the spirit of the
age.’99
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Figure 4.15. II photo, Procession for James MacNeill new Governor-General of
the Irish Free State, passing through Westmoreland Street, 1 Feb. 1928 (NPA
IND H823).

Central to the Cumann na nGaedheal project was an attempt to keep a delicate balance
between faithfulness to nationalist tradition and accepting the present reality of
participating in the institutions of the British commonwealth. As Jason Knirck argues,
Treatyites ‘saw the virtues of ambiguity, particularly when that ambiguity allowed them
to expand Irish sovereignty, without unnecessarily alienating the British government.’100
Visual culture, with its attendant instability of meaning, thus offered Cumann na
nGaedheal a space to communicate its ambiguous attitude to the British Imperial Crown.
This thus entailed both a certain amount of both visibility and invisibility for the
Governor-General. Following the 1932 election, however, Fianna Fáil sought to
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differentiate itself from its predecessor, and render the Governor-General almost
invisible.
4.7 Invisibility as a political tool
James McNeill’s resignation as Governor-General in November 1932 was the result of a
very public and embarrassing spat, which resulted from de Valera’s express desire to
avoid being seen with McNeill. At a function at the French Embassy in April 1932, Sean
T. O’Kelly and Frank Aiken left the premises before the Governor-General’s arrival. The
Irish Press subsequently reported that ‘the Governor-General arrived: this was a surprise,
and Mr O’Kelly and Mr Aiken then left.’101 McNeill was furious and responded by
writing a strongly worded letter to de Valera which argued that the report in the Irish
Press conveyed:
to the public that two members of the Executive Council did not know that I intended
to be present at the dance and that they left the dance in consequence of my presence …
[it] can only mean that it is part of a considered policy that the Governor-General should
be treated with deliberate discourtesy …102

De Valera responded by merely asking that the Government should be kept informed in
advance of the Governor-General’s social obligations to prevent future ‘serious reactions
which the Government might desire to avert.’103 Unsatisfied, McNeill demanded an
apology, as he felt that ‘the honour and self-respect of Irish public life’ were under
threat.104 De Valera was not forthcoming.
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In May, before the Eucharistic Congress, the Lafayette Photography Company asked
whether it would be possible to set up a temporary photography studio in Dublin Castle
during a state reception. The request was refused by the Irish government, due to
‘limitations of space.’105 While this may well have been the reason the request was
refused, it was also likely that de Valera’s government did not wish to see the world’s
press photographing the Governor-General. A week later, the government then informed
McNeill that his invitation of prominent English Catholics would embarrass the
government and that the Irish Army Band could not be permitted to play in his presence.

Outraged, McNeill then threatened to publish his correspondence with de Valera, unless
de Valera apologised.106 De Valera did no such thing, and so, despite official attempts to
repress publication, the letters went to press on 12 July, thus embarrassing the Irish
government considerably.107 The Manchester Guardian noted that ‘the publication of the
correspondence … has supplied Dublin with what Dublin loves most- a suitable subject
for animated conversation.’108 De Valera requested that George V dismiss McNeill for
his behaviour. A compromise was subsequently engineered, whereby, instead of being
instantly dismissed, McNeill resigned, just three months before his five-year term would
have ended, in November 1932

This affair demonstrates that de Valera’s government, and indeed many republicans,
recognised that the significance of the role of Governor-General lay in its public visibility.
As the Dundee Courier noted, ‘the main thing is that Mr. de Valera wants to “cut out the
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crown” sooner or later, and the spectacle of the Crown’s representative in Ireland has
proved too much for his patience.’109 Indeed, in a compilation of opinions prepared for
de Valera’s Government, one authority noted that ‘the tendency of all dominions seems
to be quite definitely to treat the Governor-General as a merely social figurehead without
any influence on political affairs exercisable of his own right.’110 Consequently, in order
to denigrate and reduce the power and status of the office, it was necessary to reduce the
office’s visibility.

Initially, de Valera proposed to have the duties of the office carried out by a Commission
of the President, Ceann Comhairle and Cathaoirleach of the Seanad. The King rejected
this proposal as he was ‘not satisfied that [it]… would be in accordance with the Treaty
and the Constitution.’111 De Valera also suggested having Hugh Kennedy, the Chief
Justice, acting in the capacity of Governor-General. Kennedy, however, rejected this
option as he would be burdened with a ‘special obligation of official entertainment,’
which would interfere with his judicial duties.112 De Valera’s solution was thus to a)
appoint someone to the role whose personality would sit at odds with the office, and to
b) restrict that person’s public appearances.

Domhnall Ua Buachalla was thus appointed. He had been a prominent Irish language
activist, had fought in the Easter Rising, then in the Civil War (on the anti-Treaty side),
before serving as a Fianna Fáil TD between 1927-32. Nonetheless, Ua Buachalla had not
been a prominent enough public figure to be controversial (or, for that matter, to over-

109

Dundee Courier, 12 July 1932.

110

Opinions given at various times on the Governor-General’s position (UCDA, De Valera

Papers, P150/2220).
111

Memorandum from Buckingham Palace, 17 Nov. 1932 (NAUK, PREM, 1/119).

112

Éamon de Valera from Hugh Kennedy, 1 Nov. 1932 (NAI, TSCH, S8532).

256

shadow de Valera). Buckingham Palace noted, in an official pronouncement, that Ua
Buachalla ‘is esteemed and respected by all classes, and in the opinion of the Government
of the Irish Free State, he is a fit and proper person to carry out the duties of GovernorGeneral with appropriate dignity.’113 Interestingly, earlier in 1932, the King’s Private
Secretary argued that ‘if it ever came to the point of de Valera putting forward the name
of some rebel or murderer to become Governor-General, of which the king refused to
approve, his Majesty’s Ministers here would be equally ready to support the king.’114
Clearly, from the British point of view, respectability was vital for appointments to the
Viceregal office.

Since (as has already been argued), the notion of respectability is heavily predicated upon
visibility, making the Governor-General invisible, to degrade the office, made sense. This
was borne out by Irish Government policy between 1932-6. In a draft policy document
which had been prepared for the Executive Council, it was decided that:

the Governor-General … must, unless specifically authorised to the contrary, refrain from
the performance of any act of an official or quasi-official nature … In cases where he is
authorised to attend public functions …. it has been decided that his Private Secretary will
arrange with the Manager or organising authority that there will be no demonstration.115

Rather than moving into the Viceregal Lodge in Phoenix Park, Ua Buchalla resided in a
suburban house, known as ‘Gortleightragh,’ in Monkstown, Dún Laoghaire. The choice
of the Governor-General’s residence was significant, as the Viceregal Lodge was a
publicly recognisable landmark. Due to its century and a half long history of viceregal
occupants, it was naturally a symbol of British rule in Ireland. As a historically prominent
113
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public building in Dublin, it had a significant degree of geographical and visual
prominence. It was easily recognisable and was the sort of landmark that could easily be
found on souvenir picture postcards (fig. 4.16.) 116

Figure 4.16. Valentine and Sons, Postcard of the Viceregal Lodge, Dublin, [n.d.]
(NLI EPH A366).

The Lodge also had a vista which looked out onto the main avenue of Phoenix Park which
thus made the building visible to the general public. In discussions over the future of the
building, Dennis Coffey, President of UCD, proposed that the Viceregal Lodge could be
used to promote the teaching and promotion of horticultural knowledge. Coffey noted
that the building was an appropriate choice as it was ‘under the eyes of all.’117 While, for
Cumann na nGaedheal ministers, putting an Irish governor-general in the Lodge was
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acceptable, for an avowedly republican Fianna Fáil Government, the placement of any
governor-general in the Lodge was not an option.

Ua Buachalla’s invisibility drew much public comment. Opposition TDs criticised de
Valera’s use of public funds to support an office where the officeholder did nothing and
was virtually invisible. In June 1934, Frank MacDermot remarked ‘where then is the need
of these new sums of money we are asked to provide for the Governor-General? ... The
most important features of his duties is that he is to remain invisible.’118 George Cecil
Bennett similarly remarked, ‘many citizens never saw him. One would imagine that a
person who gets so much for the maintenance of his residence would be a person that
would be seen some time.’119 Opposition politicians drew further links between Ua
Buachalla’s invisibility and de Valera’s own perceived hunger for the political limelight
(a theme developed in the previous chapter). Patrick McGilligan remarked, ‘the spot-light
must never fall on the Governor-General. It is a big price to pay for over-shadowing the
Governor-General when the President is about.’120

Ua Buachalla’s visibility was also widely remarked upon in the press. Covering the
occasion of the opening of a new Dáil in 1933, the Irish Press noted that he ‘drove up
alone to Government Buildings, and on alighting from his car, hurried up the steps to
avoid photographers.’121 In July 1934, Dublin Opinion imagined a visit by de Valera to
Gortleightragh. Over tea and cake, Ua Buachalla recounted that ‘I was half-tempted to go
in the Technical Instruction Exhibition with my overcoat buttoned up, but I didn’t.’122 In
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Northern Ireland, the Belfast Newsletter snidely commented that ‘the new GovernorGeneral of the Irish Free State, whose appointment was announced on Saturday, walked
through the streets of Dublin yesterday. Not a single passer-by recognised him.’123 The
Strabane Chronicle similarly noted that the ‘the Governor-General was marooned in
Monkstown, and the most important feature of his duty was that he was to remain
invisible.’124

After leaving his office, the Irish Independent remarked that Ua Buachalla, during his
tenure, ‘received a salary of £2000 per year … solely on the condition … that his shadow
should not be allowed to cross the path of Mr. de Valera … [he] was not even given the
pleasure of attending a football match or ceilidhe, unless he did it in a disguise which
nobody ever penetrated.’125 In 1938, a year and a half after the abolition of the Governor
Generalship, Dublin Opinion ran a full-colour ‘Holiday Special’ front cover (fig. 4.17),
in which an aggrieved Ua Buachalla emerged from hiding in a bush into what was now
Aras na Uachtaráin.126
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Figure 4.17. Charles E. Kelly, Front Cover, Dublin Opinion,
Aug. 1938.

