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Abstract 

The thesis deals primarily with the influence of mythology in the work of William Butler 

Yeats and particularly focuses on his depiction of the ancient Celtic warrior Cuchulainn. 

The work briefly introduces the background of Irish mythology and its recordings; however 

the main interest lies in the interpretation of the myth by the Irish literary movement 

represented by W.B. Yeats and its contribution to the constitution of Ireland's national 

identity. The literary portrayal is contrasted with the way the hero Cuchualinn was recalled 

by the political leaders of the Irish revolution to illustrate the process of national symbols' 

formation. The challenge of the resulting establishment exemplified by the work of Mary T. 

Condren in the final part of the thesis points out to the opportunity of intentional selection 

of such symbols and opens the discussion of art's authority and influence. 

Keywords: myth, mythology, symbol, nation, literary movement, cultural nationalism 

Abstrakt 

Tato diplomová práce se zabývá vlivem mytologie na dílo Williama Butlera Yeatse a 

zaměřuje se především na jeho pojetí postavy keltského válečníka Cuchulainna. Práce se 

stručně věnuje obecně irské mytologii a způsobu jejího zaznamenávání; stěžejní část je pak 

věnována pojetí mýtu v rámci irského literárního hnutí reprezentovaného postavou W.B. 

Yeatse a roli kterou tato interpretace sehrála přispěním k budování irské národní identity. 
* 

Srovnáním způsobu jakým byl Cuchulainnův charakter uchopen představitel^ literárního 

hnutí a způsobu jakým jej užívali političtí představitelé irské revoluce se pokoušíme 

ilustrovat proces formování národních symbolů. Závěrečná část práce se zabývá příkladem 

kritického uchopení tohoto tématu v díle Mary T. Condren která poukazuje na možnost 

záměrného výběru takových symbolů a otevírá tak diskuzi o autoritě a vlivu umění. 

Klíčová slova: mýtus, mytologie, symbol, národ, literární hnutí, kulturní nacionalismus 
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1 The introduction 

The primary goal of this work is to disclose and examine the potential of various 

interpretations of a culture-constituting symbol as expressed through different artistic forms 

and the impact such presentation can produce in the further establishment of the culture 

itself. The thesis will aim to offer analysis of such process and provide possible 

implications for understanding the principles that determine the way we perceive and 

comprehend our own cultural heritage as well as the cultures we interrelate with. We will 

follow the development of interpretations and expressions of a particular archetype 

originating in Irish myth through its depictions in literature in an attempt to unveil the 

process of influencing and even forming of specific national features and particular political 

events. 

The main idea of this work is to introduce the Irish mythical hero Cuchulainn as a 

representative of the 'warrior culture' and an embodiment of the archetype of war. We will 

follow some of the literary depictions of the hero and examine the role such interpretations 

played during the time that saw the constitution of Ireland's national identity in the second 

half of the nineteenth century and especially during the revolutionary times at the beginning 

of the twentieth century which led to the establishment of the independent Irish Republic. 

How did the image of the hero contribute to the creation of national identity? Due to the 

extent of this work we will concentrate predominantly on the treatment of the myth in 

literature by William Butler Yeats. By comparison with the handling of mythology by Irish 

politicians of the time, we will attempt to point to the fact that different forms of art are 

capable of participating both in the development of the actual historical and political 

situation as well as influencing the way such a situation is perceived. 

Preference of topics, emphasis and their treatment is arbitrary. The choice is conditioned by 

the needs of contemporary circumstances and serves to enforce intentionally selected 

notions which work to enhance certain ideas. In this way patterns of behaviour and self-

perception of a culture are created and recreated. 
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Certain features are highlighted, other are ignored in order to accommodate contemporary 

interests. Consequently, more recent literary critical studies, some of which this work will 

examine, have pointed out the opportunity to make intentional choices which support ideas 

of humanity and tolerance over the notion of a culture's superiority and war-oriented 

symbols when drawing from the manifold layers of different mythologies. The viewpoint 

of several authors dealing predominantly with gender issues will be introduced. 

We consider it essential for teachers to be aware of the issues discussed in this work in 

order to prevent simplified readings of various texts. The way we perceive the past 

corresponds to a great extent with the way we perceive the present. Therefore, we have to 

keep in mind that the understanding of the past is not unified, unchangeable or unfaultable. 

It is important to understand, but not to stereotype. The power of a literary work in 

providing space for voices of groups with different attitudes and values from our own is 

important in the reality of multiculturalism. It is our hope that this work will contribute to 

the appreciation of cultural complexities. 

1.1 Key literature sources 

The idea of this thesis was conceived upon the reading of a book written by Mary T. 

Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess; Women, Religion and Power in Celtic Ireland.' 

The author deals with the transformation of the Irish society in several important stages of 

its history and in the third part of the book she tackles the notion of Irish nationalism. 

Condren states that the idea of modern Irish nationalism was formed by continual reviving 

of themes from Ireland's past; motifs of war and self-sacrifice. She calls for reformulating 

of the ideas contained between the many layers of the myth. 

1 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess; Women, Religion and Power in Celtic Ireland. Dublin: New 
Island Books, 2002. 
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In his work, Heart Grown Brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the 

Death of Yeats, 1891-1939,2 Peter Costello, analyses the interconnection of the literary and 

the political movement and their mutual influence at around the time of the Irish revolution. 

Reg Skene's, The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study? has been used as the 

predominant source of analysis of the central character of the plays of W.B. Yeats, 

especially as it provides insight into the symbols used widely by the writer and their 

interpretation. 

For knowledge of the contemporary approach to the issues discussed in this work, a book 

by David Holdemann, The Cambridge Introduction to W.B. Yeats4, published in 2006 was 

used. 

1.2 The contents 

First of all, we are going to describe briefly the background of the account of Irish 

mythology, mentioning the specific historical facts that played part in the process of 

passing down and recording the main mythological cycles relevant to our subject. We will 

introduce the story of the Tain Bo Cuilne, and its hero Cuchulainn. The four most 

significant cycles containing accounts of Irish and Welsh mythology were put down by the 

Christian monks during the sixth century and onwards in monasteries. We are reminded to 

keep in mind that the Irish mythology we know at present is a blend of the ancient stories 

and both unconscious as well as intentional Christian interpretation. This also means that 

the accounts provide an insight into the conditions and mindset of the society contemporary 

to the time of the recording and an effort to implement a new worldview that is reflected in 

the attitudes of the heroes and in their treatment of the deities.5 

2 Costello, Peter. The Heart Grown Brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. 
3 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. 
4 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B. Yeats. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
5 Woods, Richard. The Spirituality of the Celtic Church. Spirituality Toady, Fall 1985, Vol.37 No.3, pp 243-
255. p 243 
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The testimony of the clash between the ancient system of beliefs and values with the newly 

imported Christianity has been a subject of intensive study of many scholars, especially 

cultural anthropologist and religionists. However, this work does not aim to deal with the 

primary sources. We are more interested in how were the symbols originating in the myths 

expressed artistically. Therefore, it is not the myth's actual contents, or the analysis of the 

original intentions, but it is what has been drawn and emphasized from the myth this work 

will be interested in. The story of Cuchulainn could be one of the many stories of Irish 

mythology had it not been for the impact the literature of the 'Irish renaissance' had in the 

forming of the country's national identity. 

In the next part of the thesis, we will concentrate on the treatment of the topic during the 

time of the 'Irish Renaissance', a cultural and subsequently political movement which 

brought the focus on the Irish mythological past into the centre of attention. We will 

attempt to analyze the work of William Butler Yeats and compare his treatment of Ireland's 

mythological past with the attitudes of the contemporary politicians, especially Padaraic 

Pearse. In the concluding part, more contemporary handlings of the topic will be introduced 

concentrating on the feminist interpretation by Mary Condren and her theory of the 'warrior 

culture' and its impact on the understanding of different cultural patterns. 

1.3 The terminology 

In order to explore the topic of the thesis, we are going to deal predominantly with the 

following terms: 

When speaking about culture, a term in its widest sense considered a tool that played a 

crucial role in human evolution, allowing human beings to adapt the environment to their 

own purposes, rather than depend solely on the natural selection. However, we will use the 

term culture in its narrower sense, which is defined as the integrated pattern of human 

knowledge, belief and behaviour that is both a result of and integral to humankind's 

capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations. 
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Culture thus consists of language, ideas, beliefs, customs, taboos, codes, institutions, tools, 

techniques, works of art, rituals, ceremonies and symbols. "Every human society has its 

own particular culture, or socio cultural system. Variation among cultures is attributable 

to such factors as differing physical habits and resources; the range of possibilities 

inherent in areas such as language, ritual, and social organization; and historical 

phenomena such as the development of links to other cultures. "6 

An individual's attitudes, values, ideas and beliefs are greatly influenced by the culture (or 

cultures) in which he or she lives.7 Culture can be studied from many points of view and 

discourses; however, in this work we will make use predominantly of the knowledge of 

cultural anthropology, literary and religious studies to analyze the way culture is expressed 

through art, namely literature. 

Myth is defined as a traditional story of ostensibly historical events that serves to unfold 

part of the worldview of a people or explain a practice, belief, or natural phenomenon. 

"Myth relates the events, conditions, and deeds of gods or superhuman beings that are 

outside ordinary human life and yet basic to it. These events are set in a time altogether 

different from historical time, often at the beginning of creation or at an early stage of 

prehistory. "8 A people's myths are usually closely related to their religious beliefs and 

rituals. Also Bronislav Malinowsky emphasized the way myth fulfils common social 

functions providing a model for human behaviour.9 This approach influenced some of the 

psychological schools, especially the theories of Sigmund Freud, who viewed myth as an 

expression of repressed ideas, and Carl Gustav Jung's theory of collective unconsciousness, 

even though some scientists such as Mircea Eliade or Gustav Otto held that myth is to be 

understood solely as a religious phenomenon. What is important for the dealings of this 

work is that myth keeps appearing as a part of other kinds of literature in general, as they 

describe various aspects of nature or human society and life. 

6 Britannica Concise Encyclopedia. USA: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2002. p 483 
7 Ibid. 
s Ibid. 
9 Soukup, Václav. Dějiny Antropologie. Praha: Karolinum, 2004. p 574 
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The literary genres most akin to myth are arguably sagas and epics, "both of which claim 

the authority and bearing of universal truth but reflect specific historical settings and fairy-

tales that also deal with extraordinary beings and events but they lack the authority of 

myth. ",0 

Symbol, a rather complex term, which is defined as a communication element intended to 

stand for a person, object, group, process or idea graphically or representationally, often on 

a basis of association or arbitrary assignment. They are seen as devices by which ideas 

often too complex or highly charged to articulate in ordinary language are transmitted 

between people sharing a common culture. However, we have to keep in mind that every 

society has evolved a symbol system that reflects a specific cultural logic; and every 

symbolism aims to communicate information between members of the culture in much the 

same way as, but more subtly than, conventional language. Symbols tend to appear in 

clusters and depend on one another for accretion of meaning and value.11 

The concept of archetype will be treated mostly in the Jungian approach. Archetype is 

considered the pool of human experience passed from generation to generation12 providing 

the possibility of psychotherapeutic technique designed to reacquaint the person with his or 

her individual 'myth' or place in the collective unconscious, usually through dream or 

imagination.13 

10 Britannica Concise Encyclopedia. USA: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2002. p 1287 
11 Ibid., p 1811 
12 Ibid., p 982 
13 Ibid., p 983 
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1.4 Myth and symbols 

Cliford Geertz, an American antropologist, speaks of symbol as the central category of 

culture and to him it is any act, object, event, characteristics or relationship serving to 

transmit ideas or meanings. Through symbols people's values become permanent and 

easily communicated. They are a source of information that enables people to interpret and 

organize the outer world and social reality.14 Symbols come both as models of something 

(representation, explication and organization of reality) and models for something 

(instruction for organization of reality).15 

Symbols are interpreted and reinterpreted all the time. They are not constant, but 

transformed on the basis of new social circumstances. To understand the behavior of people 

is to understand the cultural context and the shared meanings.16 Marshall Sahlins studied 

extensively symbolical dimensions of cultures and the way they determine the development 

of human societies. He goes as far as to consider myth what Geertz considers symbols, that 

is models for description and instruction of behavior in social reality. He was convinced 

that it is myth that explains change and at the same time enables and enhances its 

realization through illuminating the past. Moreover, myth provides instruction for acting in 

the future. Mythological events are seen in his treatment as the prototypes of past events 
• i • • 17 

that serve as precedents for analogical situations. 

14 Symbols can be pictures, geometrical figures, numbers, academic degrees or pieces of art, the highest ranks 
of symbols being words as they enable us to classify and sort the world. Through words we bring order to 
outward reality and provide meaning. Soukup, Václav. Dějiny Antropologie. Praha: Karolinum, 2004. p 540 
15 Ibid. 
16Symbol gets its meaning from structure in interaction with other symbols. Ibid., p 528 
17 Ibid. 

12 



Myths are to be understood as distinctive philosophy of history contained within a cultural 

scenario that could be used in the future as well.18 We can observe use of myth as a model 

for dealing with upcoming situations19 and we tend to interpret real events through the eyes 

of a myth.20 

Furthermore, political anthropology deals with the way symbols are used for political 

purposes and its propagation. Abner Cohen comments that, "It is important to study how 

symbols and ideas are used for propagation of utilitarian political interests. "21 Even 

though the symbols used in politics can sometimes seem trivial, the willingness to sacrifice 

even one's own life is alarming. It is therefore important to pay attention to ideas of people 

about their own nation's specific discourses and the way these influence political and 

economical practice. The system of culture is seen as an ideological system; an 

arrangement of symbols and meanings. It is a semiotic system, a shared world of meanings 

that has constituted in the process of social interaction.22 When we want to understand a 

culture we need to research the systems of shared codes of symbols and meanings 

according to which individuals interpret and organize natural and social reality.23 

Keesing, influenced by Noam Chomsky, came up with the 'competence performance 

distinction' in cultures. He says that culture as a competence does not represent what all the 

members of the culture know or experience, but an ideal construct of what they think or 

believe that the other members of the culture think, know or believe. It is a shared code 

being fulfilled, a game played by the society.24 Intentional choice of emphasis in the frame 

of the ideal can have profound effect on emotions and actual behaviour of the society's 

members. 