The following year, interestingly, saw the removal of another visual symbol of the British
imperial crown in Ireland. On taking office as Lord Mayor of Dublin, Kathleen Clarke
(the first woman and member of Fianna Fáil to serve in the office) had Thomas
Lawrence’s portrait of George IV removed from the Round Room of the Mansion House
and placed in storage. It was not re-hung again, until 1995, during a visit by the Prince of
Wales to Dublin.127
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4.8 Conclusion
Visibility was vital to the construction of British imperial and royal authority in Ireland.
Conversely, invisibility was vital to the enterprise of denigrating that same authority.
Republicans, drawing on a long-standing political tradition, developed sophisticated
critiques of the power of royal and imperial spectacle to subjugate, while resisting such
visual spectacles, sometimes, to the point of violence. Meanwhile, the Office of
Governor-General allowed Cumann na nGaedheal a space to visually communicate their
ambiguous attitude to the institutions of the British Crown and Empire in Ireland, through
a complex negotiation of both invisibility and visibility. They made the best of an
unfortunate situation and used the Governor-General to act the part of a ceremonial Head
of State. Having a governor-general allowed the Cumann na nGaedheal government to
project a respectable image of Ireland to the world. For de Valera, seeking to differentiate
his government from both its predecessor and the institutions of British rule, the office of
Governor-General was reduced to invisibility.

Making symbols invisible is an inevitable part of decolonisation, which naturally entails
a process of substituting one set of symbols for another. At the same time, this process of
substitution is seldom a complete one. Pre-existing symbols do, as this chapter has shown,
survive. The fact that the Vice Regal Lodge, once the residence of British Lords
Lieutenant, became the residence of Timothy Healy in 1928, and then the residence of
the President of Ireland, Áras na Uachtaráin, after 1938, is significant. Here, one can see
similarities with the act of dyeing British khaki uniforms and painting Royal Mail postboxes green.

The act of not only moving into but also ‘greening’ British buildings, British uniforms
and even British post-boxes was indeed a potent metaphor for decolonisation and
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revolution. Insights from both postcolonial theory and examples from other post-colonial
and post-revolutionary states reveal the potency of these visual metaphors. These
instances may be regarded as examples of what Homi Bhaba terms colonial ‘mimicry’:
whereby the appropriation of the symbols of the coloniser seems subversive in the hands
of the colonised (as discussed in Chapter 1).

Colonial regimes have often asserted their power by appropriating and exhibiting
artefacts of the subaltern in museums, in state spectacles and colonial government
buildings. With this logic, it follows that when the subaltern appropriates artefacts of the
colonizer, the balance is reversed, and the subaltern gains power from the colonizer. As
Benedict Anderson argues, ‘official nationalism’ (i.e. state-sanctioned nationalism) was
initially ‘intimately linked to the preservation of imperial-dynastic interests. However,
once ‘out there for all to see’ it became available for all aspiring nationalists, including
anti-colonialists. Anderson notes that:
even the most determinedly radical revolutionaries always to some degree, inherit the state
from the fallen regime. Some of these legacies are symbolic, but not the less important for
that. Despite Trotsky’s unease, the capital of the USSR was moved back to the old Czarist
capital of Moscow.128

Indeed, having a governor-general had its uses for the emergent Free State. While the
Free State had gained political autonomy, it still needed to continue building both a nation
and a state. ‘Official nationalism’ was inculcated through obviously ‘Irish’ policies such
as the promotion of the Irish language, sponsoring Aonach Tailteann and subsidising the
Abbey Theatre. However, symbols such as the Governor-General were also available for
use.
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The Governor-General’s presence at official events with distinguished guests were subtle
statements of Irish independence on the international stage. McNeill’s installation
ceremony, though modest, was nonetheless a state occasion which pointed to a Treatyite
nationalist narrative of the history of the Irish state. In the words of Desmond FitzGerald,
critiquing the invisibility of Domhnall Ua Buachalla in 1934, ‘it is necessary, or at least
desirable, in every State that there should be a head of the State … to whom is attached
… a certain amount of pomp, … ceremonial and … a certain amount of symbolism.’129

In the Irish Free State, then, the process of decolonisation was more complicated than
merely making all symbols of British rule invisible. The process of decolonisation can be
conceived of as a process of (re-)asserting national self-respect. F. S. L. Lyons indeed
argued that Parnell ‘gave back to the Irish people their self-respect.’130 Thus it makes
sense to remove those institutions and symbols which may be embarrassing or degrading,
while retaining those symbols and institutions with ‘symbolic respectability’ that can be
harnessed by the state for its own ends. Of course, there might not be a consensus about
which symbols should be removed, and which should be retained (as is evident in
Cumann na nGaedheal and Fianna Fáil’s differing attitudes to the Governor-General).

As a result, the discourse of respectability figures prominently in processes of
decolonisation. As has already been argued, this discourse is a distinctly visual one. From
both British and Irish perspectives, Healy, MacNeill and Ua Buachalla were all regarded
as ‘respectable’ candidates for the role of Governor-General. Ceremonies involving the
Governor-General in top hat and tails were thus also a useful means of advertising the

129

Desmond FitzGerald, DD, 20 June 1934.

130

F. S. L. Lyons, Charles Stewart Parnell (Oxford, 1977), p. 616. Quoted in Joseph Valente,

‘The manliness of Parnell’, Éire-Ireland, 41 (2006), p. 65.

264

new state’s capacity for law, order and self-government to a watching world. This
particular discourse of ‘respectability,’ warrants further detailed interrogation.
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Chapter 5.

Visuality, moral regulation,

respectability and Catholicism

5.1 Introduction
In June 1932 the 31st International Eucharistic Congress took place in Dublin. This event
offered an emphatic projection of Irish nationhood, and capacity for self-governance,
which seemed to counter negative images of Ireland which had stemmed from the traumas
of the previous two decades of Irish history. In 1922 Éamon de Valera and W. T. Cosgrave
found themselves on different sides in the Civil War. In 1932 both figures found
themselves on different sides of the canopy that they carried over the Eucharist through
the streets of Dublin. All the elements of the Irish state discussed in the previous chapters
were all present at the Congress. The papal legate, Cardinal Lorenzo Lauri received an
honour guard of Irish soldiers, in a new ceremonial uniform of blue and gold. Almost
every prominent Free State politician was present during the ceremonies. Cutting an
awkward presence, was the Governor-General, James McNeill, who, due to de Valera’s
intervention, played a very circumscribed role in the ceremonies.

The previous chapters have touched on the importance of visibility for political
respectability and legitimacy. This chapter explores, in more detail, how Catholic moral
regulation and moral respectability in interwar Ireland were heavily predicated on
visuality. There is an abundant scholarship on the Catholic church, moral regulation and
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moral anxiety in the Irish Free State.1 Nonetheless, the intersection of this culture of
Catholic moral regulation and visuality has not yet been the object of any sustained
scholarly study. Many of the histories of the Catholic Church, such as the work of J. H.
Whyte and Patrick Murray have primarily adopted a high political framework, focussing
on the key personalities in the church, its institutions and its relationship with politicians
and state institutions.2 John Turpin has explored Catholic art, sculpture and architecture
between 1922-49, but his research does not examine the relationship between Catholicism
and the visual representation of contemporary Irish people (namely through
photography).3

The 1932 Eucharistic Congress has received a reasonable degree of attention from
historians.4 In particular, the work of Lisa Godson and Orla Fitzpatrick has highlighted
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the significance of the Eucharistic Congress as an event in the history of both visual and
material culture in Ireland.5 Godson makes a perceptive observation about the contrast
between the image projected by events like the 1932 Eucharistic Congress and the
anxieties revealed by moral panics in the period, noting that ‘given the disciplined and
literally upright bodily comportment necessary to participate in a religious procession, it
is interesting to contrast that with the unruly bodies implied by the Church’s focus on
sexual morality during the Free State.’6

This chapter builds on these insights by further examining the connection between the
highly visible Catholic ceremonial culture of the Free State and moral anxieties over the
use of public space. Through discourses of respectability and surveillance, visuality was
central to the Catholic moral ethos that heavily influenced the identity of the Irish Free
State. This chapter starts by examining the rhetoric of Irish Catholicism in the interwar
period and shows how surveillance and respectability were central to that rhetoric. The
chapter then discusses moral anxieties and strategies of moral regulation.

Moral anxieties and strategies of moral regulation were shaped by a particular
understanding of space. Invisible and dark spaces, in both city and countryside, were
deemed immoral, and the source of moral problems. The city and countryside were
constructed as ‘dark’ spaces for different reasons in this period. Before the 1930s (and
indeed well after), much of inner-city Dublin was made up of a dense network of tightly
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packed streets and alleyways. This, as a result, limited sunlight and visibility in this space.
Urban Ireland however, increasingly enjoyed access to electricity in this period, thanks
to the establishment of the Electricity Supply Board and the Shannon Hydroelectric
Scheme. Rural Ireland, in contrast, would have to wait until the late 1940s for access to
electricity.

Conversely, visible and light spaces were, thanks to the way in which they made
surveillance easier, regarded as vital for proper moral regulation. Indeed, the 1932
Eucharistic Congress, a projection of a proudly independent and Catholic Ireland, par
excellence, was regarded as a distinctly visible event. Visual culture was vital to the
Congress, and the regulation of the Congress itself was achieved through visual strategies
of surveillance, which produced disciplined and respectable Irish Catholic bodies.

5.2 The rhetoric of Irish Catholicism: Surveillance and respectability
As has already been noted, in Foucauldian theory, visibility is vital for surveillance,
which, in turn, is vital for discipline. Foucault further argues that modern, bourgeois
society gave rise to increased regulation of human sexuality. This regulation, while it
sought to outlaw deviant sexual practices, was not necessarily concerned with making
sexuality less visible. Indeed, this regulation of sexuality gave ‘rise to infinitesimal
surveillances, permanent controls, extremely meticulous orderings of space.’7 In postFamine Ireland, sexuality was something to be surveilled and thus controlled. As Tom
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Inglis argues, this regulation of sexuality necessitated ‘the supervisory eyes of priests,
nuns, brothers, teachers and parents.’8

The rhetoric of surveillance heavily permeated into the rhetoric of interwar Irish
Catholicism. This may be seen in the prevalence of ‘Vigilance’ organisations in the Irish
Free State, which were formed to monitor and stamp out the threats of communism and
‘immoral’ cultural products. As Maurice Curtis argues, in the new state, ‘the most fruitful
activity for Catholic organisations would be in the area of “vigilance” on behalf of and at
the behest of the Catholic Church.’ In 1920, for instance, the Catholic Truth Society of
Ireland’s ‘Re-Organisation Plan’ listed ‘vigilance’ and ‘propaganda’ as the two most
important priorities for future development.9 The most ardent advocates of Catholic
action frequently emphasised the importance of ‘watchfulness.’ In a stinging critique of
modern cultural life, the Bishop of Clogher remonstrated, ‘If Catholics would but open
their eyes and see that the object aimed at is the destruction of the faith and Christian
civilisation they would not be so tolerant of much that is presented to them.’10

Linked to this emphasis on surveillance was an emphasis upon ‘respectability’ in Irish
Catholic culture. Respectability has a social meaning that goes beyond respectable
behaviours like hard work, thrift and cleanliness. Here, it is useful to adopt Goffman’s
concept of ‘performance’ and Bourdieu’s concept of ‘social capital.’11 When an
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individual adopts respectable behaviours, they do so with the expectation that they will
gain more respect. Because respectability seeks ‘respect,’ it presupposes recognition from
other subjects. Respectability is thus the performance of certain behaviours as a strategy
to gain social capital.