18 For example as many rulers have seen themselves as the descendant of gods and semi-gods of their tribe 
they would emulate the deeds of their predecessors. Ibid., p 541 
19 Sahlins calls it 'mythopraxis' He studied the way culture and it components condition people's behavior. 
Emotions as well as ideas are cultural constructs. Some cultures put emphasis on emotions some on cognitive 
approach, some connect it all together. Ibid., p 557 

Sahlins calls it the actualization of interpretation of the past. Ibid., p 557-559 
21 Ibid., p 552 
22 Ibid., p 173-175 
23 Interpretation and organization of reality according to the semiotic system is the thesis of symbolical 
anthropology and is closely connected to linguistics. Soukup, Václav. Dějiny Antropologie. Praha: 
Karolinum, 2004. p 517 
24 It is a theory he refers to when explaining something unknown or complicated, for example in interaction 
with foreigners. Ibid., p 557 
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Images, archetypes or symbols are experienced and evaluated by different means and the 

result of these actualizations is what constitutes the individual cultural styles.25 In this way, 

myth contributes to creating the psychological history of a nation. We find very similar 

myths containing analogous topics in different parts of the world, even though the 

respective cultures may differ profoundly. That is dependant on the way myth is interpreted 

and incorporated to the wider structures of how the culture processes such symbols.26 

The question we would like to ask is why would a certain myth or symbol be spreading? 

What do they reveal? Why would certain details disappear in the process of passing while 

other details prevailed? 

1.4.1 A note on the use of Irish words 

Many of the names used in this work such as Cuchulainn, Maeve or Morrigan can be found 

in various transcriptions; however throughout the work we are going to keep the 
r 27 

transcription as it is used in The Tain , translated by Thomas Kinsella, as it mostly 

corresponds to the transcription both W.B. Yeats and Lady Gregory used. 

25 Ibid., p 174 
26 Though the honour of a hero and his bravery are a common theme underlying and constituting the base of 
many researched cultures, it is easily proved that it is not a universal topic and therefore we have to be aware 
that different cultures might abide by different set of values. Ibid., p 190 
27 Kinsella, Thomas (translator). The Tain. UK: Oxford University Press, 1996. 
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2 On the historical background 

We are going to start by introducing the myth and its hero as we can find it in the few 

recordings of the Irish monks of the monastic church. We have to keep in mind that even 

the oldest of the recordings represent manifold layers of oral tradition interpreted and rather 

heavily influenced by Christian interests. It is impossible to distinguish the Christian layers 

from the pagan ones. At later stage it is also impossible to separate the pagan, the Christian 

and the folk tradition that has wrapped around the narrative. It is a mix of a pagan warrior 

and a Christ figure what Yeats and other authors were building upon and this fact will play 

an important role during the revolution of 1922. 

2.1 Ireland and its mythology 

The origins of Christianity in Ireland are obscure. Medieval legends talk of saints preceding 

the famous missionary Patrick and also archaeologists have discovered some Christian 

artifacts as early as the fourth century AD, but these could have come from trade or 

plunder. One of the first reliable record of Irish history is the fact that in the year 43 IAD 

the Pope Celestine I. sent out a mission to Ireland led by a bishop called Palladius with the 

purpose of bringing gospel to the ever fighting Celtic tribes and to organize and administer 

a small group of Christians already found in the land at the time. This journey had been 

described as not very successful, just as most other missions directed to Ireland from Rome; 

however, such tendentious evaluations come from the Lives of Patrick recorded by his 

medieval followers, with the purpose of emphasizing and propagating assets of the Saint.28 

28 Ferguson, Everett (Ed.). Encyclopedia of early Christianity. New York: Garland, 1999. p 586 
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Patrick was an expatriate British monk and a former captive in the country. His mission 

proved stunningly successful (one of the reasons being probably his ability to speak the 

language of the natives). He arrived in Ireland upon a vision supposedly sometimes around 

the year 432 AD. and the subsequent thirty years of his activity resulted in Christianity 

being embraced by most of the island.29 Patrick became the most celebrated Irish saint and 

is worshipped until today as a patron of the country. His two writings (Confessions and 

Letter to Coroticus) are the earliest documents known to have been composed in Ireland.30 

The country accepted the new religion in an exceptionally short time, leaving behind an 

unusually small number of martyrs in the process.31 

2.2 Unique form of the Irish church 

The constitution of the church was an extremely important event in the development of 

Ireland and the most significant milestone in its history of art and education. One of the 

consequences of the church's relative isolation from continental church, its unusual 

structure and the Celtic monks' supposed fascination by eastern tradition of Christianity 

was that the believers would not be organized in dioceses, as was typical in the rest of 

Europe at the time, but rather gathered to live in monasteries; buildings made of stone often 

set into dramatic landscapes such as cliffs or mountains. 

29 Even though Patrick lacked any formal clerical education, he was ordained a deacon, priest and finally a 
bishop and although he himself did not establish any monasteries, it is widely believed that the approach he 
introduced had caused the church to become rather familial, personal and relatively democratic. Lehane, 
Brendan. Early Celtic Christianity. London: Constable, 1968. p 54 
311 Ferguson, Everett (Ed.). Encyclopedia of early Christianity. New York: Garland, 1999. p 586 
31 Analyzing the reasons for this has been the interest of many scientists and the most common explanation 
deals with assumptions such as that the country and its attitude towards religion at the time enabled 
Christianity to 'reap the harvest'; similar value system of the ancient religion to the values and requirements 
of Christianity as well as the cruelty of druidic and tribal practices such as violent cattle raids and human 
sacrifice made particularly young people seek other cultural and religious alternatives. There are, of course, 
several other hypotheses to explain the smooth formal transition from paganism to Christianity. The 
'economic' hypothesis states that the fact the church would not have anything to do with cattle (as cows were 
considered the most prominent attribute of the mother-goddess) they focused entirely on growing crops, 
creating thus a situation of symbiosis; the church and the people complementing each other economically 
would not challenge such balance by fighting. From Woods, Richard. The Spirituality of the Celtic Church. 
Spirituality Today, Fall 1985, p 254, and from lectures of Anne F.O. Railly at the DCU University during the 
winter semester of 2002. 
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In the monasteries a unique organization (for which the term 'monasticism' has come into 

use) developed from the fifth century onward. The teachings and practices of these Celtic 

monasteries, their influence and missionary activities reached from Iceland to Italy at its 

pinnacle and their literal works and above all its illuminations still represent the greatest of 

Ireland's treasures.33 

The greatest asset of the monasteries is usually seen in the monks' passion for learning 

(education played a substantial part of life in the monasteries) and artistic expressions of 

the Christian monks. The earliest form of art produced by the monasteries that we know of 

is poetry; epigrammatical poems by often anonymous scribes began to appear, typically 

short celebrations of the Trinity and Mary and poems revering nature. Complex ornamental 

depictions of natural topics as plants and animals, especially birds, were widely used as 

motifs for illuminations in the manuscripts.34 

The primary field of study of the Irish clerics was naturally the Scripture. It was a subject 

of critical studies, exegesis and commentary; all the early works are filled with biblical 

citations and references.35 Nevertheless, the most famous achievement is the production of 

a number of illuminated missals and other manuscripts (for example the book of Kells), 

showing the genial skills of the church at its pinnacle. 

32 Walsh, J.R. - Bradley, T. A History of the Irish Church 400-700 AD. Dublin: Columba Press, 1991 .p 34 
33 Both Condren and Woods claim that the form of the monastic church was compatible to a great extent with 
the values and structures of the pre-Christian Celtic culture and combined with the supposed influence of the 
Egyptian movement of hermits, resulting in rather austere ascetic practices, profound mystical tendency and 
rich philosophical and theological elements. 
34 The capital letters of the illuminated text had similar shapes to the brooches and pins. Later on we see the 
development of serpents with wings and birds with serpent heads. Even the monks had animals as friends and 
animal attributes. Lehane, Brendan. Early Celtic Christianity. London: Constable, 1968. p 77 
35 Their own novelty was the issuing of small Pocket Gospels, books that could be taken along on journeys or 
pilgrimages. Also a significant form of long litanies was created composed for processional usage. They were 
called loricae (meaning 'breastplate'). Ibid., p 84 
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Most of these appeared during the seventh and eighth century AD. These writings, 

illuminations, calligraphy and metal craft from the same period represent the riches of the 

Irish church 'Renaissance'36 together with the monumental secret-enfolded stone crosses 
37 

that are scattered around the country." 

Importantly for the topic of this thesis, the early Irish Celtic church writings are not only 

important documents of the contemporary spiritual and political situation of the country 

and investigations of the Scripture and classical authors, but they also represent the main 

source of our knowledge of Irish mythology. Monastic scribes and court scholars did not 

only copy, study and comment upon Scripture, but also pursued grammar, rhetoric, and 

even the works of classical pagan poets, especially Virgil and Horace.38 

While they copied and preserved the writings of the Latin Fathers (Ambrose, Augustine), 

the monks also recorded the pre-Christian myths and sagas of the Celts from the oral 

versions of the bardic schools. Thus they preserved for subsequent generations in the Book 

of Invasions, the Ulster Cycle, The Fenian Cycle and the Four Branches of Mabinogi, the 

earliest of all non-classical European mythologies."39 The recording of myths by the Irish 

monks has been considered a part of the cultural revival that started in the sixth century, 

however, the division between history and myth is not very clear cut and the recordings are 

much influenced by particular contemporary interests and attempts to Christianize the 

ancient heroes. 

36Woods, Richard. The Spirituality of the Celtic Church, Spirituality Today, Fall 1985. p 6 
UThe mysterious crosses also testify of the artistic capabilities of its makers and also reveal much information 
about the times of their origins (typically clothing styles, approaches to biblical interpretation and political 
attitudes are deduced from the engravings). Lehane, Brendan. Early Celtic Christianity. London: Constable, 
1968. p 147 
38 Ibid., p 176 
39 Ibid., p 66 
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2.3 Recording of the myths 

Most scholars agree that before coming of Christianity to Ireland, ancient knowledge, 

traditions and heroic narratives were passed (most probably intentionally) orally.40 

A prominent status in the pre-Christian Irish society was given to a class of poets or bards, 

called the filid, who kept the ancient stories alive, travelling around the country singing the 

lore of the old times in exchange for housing and payment. It was not until the Christian 

monks wrote down the old sagas; altering them in the process to satisfy the purpose of the 

recording and attempting to connect them to biblical heroes and modifying them to suit the 

values of the new Christian religion. The tendentiousness of these recordings complicates 

their factual or historical value; they provide more information about the system, beliefs 

and current issues of the society in the time of their recording41 and it takes much effort to 

uncover the ancient layers. 

However, through these recordings we learn that the original people of the Irish isles were 

later called the Tuatha de Danaan that is the people of the goddess Danu. They were fought 

and conquered by the Celtic tribes arriving from continental Europe and they have played 

an important part in the Irish myths, appearing predominantly as gods or semi-god figures 

displaying supernatural abilities and later on as mischievous unpredictable beings called 

fairies (to which the word fairy-tale still alludes). Even though the Celts were not the 

original inhabitants of Ireland, they are the first people mentioned by historical records. For 

example: "Plato mentions them in a list of nations addicted to drunkenness, and Aristotle 

notes their reckless indifference to danger, even of earthquake and raging seas.'''' 42 The 

Romans created the stereotype of long haired shaggy wild illiterate creatures which was 

later supported by the politically-motivated English notions of the Irish. 

4l)The knowledge had been passed down by the druids. Very little is known about their beliefs and practices; 
however, it seems they resisted writing. Lore was passed by word of mouth and it had been considered a 
secret for outsiders. Ibid., p 46 
41 Ibid., p 158 
42 Woods, Richard. The Spirituality of the Celtic Church. Spirituality Toady. Fall 1985. p 1 
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The Romans also noted down that the Celts had a very hierarchical society, strict manners, 

complicated religion and interest in music and poetry. Throughout history, Irish Celts were 

prototypically portrayed as free-spirited, rather democratic wild warriors characterized by 

obsession with honour and loyalty. 

Woods states that with rare exceptions of short-lived alliances formed in the first century 

BC by Vercingetorix, and in the first, fifth and eleventh centuries AD. by Caradoc, Arthur, 

and Brian Boru, there never developed a pan-Celtic movement or a notion of national 

sentiment.43 He also claims that the Irish never showed much respect for system or 

structure and he speaks of visible irreducible independence of spirit, even though the 

country's independence was officially ended at the Synod of Kells following the Norman 

invasion of Ireland in 1152.44 

43 Ibid., p 2 
44 ti • « 
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3 Mythological Ireland 

Throughout its pre-history and up to the times of written history, Ireland had been divided 

into five provinces: Connacht, Ulster, Leinster, Munster and Meath. The country itself had 

been divided into tuath45 in which a king was the person of the highest social status and 

power not exceeding the area of the tuath. A king was surrounded by a group of loyal 

warriors (which later developed into aristocracy), and druids, representatives of the 

religious power, who performed coronations and other rituals. At the end of the second 

century AD Conn Ced-Cathach formed a dynasty that performed authority over the 

provinces of Meath and Connaught with the capital of Tara. The chiefs of Tara called 

themselves ard ri, 'high kings', and their army was called the Fianna (Fenians). The 

sources of the narratives dealing with the Fianna warriors as well as all the great sagas of 

Ireland's pre-history are found in four collections usually called the 'mythological cycles'. 