Since respectability is concerned with the attainment of recognition, outward visible
markers are particularly significant in its performance. Respectability implies a social
status. Bourdieu notes that since those who have status within the community are
supposed to express ‘distinction’ and ‘their outstandingness’, their ‘visibility, constitutes
the essential part, if not the essence, of this power.’12 In much of twentieth-century
Ireland, as Erika Hanna argues, respectability ‘was a profoundly visual trait,’ and
photography studios, for instance, helped in its construction.13 Since respectability is a
visual discourse, it is also inextricably linked to surveillance. As Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham argues, those who perform respectability are conscious of external
surveillance.

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the Irish Catholic Church sought to inculcate
the values of respectability. As Tom Inglis argues, this process can primarily be traced to
the impact of the Great Famine, the ‘Devotional Revolution’ in Irish Catholicism and
embourgeoisement of Irish peasantry, which was based ‘on an interest among Irish
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Catholics in becoming as civil and morally respectable as other modern Europeans.’14
This process, as Inglis argues, led to a greater emphasis on the visual appearance of the
individual and the home. It ‘involved changes in dress ... from coarse, woollen garments
to manufactured clothes and shoes … It was, above all, a transformation from open,
passionate bodies to closed moral bodies.’15

Terence Brown similarly notes that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
rural dwellers in Ireland adapted and conformed to notions of respectability by changing
the appearance of their homes. Interestingly, photography played a part in this process,
whereby the parlour of the Irish home became ‘the place where the best pieces of furniture
were displayed, where, as photography became popular, the family portraits were
exhibited.’16 By the 1930s personal appearance, dress, manners and cleanliness had
become clear and visible indicators of social status and respectability. Conrad Arensberg
and Solon T. Kimball noted in their anthropological research into life in County Clare in
the 1930s, that ‘One comes to recognize a farmer very soon. One learns even to judge ...
the number of his acres from his manner and his dress.’17

This emphasis upon the need for a tidy appearance carried clear moral and religious
inflexions. As early as the 1830s, Catholic laypersons attending church were reminded
that they ‘“should be remarkably clean in their dress and person.”’18 A century later, these
beliefs were firmly entrenched in Irish society. Padraic Colum, in his travels around
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Ireland in the 1920s, spoke of the rural poor in County Kerry, who, in order to attend
mass, used to ‘walk barefooted two miles out of three, and put on their boots coming into
town, so that they will be respectable-looking at Mass.’19

Discourses of moral regulation, visibility, surveillance and respectability were, therefore,
all implicated in one another. In the practice of moral regulation in interwar Irish
Catholicism, visibility, respectability and surveillance were all of vital importance. The
corollary of this was that visible, legible, and importantly well-lit spaces, where
surveillance, and thus proper moral regulation were both possible, were valorised in Irish
Catholic discourse. Conversely, invisible, illegible and dark spaces, where it was
impossible to surveil or maintain a respectable appearance were denigrated in Irish
Catholic discourse.
5.3 Dark spaces: Monto
As Mary Daly argues, in early and mid-twentieth century Ireland, rural life was valorised,
whereas urban spaces were regarded as being both immoral and demoralising. Cultural
commentators had long associated urban life with the moral and social evils of
anglicisation. Catholic social teaching privileged the rural landscape, while in urban
areas, ‘the stunted growth and wasted limbs of the industrial workers and their children’
was contrasted ‘with the sturdy offspring of peasants.’20 While this denigration of city
life arose partly out of Catholic ‘Irish-Irelandism,’ it also had parallels in British
conceptions of urban space. In Victorian urban discourse, slums were constructed as dark
and invisible spaces. Judith Walkowitz notes that the typical social reformer saw
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themself, as ‘a brave explorer of the “terra incognita” of the city, shedding light on
“darkness…”’21 Chris Otter notes that, for these social reformers, the urban poor ‘were
presented as stinking, groping, nonvisual beings, indifferent to their own squalor.’22

Lynda Nead argues that the Victorian city should be understood through the Foucauldian
theory of ‘heterotopia.’ Heterotopias are spaces which, through their lack of visibility and
legibility ‘resist social ordering ... and obey their own rules and logics.’23 Streets which,
through their narrowness, remained dark even in the middle of the day, were not
particularly visible spaces and therefore resisted the surveillance which made moral
regulation possible. Foucault himself argues that at the dawn of the modern era, at the
end of the eighteenth century, a fear began to emerge of the heterotopia, a ‘fear of
darkened spaces, of the pall of gloom which prevents the full visibility of things, men and
truths.’24

This theory of the heterotopia can be applied to inner-city Dublin throughout the
nineteenth and much of the twentieth century. As the population of the city increased,
large chunks of the Northside were transformed into what Gary Boyd describes as ‘a vast
and disorderly maze hewn in the fabric of the formerly ordered Georgian urban plan,’
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rendering much of the city’s poor invisible.25 These shifts over the nineteenth century
would continue to impact how Dublin was perceived, well into the twentieth century. As
late as the 1960s, Dublin continued to be regarded as a ‘dark city.’ Charles Abrams, an
expert from the United Nations, visited the city between 1960-1, and in his report, he
portrayed ‘dark, uncontrolled urbanism … [which] stood in direct contradistinction with
the light and order of the idealized twentieth-century city.’26

The interwar period, in particular, prompted focussed discussions about the future urban
planning of the city, as the damage wrought to the city between 1916-22 naturally
stimulated discussions about its future. In 1922, Patrick Abercrombie, Sydney Kelly and
Arthur Kelly published plans for a future, improved Dublin. In their plans, they included
an artistic depiction, by Harry Clarke, of ‘The Last hour of the night (fig. 5.1).27 In this
image, a terrifyingly demonic figure stalked through Dublin’s streets by night. The
figure’s cloak enveloped the cityscape, establishing the figure as the personification of
night and darkness. It is poorly clothed, symbolising poverty, and yet the revealing nature
of its (minimal) clothing sexualises the image. The figure is flanked on one side by ruined
tenement buildings and, on the other, by the burning ruins of the General Post Office, the
Customs House and the Four Courts. The former ruins (which are still inhabited) clearly
hint at the prevalence of poverty in the city, while the latter are symbolic of the political
dislocations of the Irish Revolution. In this image, the figure representing night/darkness
is thus associated with poverty, deviant sexuality and the general breakdown of the sociopolitical order. By contrast, the future Dublin laid out in the plans is intended to be
prosperous, ordered, and well-lit.
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Figure 5.1. Harry Clarke, ‘The Last Hour of the Night’ in
Patrick Abercrombie, Sydney Kelly and Arthur Kelly, Dublin
of the Future: The new town plan (Liverpool, 1922).
Image courtesy of the National Library of Ireland.
A particular space of both moral anxiety, darkness and invisibility was the slum area of
Monto, Dublin’s ‘red-light district’, an area adjacent to Amiens Street station. Between
1923 and 1925, Monto was rapidly ‘cleared’ of its trade in prostitution and brothels by
Frank Duff (founder of the Catholic lay organisation, the Legion of Mary), assisted by
the Dublin Metropolitan Police. Frank Duff’s recollections follow the classic tropes of
the Victorian social reformer, anxiously stepping into a world of invisibility and
illegibility. In 1940, Duff recalled one of his early visits to Monto, noting that to pass into
the area was akin to stepping ‘into a hall-way from the fuller light of day.’28
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In literary descriptions of Monto, darkness, invisibility and illegibility merge seamlessly
with the presence of sexual immorality. Monto appears in James Joyce’s Ulysses as
‘Nighttown.’ Joyce describes ‘an uncobbled tramsiding set with skeleton tracks, red and
green will-o’-the wisps and danger signals ... rare lamps with faint rainbow fans.’29 As
Leopold Bloom enters the scene, ‘snakes of river fog creep slowly. From drains, clefts,
cesspools, middens arise on all sides stagnant fumes.’30 Liam O’Flaherty depicts Monto
similarly in The Informer. As the characters walk through the streets, they hear a ‘“hist”
from… some woman, old and decrepit [who] sought the darkness so that her ravaged
figure might escape the drunken eyes of some passionate fellow.’ 31 Descriptions like this,
as Gary Boyd argues, frequently betray ‘an apparent anxiety concerning invisibility and
the diminishment of the visual sense.’32 In The Informer, left-wing, republican dissidents
find refuge in Monto’s streets. The language of invisibility strongly pervades
O’Flaherty’s description of the ‘Revolutionary Organisation.’ In The Informer, it
described as ‘implacable, reaching out everywhere invisibly, with invisible tentacles, like
a supernatural monster.’33 Members of the organisation are described as ‘men dressed in
long raincoats and soft hats, with masks over their eyes.’34

Like the masked IRA gunman, the Dublin prostitute created anxiety because of their
invisibility. The fact that the prostitute often carried out their business by night, in the
secluded space of Monto meant that they were regarded as an invisible figure, who was
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difficult to surveil, regulate and control. In the Report of an Inter-Departmental
Committee on venereal disease, Dr Robert Percy McDonnell (Medical Inspector of the
Department of Local Government) noted that ‘[it] is hardly to be expected that those
plying their vile trade in “Dublin by lamplight” are so innocent as to commit themselves
under the ‘eye of the law.’35

In addition to their invisibility, the prostitute’s physical appearance also stimulated moral
anxiety. While the younger prostitute might be alluring, the older, ‘ruined’ woman was
depicted as being dirty and shabbily dressed. Frank Duff recalled one woman he
encountered ‘whose appearance was conspicuous ... drunken and deplorable, she looked
as if she had been in a mud-bath fully clothed.’ The woman’s appearance contrasted
heavily with the ‘well-groomed Sunday morning crowds,’ who unlike her, were
performing the respectability expected of pious Irish Catholics.36 In another encounter,
Duff recalled a ‘filthy, drink-sodden, degraded specimen of humanity that somehow one
seems only to encounter in furtive places.’37

There are interesting parallels between Duff’s description of real-life slum dwellers in
Monto and Sean O’Casey’s description of fictional slum-dwellers in The Shadow of the
Gunman. In one scene, a character, Mrs Grigson (who, nonetheless has a much greater
level of respectability than a Dublin prostitute) is described in the stage directions as:
one of the cave-dwellers of Dublin, living as she does in a tenement kitchen, to which
only an occasional sickly beam of sunlight filters through a grating in the yard; the
consequent general dimness of her abode has given her a habit of peering through half-
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closed eyes. She is slovenly dressed in an old skirt and bodice; her face is grimy, not
because her habits are dirty ... but because of the smoky atmosphere of her room.38

In a space where no-one was watching, there was little reason to care about respectability
and the maintenance of appearances needed to maintain it. Conversely, following the
clearance of Monto, the ‘fallen’ women placed in hostels by Duff were ‘trained in
neatness, tidiness and cleanliness.39

At the same time, moralists also expressed seemingly contradictory anxiety about the
visible prostitute and brothel. As Maria Luddy argues, ‘it was most often the visibility of
prostitutes which caused anxiety, an anxiety not only about the use of public space but
the contamination of that space.’40 In giving his evidence to the Committee of Inquiry
into Venereal Disease, Frank Duff argued that Monto was ‘corrupted by the spectacle of
open vice ... The secret brothel is, of course, a source of harm. But it … is probably
unknown even to its next-door neighbours ... Openness means, more temptation, more
opportunity, infinitely more custom.’41

This seeming contradiction can, nonetheless, be explained. Monto’s ‘darkness’ was the
very reason that prostitution could be carried on openly within its boundaries. Monto’s
invisibility allowed for the absence of surveillance, which had long existed due to a
practical desire by the authorities to control and contain prostitution in Dublin. Tadhg
O’Keefe and Patrick Ryan argue that it was likely that the authorities felt the best way to
deal with Dublin prostitution was ‘to isolate a corner of the city, removed from the gaze
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of the bourgeoisie, and to quietly allow prostitution in that space.’42 Indeed, Frank Duff
noted that because ‘secret’ brothels were less likely to be in a tolerated area, such as
Monto, it would become all the more conspicuous, as ‘such houses would no longer get
any quarter from the police, who would watch for them and hunt them down ruthlessly.’43

Where containment and toleration had previously meant turning a blind eye; after
independence in 1922, the new mood of hostility to Monto now necessitated surveillance.
Strategies for controlling and managing prostitution in Britain and Ireland had long drawn
upon techniques of surveillance. As Maria Luddy notes, asylums built for ex-prostitutes
in the nineteenth century had long utilised surveillance strategies to reform and control
their charges.44 During the clearance of Monto, Duff set up refuges where the ‘fallen
women’ of Monto would be subject to discipline and surveillance.45 Moral reformers also
supported the surveillance and monitoring of those who had used and profited from
Monto’s brothels. The possibility of using surveillance to tackle prostitution seemed to
be a popular view in the Garda. Éamon Ó Cugáin, Deputy Commissioner of the Garda,
made a recommendation to the Committee of Inquiry into Venereal Disease, that
‘photographs should be taken of all persons, whether keepers of bawdy houses, male
persons trading on prostitution convicted and sentenced to imprisonment.’46
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Changes to the area’s landscape further undermined Monto’s status as Dublin’s red-light
district. Gary Boyd notes that by the 1930s ‘its maze-like warren of alleys and routes [had
been] replaced with orthogonal and highly visible blocks of flats placed within open space
and each with a single entrance.’47 This change in the Dublin city landscape reflects a
broader, though not entirely successful, attempt to reconceptualise and reform the Irish
landscape in the interwar period, which embraced both town and countryside.

5.4 Dark spaces: Drinking and dancing in rural Ireland
Although rural life was valorised in interwar Irish political discourse, it nonetheless
continued to generate anxiety. Indeed, this valorisation may have existed, precisely
because it generated so much moral anxiety. While a red-light district was, in effect,
tolerated in anglicised Dublin for almost a century, moral degradation in the ‘morallypure’ heartland of the ‘true’ Ireland was a different matter. The way in which moral panic
affected both rural and urban Ireland may also be due to distrust between the two.
Arensberg and Kimball noted that, while ‘the countryside points to prostitution and
immorality in the towns ... The town ... accuses the countryside of primitive lack of
sensitivity of feeling or restraint of impulse.’48

As Emmett Larkin argues, the ‘civilising mission’ of the Catholic Church in nineteenthcentury Ireland was targeted particularly at rural practices like wakes, country fairs and
holy wells. In the nineteenth century sacraments in the towns were more commonly given
in churches. In the countryside, such sacraments tended to be given in ‘stations’ in private
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houses.49 As a result, in rural areas, clerical discipline was harder to achieve. Reginald
Hall argues that the ‘devotional revolution’ amounted to ‘an attack by the church on ...
violence, drunkenness, and sexual immorality which were associated with dancing at
patterns and fairs.’50 In the 1930s, Arensberg and Kimball noted, that while the ‘country
people’ did display a ‘strict moral code,’ they also displayed a certain ‘earthiness’ and
‘ribaldry’ at the same time.51

Rural Ireland had long posed particular problems for the government of Ireland. Due to
the problem of agrarian disorder, rural Ireland created its particular challenges for the
British state in Ireland. As Gail Baylis notes, ‘The problem for policing rural land
agitation for imperial and metropolitan centres was one of invisibility … apparently
unexplained and unprecedented acts of violence ... [were] believed to be orchestrated by
secret societies, infiltrated by political groups.’52 As has already been noted in Chapter 1,
the emergent Free State, in classic postcolonial fashion, inherited these anxieties about
rural Ireland and its invisibility. As Gavin Foster notes, anti-rural prejudices surfaced
strongly on the pro-Treaty side which often viewed ‘republican fighters as ignorant brutes
from remote rural areas.’53 Even after the conflict had died down, Treatyite politicians
viewed country-dwellers with a mixture of pity and revulsion. Although sympathetic to
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their plight, Kevin O’Higgins described the rural dwellers of the west coast as
‘maintaining in toil and uncertainty a standard of life that is a disgrace to any modern
civilised community.’54

While urban areas did have problems with dancing and drinking, these problems were
perceived to be particularly prevalent in rural areas. The illicit distillation of poitín
presented distinct issues for rural areas. A report on the return of prosecutions by the
Garda for breaches of the Illicit Distillation Acts revealed that over six months in 1923,
there were 107 prosecutions in the three Ulster counties of the Free State, 97 in Connacht,
68 in Munster and just 7 in Leinster. Of all 279 prosecutions, 194 were in the
(predominately rural) counties on the Atlantic seaboard (Clare, Donegal, Galway,
Limerick, Mayo and Sligo).55 These figures, of course, cannot be taken as an accurate
indicator of illicit distillation in these counties and these areas may well have been more
heavily targeted due to pre-existing prejudices that they were most problematic. As Gavin
Foster notes, the perception of the rural west of Ireland as a hotbed of ‘irrational
republicanism,’ was strongly linked to a perceived problem with poitín distillation and
consumption.56

Such locations had long been regarded as invisible, illegible places which were ideal for
poitín distillation. Hugh Dorian’s memoir of life in rural Donegal in the nineteenth
century notes that the illicit distillation of poitín necessitated darkness and invisibility, as
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‘the most hazardous places along the seashore were selected [as spots for distillation]
places such that in darkness one false step was sure to hurl you over a precipice and leave
you mangled below ... at night there was no fear of the police venturing here.’57 This
perception of these locations as remote and invisible continued into the Free State era.
The Garda Chief Superintendent of County Mayo complained that despite a robust Garda
campaign against illicit distillation, ‘the traffickers now carry on the distilling in the wild,
isolated and unalloted moors … in order to escape detection.’58

The language of darkness pervaded descriptions of such ‘wild’ spaces. In a report on
Garda raids on poitín stills in Connemara, the Offaly Independent reported that ‘the poteen
makers managed to make their escape in the darkness, knowledge of the countryside
making this a comparatively easy task.’59 The Connacht Tribune, describing stills in
Lough Corrib, noted that ‘the first dark streaks of night must be darkening the lake before
the boats of the illicit distillers put out from the shore. Like sinister wraiths, these boats
pull out to the islands and all night the work of distilling continues.’60

Poitín drinkers seemed to flout the norms of respectability. D. O’Meara, a Garda
Superintendent in Castlebar, noted that, owing to the influence of poitín, the inhabitants
of a nearby community were ‘prepared to undertake things which they would not dream
of in their sober senses’ and were, as a result, ‘semi-barbarous.’61 By contrast, temperance
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advocates were pillars of respectability. Eoin O’Duffy argued that the Garda were giving
‘their earnest attention’ to stamping out alcohol abuse, and they were ‘giving good
example of themselves, [as] the overwhelming majority of the Guard were pioneers.’62
As Diarmaid Ferriter notes, ‘the Pioneers’ involvement with the Gardai was a perfect
illustration of their tendency to … [convince] those with high profile civic responsibilities
to make abstention from drink respectable and attractive.’63

Visual surveillance offered one solution to the problem of drunkenness. One of the
recommendations of the Intoxicating Liquor Commission was that ‘where a person is
convicted of drunkenness three times in one year … his name and photograph should …
be circulated officially to the publicans in the County, where he resides.’64 Being seen
drunk or drinking carried a serious social stigma. Kevin O’Higgins noted that the Irish
Temperance Associations were opposed to the sale of drink in businesses which sold
other goods, as ‘they maintain that serious evil is caused by persons drinking
surreptitiously in such places, who would be ashamed to be seen entering a public
house.’65 Padraic Colum noted that ‘if a man drinks at all, he will be likely to conceal his
fault.’66 At the same time, not all agreed about the desirability of making drinking a more
visible activity. Senator Eileen Costello argued that ‘where men are to be seen constantly
drinking, under those conditions, you are not likely to have a very rigid public opinion
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formed.’67 This ambivalent attitude to the visibility of drinking has parallels with attitudes
to prostitution. Both required surveillance, but equally, visibility could risk enticement.