The early Irish sagas contain archaic particles even though they are predominantly early 

Christian literary fictions.46 

3.1 The four cycles 

The Book of Invasions describes the battles of Ireland since the time of the Flood (making 

the people of Ireland Noah's descendants). It revolves around the First and the Second 

Battle at Mag Tuired, armies of warriors of supernatural origins and the implantation of 

cosmic and social order.47 

45 Tuath was a settlement. It had circular form and system of walls and tranches. Usually wider family 
inhabited each of them and they were spread around the county in such a way that each of the tuath saw one 
or two another and could signal or come to help. Hughes, Kathleen. Early Christian Ireland: Introduction to 
the Sources. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1972. p 32 
46 Willis, Roy. Mytologie světa. Praha : Slovart, 1997. p 178 
47 Tuatha de Danann were the people who lead the fifth invasion of Ireland in the Book of Invasions. They 
fought at the first battle of Mag Turied and defeated the Fir Bholg putting in use the knowledge of magic and 
pagan wisdom they learned from the druids. Lug becomes the king; Dagda builds walls for Bres, the king. 
Lug wins the Second battle and the Fomorians have to leave to the sea. In the Conquer of Ireland book all 
these preceded the coming of the Gaels, sons of Mil (from here the Mileans) and meant Spanish soldier; from 
here the Spanish name of Ireland, Hibernia, originating in Latin Iberia. They came to the hill of Beltaine on 
the 1st of May and defeated the Túatha Dé Dannan, and then they went to Tara and finished the defeat. Thus 
were the Tuatha dé Dannan exiled under the ground (the words of the poet Amhairgin) and became the people 
of fairies and dwarves. Ibid., p 180 
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The Fenian cycle deals with a group of warriors surrounding the hero Finn supposed to 

have lived in the 3rd century AD. The Fionna (Fianna in modern Gaelic) fighters have been 

mentioned in recordings from 8th century on and became a favorite legend during the 

medieval times. Later on, writers of the Irish Romanticism turned the Fianna fighters' 

stories into a national myth exalting their unfailing heroism frequently leading towards 

embracing their doom as a tragic dimension of loyalty. Warriors such as Oisin, Grainne and 

Finn MacCool became the archetypes of Irish heroic legends supporting the notion of high 

opinion of their own race. The third book is Mabinogy and the cycle is connected 

predominantly to Welsh mythology. The source of the cycle is doubtable as it draws largely 

from generally known folk traditions and stories.48 

The fourth cycle is the Tain bo Cuilne written down around the 7th century AD and it 

represents the single source of our knowledge of the Ulster royal family residing in Emain 

Macha. The main focus of the cycle is the hero Cuchulainn and the story of his life, 

however the story centers on the court of the king Conchobar Mac Nessa, King of Ulster, at 

about the time of Christ49 and his wife Maeve, a warrior queen who keeps plotting against 

her husband. 

4S Willis,Roy. Mytologie světa : Ilustrovaný průvodce. Praha: Slovart, 1997 p.67-69 
49 Kinsella, Thomas (translator). The Táin Bo Cuilne. UK: Oxford University Press, 1969. 
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3.2 The Tain Bo Cuilne 

The central episode of The Tain is a war between the provinces of Ulster and Connaught 

over the ownership of the Brown Bull of Coolney.50 The army of Connaught attacks Ulster 

and would defeat it but for Cuchulainn, young and brave warrior, who withstood the 

powers of Connaught all by himself. An ancient curse of the goddess Macha51 leaves the 

men of Ulster powerless, however, Cuchulainn does not fall under the curse and he single-

handedly defends Ulster by standing in a ford fighting and defeating one by one everyone 

who approaches. Finally, the Brown bull is brought to Connacht only to attack and kill the 

White bull and return to Ulster. Cuchulainn then captures Maeve but spares her life. 

Similarly to, for example, the Aenead, several other stories are included as prefatory 

material to the main story. Fergus describes the boyhood deeds of Cuchulainn and fills in 

the warriors of Connacht as to the background of the Ulster heroes.52 Liam Mac Uistin 

states that The Tain is considered the great Celtic Epic and it is probable that it is one of the 

most ancient stories.53 The dominant topics are war, peace, love, greed and fate. The 

common interpretation tells us that disaster comes from overpowering, greed and jealousy. 

The most important virtue is honour; cunning and trickery can be used both for good and 

evil purposes. In the society described in the The Tain, totem and taboo, headhunting and 

fighting from chariots in single combat are some of the prominent elements. 

50 Maeve, the Queen of Connaught with her husband Ailill, the son of the king of Leinster. Maeve was a 
warrior queen and was very rich. The quarrel between them was to decide who was richer. The result shows 
that it is the king who is richer by one bull Finnbeannech. Maeve calls Mac Roth to find an equal bull and he 
finds the brown bull of Cooley owned by Daire Mac Fiachna. He is willing to lend the bull, but the men of 
Maeve boast that they would take it anyway and so he decides not to. Therefore the queen decides to take it 
by force. This is the moment The Tain begins; the name would translate as great cattle-raid. It describe the 
clash with the men of Ulster, king Conor and his warriors. The allies from Munster and Leister and Fergus 
Mac Roich, former king of Ulster. The chief druid tells that magic will be needed to beat the men of Ulster. 
He puts a spell of sleep on the feast of Eman Macha and all of them fall asleep, except Cuchulainn. Ibid, p 52-
76 
51 Macha was a goddess who died after she had been forced to race with king's horses. Before she died she 
gave life to twins and pronounced a curse that caused all the Ulster men to lay down in horrible pain for 
several days every year. Ibid., p 32 
52 It has even been suggested that The Tain was actually inspired by the Aenead for exampl in Skene, Reg. 
The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. Dublin: Macmillan, 1974. p 25 
53 Mac Uistin, Liam. The Tain. Bel Air: Irish American Book Company, 1998. p 2 
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3.3 The character of Cuchulainn 

The name of Cuchulainn can be translated as the Hound of Ulster.54 His father might have 

been an Ulster noble and his mother Deichtire, sister of king Conor. Originally, he carried 

the name Setanta and his godfather (or father) was the god Lug55 of the Long Arm who 

provided some of his magical powers. Ever since his childhood, his lonely fate and 

exceptionality had been demonstrated; he excelled in fighting. He left for school with a 

spear, hurling stick and a silver ball. Immediately upon his arrival to the school he got into 

a conflict with the other boys because they had game rules he did not know. Because of the 

fight he meets his uncle as he outshone all the boys in skills and courage and made the king 

proud of him. Throughout his life he fought in many battles from which the most famous 

are during the 'war of the bull' including a combat with his adoptive brother (a fight with 

no result, as they both were trained by the oracle Scatchach, until Cuchulainn sent for Gae 

Bolga, the fearsome weapon he got from her, and kills his brother) and with his own son. 

At the end he is betrayed by Morrigan, goddess of war, and killed by Badbh a daughter of a 

warrior he had slain. 

3.4 The warrior culture 

The heroes of the myths have been predominantly portrayed and/or later interpreted as self 

satisfied, aggressive warriors with a strong sense of honour and loyalty. Living in tightly 

feudal society they were not allowed to fight brothers and others of the kin and they swore 

allegiance to their king. They are characterized by deeds of knightly heroism, risk, tragedy, 

and subdued humour. They performed inter-tribal warfare and cattle-raiding and death was 

treated as a commonplace event. In the heroic legends describing their life and deeds we 

can observe close connection between the gods, the heroes and the saints. 