Dance halls stimulated similar anxieties over invisibility. As Barbara O’Connor notes,
among Irish dancehalls, it was those in rural areas which ‘were singled out for the
strongest criticism.’68 Quoting the 1929 Lenten pastoral of the Bishop of Anchory, Fr.
Richard Devane noted ‘there is one agency … that does incalculably more harm than all
the others we have mentioned … We have in mind the rural dance hall.’69 For Devane,
the rural dance hall was particularly problematic because ‘the more isolated the district,
the greater the danger. In the larger towns, which are well-lighted, and where the dancers
move ... along the lighted streets, there is not so much harm done.’70

The perception of the rural dance hall as a darkened space was widespread. As John Porter
notes, moral qualms about dance halls often intersected with practical concerns about
health and safety.71 In this respect, poorly lit dance halls created numerous issues. As has
already been noted, access to electric light was much more limited in rural areas. In rural
dance halls, the lack of adequate lighting stimulated moral anxiety. If dancers were not
adequately visible, then it followed that they could not be adequately supervised, and,
thus, could not be morally disciplined. In Ennis in 1931, at a hearing of the District Court,
the Limerick Leader reported that a Father Crow and Father Meade had concluded that a
particular dance hall ‘was not a proper place to be licensed for dancing in the winter
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nights. The place was not lighted … and there would be need for a good deal of
supervision ... [they] did not think that it would be possible ... to exercise the supervision
that was required there.’72

Similarly, in one Garda report from 1938, Superintendent C. B. Heron reported to his
superior in Thurles of one dance where ‘the men got a splendid opportunity in the dark
passages of the hall to take advantage of … [an] unfortunate girl.’ Heron went on to argue
that, while ‘it is easy to be particular in a city or large town and to insist that only very
suitable halls, well-situated for supervision, with proper sanitary accommodation, parking
arrangements, lighting, etc. be licensed,’ similar standards could not be upheld in rural
areas.73

The parking areas and surrounding lanes could be even darker than the hall itself, which
posed problems. One Rev. J. Burke, in discussing applications for dance halls in County
Cork, argued that, in addition to ‘comprehensive supervision by a married person in
charge of each hall,’ all dance halls should have ‘the adequate lighting of car parks.’74
Further anxiety stemmed from the perceived possibility that darkened agricultural
buildings, encountered on the way home from a late-night dance, might provide an
‘occasion for sin.’ One anonymous correspondent from County Roscommon wrote to the
Minister for Justice, complaining that predatory male dancers had ‘there [sic.] (prey
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caught) in a hay shed, an out-house … Every dark and lonely place they can get. What
sin and shame can you expect- such nuisance.’75

Both Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil branches organised dances. As Chapters 1 and 3 note,
armed republicans’ use of disguises and invisibility made them objects of opprobrium.
While the Blueshirts clashed with church pulpits over their holding of dances76, they
could, at least, point out how their opponents were far less respectable than the attendees
of their dances. United Ireland ridiculed Tomas Derrig’s complaints about young people
dancing, arguing that ‘going to the secret drilling place or engaging on murderous
midnight raids ... hold far more serious dangers for Irish youth.’77

Criticism of rural dance halls was, nonetheless, nuanced. Superintendent Heron suggested
that dances, where, at least, some supervision was possible, were preferable to rural
couples being forced into even less visible spaces. Indeed, as Heron noted, ‘company
keeping’ on darkened lanes was at least preferable to ‘company keeping’ in darkened
fields, as ‘I have known parish priests to concentrate on keeping country couples off the
dark roads and to succeed only in driving them into fields where they had not even the
distraction of walking.’78 A district judge in Donegal similarly noted that ‘the only
alternative to the country dance halls are the dark, wind-swept roads.’79 While ‘foreign’
dances attracted concern, this did not seem to apply to appropriately ‘Irish’ dances. Flann
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O’Brien noted ironically that ‘Irish dancing is emotionally cold, unromantic and always
well-lighted.’80

Well-lit and well-facilitated dance halls posed few moral issues. Barbara O’Connor cites
the case of a dance-hall proprietor who obtained the support of a local priest, as his dances
were always well-conducted. Recalling his hall, in later life, he noted that while he did
lower the lights for the Romantic interlude portion of the evening’s programme, the lights
were “never too dim.”81 The journal, Honesty, noted that ‘if the ballroom is as bright and
attractive as possible ... there is little fear that the patrons are going to resort to drink or
promiscuous sitting-out.’82 Dance halls, in advertising themselves, often emphasised the
quality and modernity of their facilities, in particular, the level of lighting. An
advertisement for a dance hall in Rush, County Dublin, declared that it was ‘lighted by
electricity throughout.’83

Not all dance halls were, therefore, objects of opprobrium. Darkened, rural halls received
more condemnation than well-lit, modern halls. This suggests that the moral panic around
the dance halls stemmed primarily from issues around the difficulty of surveilling and
regulating the hall space. Central to the moral perception of any dance hall was its level
of darkness and light. If then, both the inner-city streets of Dublin and darkened lanes of
rural Ireland were targets of Catholic moral panic, which spaces in interwar Ireland were
valorised?
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5.5 Light spaces: Suburban modernity
One alternative to the gloomy alleyways of inner-city Dublin and the darkened lanes of
rural Ireland was suburban Ireland. Many of the Free State’s politicians lived in Dublin’s
suburbs. W. T. Cosgrave lived in Templeogue, both Kevin O’Higgins and Éamon de
Valera in Blackrock, and Ernest Blythe in Rathmines. Projections for the future of Irish
society in the interwar period denigrated the nature of inner-city life, while envisaging a
brighter future in the suburbs. As Erika Hanna suggests, these plans would ‘articulate the
power, prestige and identity of the new state.’84 These plans were significant in terms of
their visuality. As James Donald argues, ‘the city is better understood as a historically
specific mode of seeing, a structure of visibility.’85 In seeking to reassess the layout and
basis of the Irish city, these plans sought to change the Irish city’s visuality.

In the town-planning report Dublin of the Future, published in 1922, Patrick
Abercrombie, Sydney Kelly and Arthur Kelly argued that future developments in Dublin
should take place in suburban areas such as Crumlin, Cabra and Drumcondra.86 A few
years later, the Dublin Civic Survey Committee noted that ‘housing in suburban areas has
been favoured by all housing reformers in modern times ... [Dublin] readily lends itself
to a limitless development for suburban housing for all classes.’87 While inner-city life
was associated with demoralisation and degradation, the suburbs seemed to offer health
and decency. The Dublin Civic Survey Report contrasted ‘the inevitable surroundings of
the dwelling [in inner-city areas]; the public-house and the street-corner’ with ‘those
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obtained in suburban areas, where the father has a little plot for gardening, the mother a
space for drying clothes, and the children in the garden are immune from traffic
dangers.’88 In the suburbs, each family member could perform their allotted roles in
alignment with Catholic ideals. Conversely, inner-city life was perceived to lead to
alcoholism, prostitution and neglect of children.

A common refrain in interwar Irish Catholic thought was that the deprived living
conditions lead to moral decline. The report of the Carrigan Commission noted that ‘in
this country, the children of poorer classes are less protected [from sexual immorality]
than in Great Britain.’89 In the slums and derelict tenements of Dublin, it would be much
harder to surveil one’s children, one’s neighbours, and indeed oneself, than in a secure,
well-bounded suburban home. Equally, without clear boundaries between public and
private spaces, ‘immoral’ private acts would perhaps be more visible to children. This
was, by no means, a new concern. Victorian social reformers, such as James Silk
Buckingham argued that ‘“from the entire absence of all wynds, courts and blind alleys
... there would be no secret and obscure haunts for the retirement of the filthy and the
immoral from the public eye.”’90

Suburban life would also avoid some of the deprivations of rural Ireland. The Dublin
Civic Survey Report noted that the rapid influx of country-dwellers into the city could not
be expected to support the upholding of ‘advanced civic ideals, for its notions are
naturally primitive … with the lure of city life, it becomes undisciplined.’91 Since the
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transition to life in the suburbs would be more comfortable than the transition to innercity living, it would be easier for rural dwellers to develop those vital ‘advanced civic
ideals.’ However, life in the suburbs would also benefit from the culture and public
services necessary to retain a certain standard of civilised living. In a 1941 town planning
report, Patrick Abercrombie, Sydney Kelly and Manning Robertson suggested that future
suburban developments would have ‘their own churches, schools, factories and
amusements’ while depending on the nearby city centre for ‘major centralised activities
such as universities, museums and so on.’92

Suburbs are a relatively recent development in human history and are a product of a
culture of modernity which prizes legibility. As James C. Scott argues, ‘the carriers of
high modernism tended to see rational order in remarkably visual terms. For them, an
efficient, rationally organised city, village or farm ... looked regimented and orderly.’93
Unlike either the inner-city or countryside, the suburbs offered a visible, legible space.
Instead of darkened alleyways, with tenement buildings concealing the habitation for an
unknown number of families; the suburbs offered wide roads, well-delineated family
residences, and access for the institutions of social control, such as churches, Garda
stations and schools.

Ireland’s suburban streets would be wider than those in the inner-city, and, unlike rural
Ireland, they would be connected to a supply of electric light. In the Free State, electricity
and electric lighting were both regarded with excitement. As Gareth Doherty argues, ‘the
Irish Free State used this metaphor of the triumph of light over darkness in the epochal,
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founding narratives of their fledgling nation. Nowhere was this narrative employed more
powerfully than through the introduction of electricity, which both emerged from and
sought to overcome the economic and social destruction of the Civil War.’94

While nineteenth-century Ireland had enjoyed gas-powered street lighting, this was less
effective than electric illumination. As Lynda Nead notes, ‘gas does not destroy the night;
it illuminates it ... Gas lights darkness; whereas electricity annihilates it.’95 Although
electric lighting was introduced to Ireland in the 1880s, public electric lighting only
became widespread in the interwar period. Cheap metallic filament bulbs only became
available in 1909, making the widespread use of electric lighting easier. An end to a
decade of conflict in 1923 made the development of further electricity infrastructure
easier. The 1920s saw the creation of the Electricity Supply Board, which offered a single,
national supply of electricity, operating through an alternating current.

It is worth noting, nonetheless, that when electricity did come to rural Ireland, the ‘switchons’ in each local area were often presided over by politicians and members of the clergy,
which as Michael Rubenstein notes, conveyed the impression of an alliance ‘between
enlightenment and religion’ and an alliance ‘between clergy and state.’96 During the
1920s, as McKayla Sutton has noted, the Catholic Church was a strong supporter of
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electrification ‘because of its benevolent potential to benefit others.’97 At the opening
ceremony of the Ardnacrusha Power Plant, Michael Fogarty, the Bishop of Killaloe
occupied a central role. Sutton notes that, in his blessing of the Shannon Works, Fogarty
‘appropriated language about light in a way that not only invoked religious imagery but
also alluded to the purpose of the dam as the provider of light, through electricity for the
Irish nation.’98 Electricity’s association with moral respectability was achieved not only
through links to the Catholic Church but also as Sutton notes, through the way in which
it made women’s domestic labour easier.99 This connection between electricity, light and
moral respectability is clearly articulated in Seán Keating’s painting ‘Night’s Candles are
burnt out.’ Here the electricity produced by the Shannon Scheme signifies an optimistic,
respectable future for Ireland (fig. 5.2).100
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Figure 5.2. Seán Keating, Night’s Candles Are Burnt Out, 1928-9,
Gallery Oldham.