54 He got his name in Cullan's houseafter having killed his hound. Kinsella, Thomas (translator). The Tain Bo 
Cuilne. UK: Oxford University Press, 1969. p 77 
ss Irish Lugus or Lug was the highest of the Celtic gods; the sun god, the shining one. Sun was worshipped as 
the giver of life and the source of fertility; a wheel being the symbol of sun from where the controversy of the 
Celtic crosses arises and also the connection of Cuchulainn and the sun. Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of 
W.B. Yeats, A Study. Dublin: Macmillan, 1974. p 122 
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Clancy and others claim that the archetype of war has been predominant to Irish psyche and 

it came to value sacrifice, especially in the form of self-sacrifice which was to play a 

substantial part during the fight for Irish freedom at the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth century and also during the difficult times in the recent past of 

Northern Ireland.56 In our treatment, Cuchulainn is considered a representative depiction of 

what has been labeled the Irish 'warrior culture'.57 

56 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. London: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 24 
57 The terms is widely used in Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New Island Books, 
2002. 
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4 Later treatment of the topic 

In the following chapters of this thesis, it is our aim to attempt to examine the way the 

warrior culture of the ancient Celtic heroes echoed in the times of struggle during the 

process of establishment of the Irish state, both in literature and the society. 

4.1 Introduction 

"For cultural and political movements have long roots and their consequences often linger 

for decades,"58 

Peter Costello 

During the nineteenth century, the voices calling for Irish independence were gradually 

growing stronger and increased in radicalism. The potato famine in 1845, called the Great 

Famine, meant an unparalleled social disaster. An estimated million people died of hunger 

and disease and another million emigrated. The population of about eight million decreased 

by half to four million by the turn of the century, which was also due to continual leaving to 

America and the Colonies. The famine caused change in the system of keeping land. Big 

estates were replaced by small holdings. That caused a demand to share more of the actual 

running of the country. Estates were mostly held by Anglo-Irish Protestants. 

A new urban working class appeared after the famine, as well as a new class of farmers. 

Also new middle class appeared of small traders and manufacturers in which Catholics 

were forming an increasing part. The middle class thrived and became relatively content. 

The Catholic Church became a dominating influence in the life of the Irish. A new national 

seminar was set up from which a new kind of priests came out;"'9 very conservative as well 

as puritan and strong which suited well the situation of the country after the famine. 

58 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 12 
59 Priests were highly important, especially in rural areas as they were often the only with education. They 
played major part in the fall of Parnell and his Home Rull after his affair was revealed. Ibid. 
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The country became exceedingly nationalistic except for the north-east that was Unionist. 

Most people expected Parnell's Home Rule60 to become reality and awaited the renewal of 

parliament in Dublin. 

An important event was the founding of the GAA, Gaelic Athletic Association by Michael 

Cusack. The Association effectively fostered local pride, its predominant sport of the time 

being hurling; a game played since the Celtic times. They were strong especially in the 

countryside (and actually achieved a ban of all foreign sports and dances). Later, the IRA 

based their system of organization upon the same model.61 

Another person of great importance was a Protestant gentleman Douglas Hyde. He founded 
• • 6 2 

the Gaelic League, originally a non-political organization embracing Irish language for all 

classes of Irish society.63 He published The Love Songs of Connacht, an attempt to 

represent the authentic voice of the Irish people (he also published a book called The Story 

of Early Gaelic Literature in 1895 that upheld the view that the sagas were based on actual 

history of Ireland. This notion was opposed strongly by William Butler Yeats). Hyde 

attempted to renew the Irish language and the Irish identity along with that. He called for 

the de-anglicization of Ireland.64 

60 Charles Stuart Parnell (1846-1891) was a leading figure of the Home Rule movement which campaigned 
for a moderate degree of self-government. 
61 Ibid, p 86 
62 However, the activities of the Gaelic league had direct political effect. Ibid.,, p 97 
63 Before the famine many areas were purely Irish speaking, Ibid. 
64 What they strived to create had been called Irish Ireland as opposed to West Britain. Ibid. 
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4.2 Language and literary basis 

Despite attempts at reviving the Gaelic language, English continued to spread and develop 

(for example the new National Schools encouraged teaching of English as it led to gaining 

social and political advantages). 

After a century of struggle, "English language in Ireland reached maturity and the vigour 

and freedom of the Gaelic language had been imported into it."65 Because of the 

transformation, there is very little Irish literature during the nineteenth century. 

However, due to the work of Johann Zeuss who, after extensive studies of continental Irish 

manuscripts published his Grammatica Celtica, the key to the reading of the old 

manuscripts was provided.6'1 The possibility to read the old manuscripts was an essential 

step both for literature as well as for national development. 

After that several important books were issued; one of the most influential being Standish 

O'Grady's History of Ireland: Cuchulain and His Contemporaries (1880). The book gained 

much popularity both with academics and the wider public. Such books represented the 

background reading of most writers of the Irish revival and they considered O'Grady their 

founding father.67 This was at the time when European literature generally was interested in 

medieval and gothic topics. Also in Ireland, William Butler Yeats published his poem The 

Wanderings of Oisin (1889). Next to him we could find poets such as Thomas Davis who 

consciously brought nationalistic politics into Irish poetry and is still favoured by many 

today, or Samuel Ferguson, a poet interested in reviving the ancient legends, who became 

an inspiration for many Irish poets and writers including James Joyce. 

65 Ibid., p 17 
66 Ibid., p 15 
67 Ibid. 
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At the same time, works by archaeologists, philologist and literary scholars were published. 

The common interest of Irish literature of this period was to promote an idea of Ireland 

different from the country of poverty and ignorance. They worked together on revealing the 

Celtic civilization with which the modern Ireland could claim continuality. 

Apart from this cultural and political direction, there were also very strong radical terrorist 

republican groups''8 that attacked and assassinated, keeping alive and nurturing the tradition 

of 'physical force'64 that eventually cut the country apart during the Civil War. They were 

very important in feeding of the imagination. "Such brooding over political injustice was 

important factor in the political attitudes outside the middle class in Ireland, in the 

nineteenth century and even today. "7() 

It was around this time that the ancient characters of the Fianna fighters and Cuchulainn 

were highlighted again by the politicians and the artists and again, they were to serve the 

interests and purposes of those creating and recording the events of the time. 

4.3 The revolution and the image of the heroes 

On Easter Monday 1916, Padraic Pearse and James Connolly with a band of about 700 

hundred relatively untrained men seized the Dublin Post office and proclaimed the 

establishment of Irish Republic. They held the forces of the British Empire for about a 

week and after the surrender, Padraic Pearse, James Connolly and thirteen other leaders 

were tried for treason, found guilty and shot. The heroic sacrifice of the Easter rebels 

galvanized Ireland into a sense of their nationhood; independence became inevitable.71 

68 For instance, the IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood) responsible for the rebellion of 1867. Much fighting 
was also caused by the ongoing evictions (2590 incidents in 1880) from Bew, Paul. Parnell, Charles Stewart 
(1846-1891) politician and landowner, Oxford Dictionary of national biography. Oxford University Press, 
2004. p 16 
69 Ibid., p 19 
70 Ibid. 
71 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 20 

29 



Repeatedly, Pearse alluded to the heroic deeds of the hero Cuchulainn and he even saw 

himself in the image of the hero. It was William Butler Yeats' portrayal of Cuchulainn's 

reckless courage and heroic joy in his play The Green Helmet that had commanded the 

admiration. It was in the name of Cuchulainn and the other ancient heroes that Pearse 

summoned the youth of Ireland to assert their manhood in defense of a national ideal.72 

"In a sense, by their action, Pearse and Connolly had restored that lost age of heroes. The 

Irish government commemorated the event by a statue of Cuchulainn."73 The statue is 

standing up to present day in the hall of Dublin General Post Office. 

4.4 The politicians and the writers 

"In Ireland the political leaders and their fighting men had taken the vision of the ideal 

Ireland largely from the beliefs of the literary revival. "74 

William Butler Yeats commented on the death of Padraic Pearse who 'went to die calling 

upon Conchulainn': "Fall, Hercules, from Heaven in tempests hurled to cleanse the beastly 

stable of the world"15 Another of the executed leaders of the Easter rising was John 
76 • • 

MacBride, husband of Maud Gonne. Despite of his former dislike of the man, Yeats notes 

about his death, "transformed utterly: A terrible beauty is born."11 In this way he admits the 

transformation of humans into symbols of the new nation's identity. The political and the 

literary movement around the time of the revolution were strongly intertwined. 

72 Ibid., p 19 
73 Ibid., p 20 
74 Ibid, p 82 
75 Raine, Kathleen. Death-in-life andlife-in-death: 'Cuchulain comforted' and 'News for the Delphic Oracle. 
London: The Dolmen Press, 1974. p 23 
76 Maud Gonne was also a founding member of Sinn Fein together with Arthur Griffith. Yeats never became a 
member of the party. Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. 
p 83 

Ibid., p 83 
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The politicians built on the ideas that were widespread due to the efforts of the writers, 

playwrights, painters and other representatives of the culture focused on the topic of Ireland 

and its past. The cultural scene was correspondingly influenced by the political events of 

the time. Both of the movements strove to create and support the notion of Ireland's 

national identity. Their common ground became the mythological characters and their 

destinies that were depicted as inspiration and motivation for the contemporary situation. 
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5 The Literary Revival 

"Fearghus, Conchubar, Cuchulain, Fion, Oisin, Oscar - these were more to the Gael than 

mere names of great champions and warriors of former time: they represented the men who 

had gone before, who had fought the good fight, who had passed from earth to the mystic 

Tir na n-og, who had become gods, but whose spirits, heroic and immortal, still lived after 

them. And though well-nigh two thousand years have rolled away since those mighty 

heroes trod this land of ours, yet is their spirit not dead: it lives on in our poetry, in our 

music, in our language, and, above all in the vague longings which we feel for a something, 

we know not what, - our irresistible, overmastering conviction that we, as a nation, are 

made for higher things. Oh! That this hero-spirit were stronger than it is! Oh! That men 

could be brought to realize that though 'of the earth, earthy,' yet that there is a spark of 

divinity within them! And men can be brought to realize this by propagation of a literature 

like that of the Gael,-a literature to which nature-love and hero-love shall form the key 

words, a literature which shall glorify all that is worthy of glory,- beauty, strength, 

manhood, intellect and religion.'''' 

Israel Regardie 

In his book The Heart Grown Brutal, Peter Costello comments that, "The cultural revival 

made possible the political revolution by creating a new ideal of Ireland, and the literature 

of the revival provides what might almost be called 'the secret history' of the Irish 

revolution."79 Their interest in Irish history, legends, songs, dancing and sports was non-

political, however, in practice could not be separated from politics. Costello argues that the 

Literary Revival was a revolution in the realm of thought. "The Literary Revival was part 

of a real revolution because Irish writers and artists were able to express, in a completely 

new way, a new feeling about the country and its people, quite different to what had been 

thought of or felt previously. "80 

78 Ibid., page 19-20 quoting Israel Regardie 
79 Costello, Peter. The Heart Grown Brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977, p 11 
80 Ibid., p 5 
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It moulded a new generation whose outlook was fundamentally Irish and it was only a 

matter of time before that attitude would reflect itself in the political field. Virginia Moore 

states it was an unwitting drive of the Gaelic League that brought the revolution of the 1916 

and Skene adds that the political impact of the members of the literary movement, 

especially W.B. Yeats' was equally strong.81 "In many ways it could be said that William 

Butler Yeats did more for Ireland at the turn of the century than anyone else. As perhaps 

the most prominent member of the Literary Revival he helped to banish the then prevailing 

sense that British culture was superior to Irish. "82 

Another important aspect was the forming of a new middle class, which provided a new 

audience for literature and theatre as well as for painting and music. "The ideas of the Irish 

Literary Revival were acceptable to the new Ireland because they confirmed their political 

aspirations, especially those of the new middle class. "83 The audience changed from the 

rural listeners and readers of the traditional Gaelic literature to the new bourgeoisie of the 

cities and towns. W.B. Yeats was definitely read more in Dublin and Cork than in Aran or 

Dingle. Without this audience the revolution both in literature and in politics would have 

been impossible. The new prosperity brought literacy which increased the need for 

literature as well as self-government. 

"Reaching back into Irish mythology for its heroes, such as Cuchulainn, the literary 

movement provided new inspiration for an old dream. National sentiment in Ireland had 

long found a romantic refuge, and the literary movement was even more romantic than the 

language revival. Writers like Yeats revolted against the tradition of earlier national poets 

whose aim was political. In his writing he would preach no political gospel ...Nonetheless 

the literary revival was political. It inspired the imagination. It created the ancient heroes 

and it won new admirers for the beautiful woman who in tradition personified Ireland."** 

81 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 18 
82 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 20 
83 Ibid., p 19 
84 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 18-19 
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Their aims were not political, in the sense that they would fight the aims of the political 

parties, however they were writing in a time of extensive political struggle and through a 

tumulous time of changes and transforming philosophies. 

The literary movement set out a goal of creating real literature for Ireland, they were trying 

to create modern literature from the old sagas and the peasant folklore. ".A central aim of 

Yeats and the other writers of the Celtic movement was to establish on the foundation of the 

ancient Irish legends a literature and a drama which would substitute a positive 

nationalism for the negative and divisive passions which have gripped the Irish throughout 

their modern history. The subject that, while intensely national, was uncoloured by modern 

politics or sectarian religious controversy and thus might appeal to writers of differing 

persuasions and to a wider, more heterogeneous audience"85 

The literary revival had two theses: a romantic one, forged by Yeats himself and a realistic 

one inspired by George Moore. One mainly in poetry, one in prose and both experimented 

in drama. They all drew from the Symbolists, Ibsen and the Realists.86 

5.1 Romantic versus realistic approach 

William Butler Yeats, Lady Gregory, George Russell and others focused on Irish past, they 

introduced and promoted romantic thesis, warriors and peasants as bearers of aristocratic 

ideals. The realistic approach chose Irish presence and the situation of the countryside for 

their inspiration. J.M. Synge is a figure that borders the two approaches and Martyn or 

Moore would probably be the most known names connected to realism of the period. Later, 

James Joyce will be inspired by some of their work87. Both of the approaches were strongly 

represented and they ever created the tension between the protagonists active around the 

Abbey theatre. 