The painting’s title implies that it depicts a moment of daybreak. In the image, a young
family point to the Ardnacrusha dam, looking forward to a ‘brighter’ future for Ireland.
Here, idealised family relations are juxtaposed with electric power. In the shadows,
however, is the figure of the IRA gunman whose outward appearance is thoroughly
disreputable. Other figures appear in the painting who are emblematic of both
constructions of respectability and disreputableness. A drinker in the bottom left of the
painting appears hidden from the other figures, and he turns his face away, partly
obscured by shadows. A businessman, who is easily marked out by his respectable style
of dress is well lit and stands in contrast to the shadowy gunman. It is worth noting that
the gunman in this painting, in both his dress (of trench coat and slouch hat) and his
stooped posture is very similar to Cumann na nGaedheal’s 1932 ‘Shadow of the Gunman’
poster (see fig. 3.1).
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The forces of moral regulation are also apparent in this painting, through the person of
the priest, who sits in the bottom right corner. That said, the priest does not occupy a focal
role, unlike the businessman or the young family looking to the future. As Sorcha O’Brien
notes ‘the priest is now marginalised, sitting reading by candlelight at the bottom right of
the painting, seemingly oblivious to all that is going on around him. Keating’s use of
lighting as metaphor emphasise this irrelevance, with the priest’s candle ... superseded by
electric light from the Shannon Scheme, a metaphorical version of Romeo’s new
dawn.’101 In this painting, the equation of electricity, modernity and light with both
political legitimacy and moral respectability is therefore very clear.

Throughout the modern era, street lighting has functioned as an agency of social control.
Wolfgang Schivelbusch, for instance, notes that ‘in the late seventeenth century, lanterns
were fixed on the streets ... at the initiative of the new absolutist state ... it extended its
order and control to the street.’102 By the nineteenth century, public street lighting had
become increasingly industrialised with the introduction of gas and, then later, electricity
as a source of illumination. Chris Otter argues that ‘generalised illumination exposed
actions to public vision ... extending oligoptic visual and moral norms ... into the hours
of darkness.’103

In Ireland, street lighting was also viewed through a moralistic lens. Paul McGinley notes
that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in Ireland, ‘street lights were cast
as a beacon of urban improvement and they represented an important tool for surveillance
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and a deterrent to crime.’104 With the favourable conditions of the interwar period, the
need for electric street-lighting took on a new significance. The Limerick Leader in 1929,
for instance, declared that:
Civilisation, in its growth, has made constant demands for street lighting… Electric
lamps have now taken the field for public lighting ... The police authorities in every
country have endorsed this fact and have in numerous stances to thank the light for
preventing a considerable amount of crime … Light is the best policeman!105

In the eyes of Catholic moralists, darkened city slums and gloomy rural lanes were
associated with the immorality of prostitution, alcoholism, and sexual crime. In contrast,
the well-lit streets of modern suburban Ireland seemed to offer a morally-regulated space
where immorality would be simultaneously visible to the forces of social order and
invisible to the eyes of the innocent. Light was regarded as Christian, morally uplifting
and Irish. It is, therefore, interesting that, when Dublin (briefly) became, a ‘city of lights,’
during the 1932 Eucharistic Congress, Irish Catholicism had reached a level of
unprecedented strength and influence.
5.6 Light Spaces: Dublin and the 1932 Eucharistic Congress
The 1932 Eucharistic Congress was a vast, vivid live spectacle seen by millions, both ‘in
the flesh’ and, thanks to the world’s media, in photographs and film reels. It projected a
visual image of Irish respectability and piety abroad. This image was facilitated by the
visual surveillance and regulation of the devout Irish citizens who attended. The spectacle
of the Congress was made possible by the ubiquity and intensity of light in the streets of
Dublin. Later that year, in November, the Parliament of Northern Ireland would be
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formally opened at its new premises at Stormont. The Congress offered the Free State an
opportunity to put on a very self-consciously Irish and Catholic spectacle to rival the
ceremonies in the North. The Congress was also particularly significant for de Valera, as
it allowed him an opportunity to advertise his credentials as a respectable, devout
Catholic, after years of being regarded as a dangerous radical by the conservative
establishment of the Free State. The Congress thus represented a potent embodiment of
the values of the Free State: Irish-Ireland identity, Catholicism, respectability and a deep
sense of moral order. Central to the projection of all of these values was a sense of light
and visibility.

The Congress organisers (headed by Archbishop Edward Byrne of Dublin and Primate of
Ireland) made numerous provisions for photographers and filmmakers. Indeed, even
before planning was well under-way, Monsignor Louis Heylen, Bishop of Namur visited
Dublin to inspect the venue. After visiting the main venue, Phoenix park, he had the
opportunity of seeing both the film and pictorial record of the Centenary of Catholic
Emancipation celebrations in 1929. He ‘was much impressed with it, saying that in no
other part of the world had he seen a gathering, on so magnificent a scale, so truly devout
and well ordered.’106

The organisers of the Congress promised journalists that they would have special
positions ‘from which photographers will be able to take good general pictures’ of the
proceedings.107 During the Congress itself, senior figures were very conscious of the
presence of the world’s press and its cameras. The Ulster Herald noted that the Cardinal
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Legate ‘consciously stopped to permit the press photographers to take some
photographs.’108 Photographers in attendance were very conspicuous. The Father
Matthew Record reported that ‘during the solemn moments of the great open-air
ceremonies there pervaded ... the occasional click of the photographers’ cameras.’109 The
world’s media widely remarked upon the quality and quantity of photographs taken. The
Irish Press was particularly pleased with the photographs it captured of the final day’s
mass in Phoenix Park. The caption to one such photograph, ‘as far as the eye can see’
highlighted the sheer visual spectacle of the Congress (fig. 5.3).110 The World’s Press
News remarked that the 27 June issue of the Daily Sketch’s aerial picture of the Congress
was ‘certainly the outstanding piece of illustrated journalism of the week.’111

Figure 5.3. Unknown photographer, ‘As far as the eye can see,’ IP, 27
June 1932.
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Over the week, the Congress produced an abundance of souvenir photographs, albums
and postcards. The most significant of these souvenir publications was the official 31st
International Eucharistic Congress Pictorial Record, which consisted of over one
hundred pages of photographic coverage from the world’s press. In the eyes of its authors,
the Pictorial Record offered proof of the respectability, piety and success of the Congress.
In the caption to one of the images, the Record noted that ‘this picture taken from the air,
gives a good idea of the almost perfect order maintained by those taking part.’112 Foreign
souvenir photographic publications were also created, for instance, one (fig. 5.4) by the
Flemish Union of the Sacred Heart. 113

Figure 5.4. Mannekens, ‘Wexford: Altaartje op straat,’ in Met de Bonden van het
H. Hart naar Dublijn (1932) (DDA, AB7 ECF, Box 8).
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As well as the formal publications of the Congress, a large number of private photographs
which were taken during the event. These photographs can be found in the Dublin
Diocesan Archives. Some of these photos (see fig. 5.5) were framed and mounted in a
photograph album.114

Figure 5.5. Unknown photographer, ‘Civic welcome for the papal legate’ in
untitled photograph album (1932) (DDA, AB7 ECF, Box 13).

Those who attended the Congress consistently praised its sheer visual spectacle. The
Archbishop of Wellington, Francis Redwood, described the event as ‘the sight of his
life.’115 An observer from the Irish Catholic journal, Assisi, recalled that ‘the scene that
met my eyes as I looked out over the Phoenix Park from my position near the High Altar
was one of overwhelming grandeur.’116 While most newspapers praised the visual
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spectacle of the Congress, English Protestant newspapers, like the English Churchman
slammed it for its as ‘idolatory.’117

During the Congress itself, Dublin was lit up by searchlights which projected the Latin
words ‘Adoremus,’ ‘Glorificamus,’ and ‘Laudamus’ onto the sky. Observers consistently
emphasised the prevalence of light during the Congress. Before it took place, The Tourist
magazine predicted that ‘the city will be illuminated from dusk until dawn. Dublin will
be ablaze with devices from the new Shannon electricity power station, and tens of
thousands of candles will change the small streets into palaces of light.’118 The Columban
declared that ‘Dublin (that is, Ireland) was a light shining in the darkness and much of the
darkness did not and does not comprehend.’119 The Derry Journal suggested that Dublin
was in a state of ‘darkless night’ as ‘it was impossible that darkness could settle upon the
glittering lights.’120

Due to the Congress’s sheer spectacle, its organisers were deeply conscious of the fact
that the world would be watching Ireland closely. A press release from the Congress
Publicity Department noted that ‘Men and women who never saw Ireland will come
gladly over the seas to salute the little nation whose heroic history and spiritual qualities
have made her an object of curiosity and admiration.’121 As noted in the introduction,
before the Congress, the Irish Catholic reminded its readers, ‘we shall become for a brief
period, the cynosure of neighbouring eyes. These eyes will be, for the most part, friendly;
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we enjoy at present a considerable amount of goodwill among the nations. But some will
be critical, and all will be curious.’122 Non-Irish publications made similar observations
about this ‘international gaze’ both during and after the Congress. Just before the
Congress, the Sunday Digest remarked that ‘The eyes of the Roman Catholic world are
centred on Dublin.’123

This language of a ‘watching world’ strongly recalls the reminder that An t-Óglách issued
to its readers nearly a decade earlier. As was argued in Chapter 1, this consciousness that
‘the world was watching’ supplied much of the impetus to create a visibly respectable
Irish army. During the Eucharistic Congress, similar exhortations to respectability were
concerned with a watching international audience. As Séan Donnelly has argued,
‘scholars have yet to appreciate fully the profound influence that such an awareness of
being watched exerted over the Irish nationalist leadership.’124

The guidelines and regulations issued to the temporary hostels and camps across Dublin
constantly emphasised the need for respectable behaviour during the Congress. In camps,
visitors were ‘expected to rise at such time as will permit of their hearing Mass … Strict
punctuality is essential… Visitors are expected to return to hostels and camps not later
than 11.30 pm.’ Facilities for maintaining a clean and tidy personal appearance would be
well-provisioned. Guests were provided with mirrors, basins, towels, soap, clothes
brushes, boot brushes and polish.125 The need for clean and tidy surroundings was also
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highlighted. The Handbook of the Eucharistic Congress emphasised the regulation that
rubbish should not be ‘strewn about the Park. Rubbish of this kind should be taken away
in the pocket for disposal.’126 The need for ‘respectable’ living conditions was further
emphasised by the Accommodation Sub-Committee (ultimately answerable to the
Archbishop of Dublin, Edward Byrne) which made clear that ‘absolute cleanliness will
be insisted upon.’127

Those running, supervising and, therefore, surveilling the Congress were constantly asked
to ensure respectable and reverent behaviour during Congress week. As Lisa Godson
argues, ensuring disciplined behaviour in the tradition of parading within the Catholic
ceremonial culture of the Irish Free State ‘might be seen as a physical articulation and
exemplar role of the institutional church in encouraging particular ways of behaving.’128
Members of the clergy attending the event were asked ‘to impress upon all the need for
reverence at the Congress Ceremonies.’129 Congress stewards were asked to see ‘that
there is courtesy and consideration shown all round, and that there is no smoking,
shouting or any conduct that would be out of place in a church.’130 In instructions to
Congress stewards, Eoin O’Duffy noted that ‘it is only by a cheerful and ready obedience
to instructions ... that a degree of order can be maintained, which will reflect credit on our
people.’131
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This discourse around the Congress influencing perceptions of the Irish people was
reflected in instructions to attendees. The Handbook declared that ‘The history of the
Dublin Congress yet remains to be written, and it is for us to see that we make it possible
for the historian to record a Congress not less devout and prayerful; not less dignified and
sincere; not less worthy than any of the Congresses which have already taken place.’132
In instructions to those staying in camps, visitors were told ‘by outward behaviour, by a
cheerful willingness in carrying out instructions ... visitors will assist in the work of the
organising committee and this will give a testimony of loyalty to their Eucharistic
King.’133

From the immensely positive press coverage of the Congress, it seems that these
instructions and regulations succeeded in producing and projecting an image of an
ordered Irish nation to the world. The Pictorial Record offered itself as evidence of the
Irish people’s piety, respectability, and above all, capacity for self-government. Its front
cover was presented in the style of early-Christian era illuminations, and all of the picture
captions were in both English and Irish, indicating a strong statement of Irish nationhood.
The images in the Pictorial Record made this evidence of Irish respectability appear all
the more convincing. One image (fig. 5.6) in the Pictorial Record, was captioned that it
gave ‘a good idea of the almost perfect order maintained by those taking part in the
Procession.’134 An extract from the Liverpool Post, in the Pictorial Record, praised the
levels of organisation and decorum during the Congress, noting that ‘this revolution of
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stately order out of what had seemed an almost chaotic mass of people was a fascinating
process to watch.’135

Figure 5.6. Army Air Corps Photography, ‘This picture taken from the air,
gives a good idea of the almost perfect order maintained by those taking part
in the procession’ in Thirty-first Eucharistic Congress Dublin, 1932: Pictorial
Record (Dublin, 1932) p.77 (DDA, AB7 ECF, Box 13).

Some argued that the Congress was so successful, that it offered a visible refutation of
negative slurs made in the past and the present against the Irish people. Assisi declared
that the Congress offered the ‘the finest of all refutations’ to these slurs, as:
‘there is a sense of order in this people that is not a veneer such as worldly convention imparts ... In my
travels through Ireland, I have everywhere remarked the poise and self-possession, the total absence of
artificial and vulgar posing that distinguish even the ordinary folk. This is a sound people both in mind
and body. 136
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In Northern Ireland, Catholics travelling to and celebrating the Congress were subject to
sectarian violence from their Protestant neighbours. For the Catholic Mirror, these scenes
suggested that while the Free State had demonstrated its respectability and capability for
self-governance, they had proved that Northern Ireland constituted ‘the only part of
Ireland incapable of self-restraint and self-government.’137

5.7 Conclusion
Discourses of surveillance and respectability were central to discourses of moral
regulation in the Irish Free State. Both were heavily predicated upon visibility. The act of
being watched was perceived to produce respectable behaviours, while remaining
invisible was seen as an act of flouting established moral norms. The language of Catholic
moral regulation emphasised the importance of ‘watchfulness,’ as we see in the
establishment of numerous vigilance organisations in this period.

What connects Dublin’s Monto, the poitín stills and dance halls of rural Ireland, the
Shannon hydroelectric scheme and the 1932 Eucharistic Congress? Firstly, all of these
spaces stimulated a great deal of interest from the Catholic Church. In the case of Monto,
poitín stills, and dance halls, the Church’s interest was one of anxiety and moral
condemnation. In the case of the Eucharistic Congress, the interest was one of piety,
excitement and elevation. The Catholic Church also strongly supported the Shannon
Scheme, helped to promote it to the Irish people, and occupied a central role in its opening
ceremony. Secondly, the lightness and darkness of these spaces were strongly linked to
their perceived levels of morality and immorality, respectively.
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Dark spaces, such as Monto, rural dance halls and secluded poitín stills were regarded as
dens of iniquity. Conversely, well-lit suburbs and electrification programmes were seen
to lead to modernity, enlightenment and better social regulation. The exceptionally welllit Dublin of the Eucharistic Congress provided a spectacle of hyper-visibility which
facilitated social surveillance, and in turn, produced respectable behaviours. The hyperillumination and hyper-visibility of the Congress represented a polar opposite to the
immorality of ‘deepest, darkest Dublin’ and a rural Ireland which seemed to be out of
step with modern civilisation. This discourse of ‘visible respectability’ in the Irish Free
State was more than a project of moral regulation. It was also a political project, whereby
images of a well-ordered population were projected to the world, to promote Ireland’s
capacity for self-governance.

Anxieties over dark spaces in the Irish Free State clearly attest to the fact that there was
no such thing as all-pervasive social surveillance. The eyes of the Irish state and Irish
Catholic church did not extend everywhere. The Catholic Church thrived due to the
support of an overwhelmingly Catholic population. The surveillance culture of moral
regulation in Catholic Ireland was carried out by family members, friends and neighbours,
as well as watchful priests. It is, therefore, appropriate to use Chris Otter’s term of
‘oligopticism’ to describe this culture. As Otter argues, while ‘the panopticon provides
the total, permanent and architecturally enclosed overview of a single space and its
occupants ... an oligoptic space lacks a central, dominant vantage point.’ Oligoptic space
is ‘an arena within which a small group of people observe each other: it is in a place in
which mutual oversight takes place.’138 It was not the ‘all-seeing eye’ of the state which
saw and regulated, so much as the ordinary individual on the street, who regulated their
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fellow citizens as they, in turn, regulated them. Most importantly, ordinary citizens selfpoliced and regulated themselves. In the Irish Free State, visibility produced selfdisciplining subjects.

The shadowy figure was a constant source of anxiety in the Free State. The prostitute, the
poitín drinker and the ‘unsuitable’ at the rural dance hall all stimulated anxiety because
they seemed to dwell in the dark, and were thus difficult to surveil, regulate, and
ultimately control. A similarly ‘shadowy’ figure in the Free State was that of ‘the
gunman’. As noted in Chapter 1, the figure of the gunman was heavily linked to the
perceived breakdown in the moral order that followed the Irish revolution. The gunman
might come into contact with other ‘shadowy’ figures in the Free State. In urban Ireland,
he might share the shadowy streets of Monto with prostitutes and madams, while in rural
areas he might, as Gavin Foster notes, be heavily linked to the poitín trade.139 A constant
criticism of the gunman, as has been noted in Chapters 1 and 3 was that he wore disguises,
shunned a uniform and avoided the light of day. As the paintings of Séan Keating, the
plays of Séan O’Casey, the writings of Liam O’Flaherty and the election posters of
Cumann na nGaedheal reveal, the gunman was often regarded and represented as a
shadow. In the Free State invisibility did not just indicate disreputableness and
immorality. It also signalled the possibility of the breakdown of civilisation and social
order itself.
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Conclusion
Writing in 1932, the author Desmond Ryan wrote about the Ireland that had emerged nine
years earlier: ‘over Dublin, the shadows lifted as the Civil War became a memory. Howth
stood out as starkly as ever in the dim and winding bay. Sunlight bathed the great city.’1
Here, Ireland was emerging from the shadows and darkness that had blighted it during
the Civil War and was entering into the light of day, where it would be fully visible. While
Ryan wrote about the story of Michael Collins’s ‘invisible army,’ between 1919-1921
and certainly by 1932, the Irish Army was very visible indeed, as it appeared resplendent
in new dress uniforms at the 1932 Eucharistic Congress. At the same time, an alternative
‘invisible army’ existed in the shadows, seemingly threatening to overturn the social order
of the state.

The previous five chapters have argued that visual culture and visuality were vital for the
construction of legitimacy, morality and respectability in the politics of the Irish Free
State. During the Civil War, the National Army put a considerable emphasis on the need
for soldiers to be photographed. Indeed, the Department of Defence clashed with the
Department of Finance over the purchase of photographic equipment. Politicians and
political institutions increasingly recognised the importance of visual culture for the
practice of politics and displayed increasing ease with the use of visual culture as a
political tool. De Valera, for instance, recognised the need for a modern, thoroughly
‘visual’ newspaper, in the form of the Irish Press, and Fianna Fáil emphasised the need
for the production of printed images of its leader during election campaigns.
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At the same time, during this period, the ‘invisible’ was a significant object of revulsion
and anxiety. The ‘Irregular’ during the Civil War stimulated these emotions because he
shunned a uniform, preferring disguises. Ten years later, as debates over the Blueshirts
divided Free State society, supporters of the Blueshirts used these same discourses around
the invisibility of the IRA ‘gunman.’ Unlike the uniformed Blueshirt, the IRA gunman
wore no such garb, and unlike the Blueshirt who regularly took part in military-style
parades, the gunman shunned the light of day. Like the gunman, the figures of the Dublin
prostitute, the rural dance hall-goer, and the poitín distiller, also shunned the light of day.
Their invisibility made surveillance and proper moral regulation impossible, and thus also
stimulated anxiety. Visibility was heavily linked to legitimacy. As a result, invisibility
became a means of delegitimization. De Valera’s government, as a result, understandably,
employed this strategy of delegitimization through invisibility to gradually limit the
power and influence of the Free State Governor-General between 1932-6.

The language of visuality routinely surfaced in political discourse in the Irish Free State.
Debates over Ireland’s future constitutional status were expressed in visual terms, as were
debates over moral regulation. It is also in the visual culture of the Free State that we see
debates surface over themes as diverse as the consumption of alcohol and tobacco,
economic protectionism, censorship, venereal disease, rural Ireland and urban planning.
Indeed, several politically significant and contentious debates were, at their core, debates
over visual symbols. The 1934 Uniforms Bill focussed, in particular, on the politics of
being seen wearing a political uniform. This debate was so significant that some argued
that it led to the Free State Senate being abolished by de Valera’s government. The
diplomatic spat of 1932 between the British and Irish governments was rooted in the
controversy over de Valera being seen in public with the Free State Governor-General.
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The examples explored in this thesis thus demonstrate how visual culture and visuality
were both of inextricable importance to the politics of the Irish Free State.

In a postcolonial and post-independence era when national self-definition and identity
were of utmost importance, visual culture, which creates the most visceral and affective
of symbols, was vital. As Geertz argues, all new states must define themselves through
both essentialism and the ‘spirit of the age.’2 Many of the key debates about the symbols
of the state were expressed in visual terms. For instance, what did it mean to have soldiers
in an Irish National Army wearing British-made uniforms which were dyed green? Could
an independent Irish state have a visible governor-general who was appointed by the
British monarch? The use of visual culture in the process of national self-definition had
a lengthy history in Ireland. Visual culture also provided a space where an imagined Irish
past and Irish national tradition could be easily accessed. That said, with the coming of
national independence in 1922 (or 1937, depending on one’s perspective), national selfdefinition took on new importance.

The writing of Irish political history has long focussed on high-politics which examines
the actions, decisions and consequences of political actors through a ‘traditional’ source
base of administrative documents and politicians’ personal papers. Nevertheless, the
broader significance of culture to Irish politics can help historians to understand better
those central questions of identity and national self-definition. As an inexorable part of
culture, the visual is of considerable significance to answering these questions.

Visual culture also offered several practical functions for politicians and political parties.
The very act of being visible was a statement of power and strength. It is for this reason
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that Free State authorities prized public appearances and ‘respectable’ photographs of
National troops and that de Valera’s Fianna Fáil emphasised the importance of a good
turn-out at public meetings. It is equally for this reason that de Valera’s government
emphasised the need for the Governor-General to remain invisible. Moreover,
photographs constituted a sort of indisputable proof, and photographs could be used to
assert and back-up controversial statements made about one’s political opponents. Where
controversial insinuations about opponents were most likely unprovable or demonstrably
false, the very instability of the visual medium made it easy to make controversial
insinuations through dog-whistling, as we see in some of the political cartoons of this
period in Irish history. Visual culture connected Irish politicians to the people they sought
to represent. The visual also offered a means of political communication which
transcended both public and private space. De Valera could appear to both thousands of
people on Dublin’s College Green or, equally, to many more, on the walls of private
homes in framed portraits.

The fact that de Valera could appear on the walls of thousands of Irish homes attests to
the fact that in the interwar period, internationally, not least in Ireland, technological
changes (some of which, admittedly had taken place in the previous decades) meant that
visual culture took on a new salience and significance. Moreover, the Free State era
marked the first time in Irish history in which universal suffrage had become an
established feature of Irish political life. It was in 1922 that all adult Irish citizens,
irrespective of gender, had the vote for the first time, and it was in 1927 when all Irish
adult citizens could vote in a genuinely competitive national election. Irish politicians
were now engaging with a significantly larger political nation. While the Irish nation was
more literate than it had ever been in 1922, the Irish electorate was, paradoxically, less
literate than it was before 1918. Visual culture offered a much more effective means of
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reaching a larger electorate than the textual address. Instead of a dominant nationalist
party, Irish politics was now marked by a competitive party system, under proportional
representation, where politicians could no longer rely on uncontested elections or safe
seats. In the words of M. Kearney, the ‘stolid, single column address’ would simply no
longer cut it, and, instead, the ‘up-to-date display’ in which ‘no merit of the advertising
party is underestimated’ was politically vital.3

With the extension of democracy, accountability reached an unprecedented importance
in Irish politics. Positive relations with the Irish electorate and a positive public image in
the eyes of this electorate was vital. For instance, during the Civil War, the National Army
was deeply conscious of a watching Irish public. Army authorities, for instance, reminded
ordinary soldiers that drunkenness would lower the ‘prestige of the army in the eyes of
the civilian population.’4 After 1922, any armed forces established in Ireland would be
accountable to a democratically elected Irish government, and therefore, ultimately, the
Irish electorate alone. The Irish army, therefore, had to make sure it maintained a positive
appearance in the eyes of this electorate.

Irish politics subsequently attained new heights of theatricality and performativity, as
Irish politicians, state institutions and political parties became increasingly conscious of
a watching electorate. The great spectacles of this era in Irish politics, namely the torchlit Fianna Fáil rallies, the Blueshirt marches of the 1930s and the 1932 Eucharistic
Congress were all ‘democratic’ events. They involved not just those political actors who
took up the centre stage, such as de Valera, O’Duffy and the Papal Legate, but also the
participation of thousands of ordinary Irish men, women and children.
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Ordinary Irish citizens actively interacted with the visual culture of politics in this period.
Visual images are not inert objects which are passively received by their audiences, but
indeed, are entities which promote a range of reactions. As David Freedberg argues,
people ‘give thanks by means of them, expect to be elevated by them, and are moved to
the highest levels of empathy and fear. They have always responded in this way.’5 We
see a range of emotive reactions towards visual images throughout this period. We see
adoration in the actions of a young Irish student, living in Great Britain, who in 1937, had
a picture of de Valera framed in his room, and who subsequently wrote to de Valera to
tell him all about it. We see hatred in the actions of republicans, in County Kerry, who in
1934, set fire to a blue shirt and set it up a flagpole. We see humour in the actions of
Dublin Opinion, in producing cartoons of Domhnall Ua Buachalla who, in his invisibility,
had been forgotten by the Irish political establishment.

The emotive nature of reactions to political visual culture in this period reminds us that
political visual culture was vital for the construction and delineation of identities. As a
state recovering from the impact of a decade-long political and military conflict, the Irish
Free State was a socially stratified and divided society which prized the appearance of
the Gaelic, ‘respectable’ male, over the disreputable, the female and the Gall. Drawing
on the theories of Ashis Nandy, Geraldine Meaney argues that, in these circumstances, of
which Ireland offers a classic example, “colonized peoples, often long after colonization
itself has ended, tend to observe or impose strictly differentiated gender roles in order to
assert the masculinity and right to power of the (male) subjects.”6
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In the Free State visual images offered a space where different social identities could be
constructed, challenged and negotiated. As Anthea Callen argues, “in pictorial images we
recognize likeness or difference; we identify ourselves, or find a different ‘other’, another
which, equally powerfully, serves to reinforce our image of our own bodily existence.”7
During the Civil War, photography offered a space where debates over the nature of
Irishness and Irish masculinity could be played out. Through photographs, portraits, and
‘live’ public appearances, de Valera was able to construct his persona as a white,
masculine, Irish-man. Cartoons produced by his opponents, in turn, denigrated his
whiteness, masculinity and Irishness. For the Blueshirts, the blue shirt was a potent
statement of their masculinity, Irishness, and their cross-class, yet ‘respectable’ appeal.
Throughout this period, visual culture also allowed Irish politicians to reject British
constructions of Irish nationality and class. Most significantly, the discourse of
respectability, an eminently visual discourse, hugely influenced constructions of both
class and gender in the Free State.

One can confidently suggest that in the Free State, men were far more politically visible
than women. Between 1923 and 1932 only two women took their seats in Dáil Eireann
(Margaret Collins O’Driscoll, who served between 1923-33 and Kathleen Clark who
served only briefly during the autumn of 1927). While men could choose to make
themselves visible as a statement, women’s visibility was largely contingent upon
institutions of power (namely, state and church) rendering women visible for purposes of
surveillance. This is not, however, to say that women could not resist this forced

Geraldine Meaney, ‘Sex, culture and nation: Women in Irish culture and politics,” in Ailbhe
Smythe (ed.), Irish women’s studies reader (Dublin, 1993), p. 233.
7

Anthea Callen, “Ideal masculinities: An anatomy of Power” in Nicholas Mirzoeff (ed.), The

visual culture Reader (London, 1998), p. 401.
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invisibility. During the interwar period, numerous Irish women sought to oppose the
regressive legislation which aimed to put ‘women in their place.’ As Erika Hanna argues,
women’s lives during this period were documented in photographs and photograph
albums.8 There were also numerous talented female artists, such as Grace Gifford
Plunkett and Mainie Jellet in this period.

Chapter 5 of this thesis has examined how the visibility of some women in public spaces
stimulated anxiety. On the one hand, women’s invisibility created anxiety because
invisibility took away the possibility of surveillance. On the other, the visibility of women
stimulated anxiety because sexual allure could be communicated visibly. This chapter
highlights the intimate connection between the construction of gender in the Irish Free
State and visuality and thus suggests the possibility of future research.

The Free State was ultimately a post-conflict and post-revolutionary society which
existed in a broader international context which (mostly) prized conservatism and a
‘return to normalcy’. In this context, visibility was prized, and invisibility was shunned.
‘Dark,’ invisible, immoral and illegitimate spaces all interconnect in all of these five case
studies. The red-light district of Monto, before 1922, would have been frequented by
many a British soldier on leave. During the Civil War, IRA men on the run were recorded
as hiding in its brothels. The other principal hiding place of the IRA during the Civil War
was in the under-developed, rural west of Ireland: a region later to become the object of
moralist concern over unsupervised dance halls. De Valera ultimately overcame his
disreputable reputation from the Civil War by appearing visibly in public. Nevertheless,

8
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even in the 1932 election, his reputation- still proceeded him- opponents wielded the
terrifying manifestation of the ‘shadow of the gunman.’ In the political culture of the Irish
Free State, visibility conferred legitimacy, respectability, honesty, and order. Invisibility,
however, was associated with the tyranny of the gunman, political impotence,
illegitimacy, immorality and shame.

.
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Appendix: The Irish Press and the Irish Independent in
the election campaigns of 1932-8
This survey considered the number of images which featured in both the Irish Press and
the Irish Independent over four election campaigns (1932, 1933, 1937 and 1938). The
date range surveyed for each election campaign was from the day that the election was
announced in the papers to polling day, inclusive. This survey included images which
were related to Irish politics and elections. This included images of elected politicians;
candidates for election; former office holders; politicians ’relatives, spouses and homes;
election meetings; images of voters engaged in election related activity (e.g. looking at
posters); anything relevant to conduct of the elections (e.g. images of polling clerks),
Government buildings and Leinster House. Images relating to politics and politicians
from outside Ireland were not counted, unless they had a direct bearing on Irish politics
(i.e. images of British politicians with an accompanying caption suggesting a link to Irish
elections).

The images surveyed included photographs, cartoons, sketches and paintings. The images
could be published by the newspaper or could be external adverts (i.e. from candidates or
parties). The images had to be concrete representations of people, animals or material
objects (such as agricultural machinery). As a result, any adverts which consisted purely
of text, abstract lines and shapes were ignored, even if they were, indeed, very eyecatching.
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1932

Irish Press

Irish Independent

(No. of images):

(No. of images):

96.

69.

213.

147.

114.

70.

74.

44.

497.

330.

(30 January- 16 February.)
1933
(3 January- 22 January.)
1937
(15 June- 1 July.)
1938
(28 May- 17 June.)
Totals:

Table 1: Images relating to political events in the Irish Press and Irish
Independent during election campaigns, 1932-8.
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