85 Ibid., p 20 
86 Ibid, p 22 
87 James Joyce comes here as the typical urban writer opposite to most of the peasant-oriented writers of the 
period. He hated and feared the country. Joyce thought that Yeats and the Abbey were out of touch with what 
was modern in drama and literature at the time and that he was not. Joyce had been a supporter of their Sinn 
Feinn before the uprising as well. Even though Joyce also deals with mythology in his works, his treatment is 
fundamentally different (Stephen fears those big words such as Freedom, Peace, Revolution or Republic. Big 
words were the fashion of the time. Joyce refused both the heroic of Yeats and the peasantry of Synge. Ibid. 
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Yeats' expression the 'Celtic twilight' had come to be used to describe the whole literary 

movement. It gives the impression that in the centre of the movement there were somehow 

fey and other-worldly issues, but though that may partly be true for Yeats or Russell for 

Synge and others it was not.88 Yeats found heart mysteries in the ancient sagas, Synge in 

the west presence. He opposed Yeats' idea of basing his play on Cuchulainn and put up 

against it the play Deirdre celebrating the triumph of love over death; Deirdre over 

Cuchulainn. His heroes are never heroes of the battle field but heroes of the human heart. 

Audience was shocked by the use of indelicate words in his plays and disliked the ordinary 

topics.89 

Next to them we find the work of Moore and Martyn90. They represent strong Catholic 

antithesis91 and required intellectual theatre influenced by Ibsen.92 "The contrast is also 

between imagination and intelligence; between poetry and prose; between romanticism and 

realism; between the brief glory of the heroic and the entanglements of social life. "93 

Lennox Robinson wrote a play Patriots (1912), a mild little satire, describing an old Fenian 

coming back to his Cork from exile to try to win the young men for revolution only to find 

out that they are far more interested in the latest thing, the cinema. Michael Collins, the 

Irish revolutionary leader and would-be Minister of Finance, went to see the play in 

London and booed it with his party; they were outraged that it would be possible that their 
• 94 

own people would prefer cinema to revolution. 

88 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 35 
89 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 47 
90 Martyn was a realist and a nationalist; 'ourselves alone' was his motto. He joined Maud Gonne and Arthur 
Griffin in founding the Sinn Feinn. George Moore, Martyn's cousin, believed that the reawakened Ireland and 
its development cannot be left in the hands of people like W.B. Yeats. Ibid. 
91 The influence and struggle of the Catholic and the protestant forms of Christianity cannot be 
underestimated in the whole process of forming of the Irish national identity and art, however the scope of 
this work does not allow us to go into much detail. Similarly, the influence of the Irish exile to United States 
and to the Colonies played a great role in the new Republic's development. Nevertheless, both W.B. Yeats 
and J.M. Synge neglect this very topic in their plays. Ibid., p 37 
92 Yeats was strongly against the influence of Ibsen on the Irish theatre. Ibid., p 39 
93 Ibid., p 42 
94 Michael Collins read a lot of early Yeats when he was young; he also lived the old legends. Costello, Peter. 
The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of Yeats, 1891-1939. 
Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 127 
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5.2 Lady Gregory 

"Of my objects-the one nearest to my heart- is the making of the soil of Ireland sacred by 

getting legends known. By translating a legend, or some piece of folklore, we may give to 

the hills and the fields a new meaning, a new colour, a new inspiration for those who make 

their homes among them - thus, as I say, bringing back the soul of Ireland to herself " 

Lady Augusta Gregory on in favor of Irish autonomy.95 

The most important figure behind the activities of the literary revival was Isabelle Augusta 

Gregory. After the death of her husband, Sir William, in 1891, Lady Gregory began her 

transformation into one of the nation's cultural figures. During her life, she wrote over 40 

plays and a number of poems and essays. 

At the age of 50 she first mastered the Irish language, started to contribute to the Gaelic 

League and performed many other activities, including the organization of Irish lessons at 

the school at Coole. She also began collecting folk tales of her home county and published 

a number of volumes of folk material.96 She also produced a number of collections of 

Kiltartanese versions of Irish myths, including Cuchulain of Muirthemne (1902) and Gods 

and Fighting Men (1904). In his introduction to the former, Yeats wrote: "I think this book 

is the best that has come out of Ireland in my time." (James Joyce was to parody this claim 

in the Scyla and Charybdis chapter of his novel Ulysses. Flann O'Brien would also parody 

the book in his At Swim-Two-Birds with his overly literal versions of the myths of the 

Fenian cycle.)97 Researching Irish history provided a shift in her own position from the 

'soft' Unionism of her earlier writings on Home Rule to a definite support of the cause of 

Irish nationalism. 

95 Ibid., p 128 
96 A Book of Saints and Wonders (1906), The Kiltartan History Book (1909), and The Kiltartan Wonder Book 
(1910). 
97 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 80 
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5.3 The Abbey theatre 

The co-operation of Lady Gregory, Edward Martyn, William Butler Yeats and others 

brought about the founding of the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899. Lady Gregory undertook 

the fundraising, and the first programme consisted of Martyn's The Heather Field and 

Yeats' The Countess Cathleen. During this period, Lady Gregory co-authored Yeats' early 

plays, including The Countess Cathleen. After the collapse of the Irish Literary Theatre 

(due to lack of finances), in 1904 the Irish National Theatre was formed together with John 

Millington Synge, George Russell, Annie Elizabeth Fredericka Horniman, William and 

Frank Fay and others. On the 27 December 1904, the first play opened what was to become 

the significant scene of the new Abbey theatre.98 

This new organization called itself the Irish National Theatre Society. Yeats was the 

president, Maud Gonne, Douglas Hyde and George Russell vice-presidents. Miss Horniman 

was a wealthy Englishwoman who presented the Society with their own building under the 

condition that it would be run under Yeats' ideals and that it will not serve any sort of 

political propaganda. In that matter Yeats never compromised, even though his play 

Cathleen ni Houlihan had roused enthusiasm of the ultra nationalists99. "He stoutly insisted 

that it had not been intended as a propagandist play. The directors of the Abbey Theatre 

laboured to make it an institution of artistic integrity, choosing plays for their literary and 

dramatic merit and not for their political viewpoint. "10° 

The Abbey always fought hard to maintain the status of standing strongly against merely 

propagandist plays. (Especially J.M. Synge was under continuous attack from the 

nationalists for his portrayal of peasantry, which was said to be deformative, and his view 

of womanhood.) "/« Synge, realism is coming to fight the romantic sentimentality 

enhancing nationalism by showing the more real picture of the country's inhabitants in a 

time when the writers were expected to be rising up to the ideals of their past"m. 

98 Ibid., p 79 
99 Ibid., p 82 
100 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 79 
101 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 86 
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At some instances, riots interrupted the plays during performance.102 At the opening of 

Synge's The Playboy of the Western World in January 1907, a significant portion of the 

crowd rioted, causing the remainder of the play to be acted out in dumb show. Lady 

Gregory did not think as highly of the play as Yeats did, but she defended Synge as a 

matter of principle.103 

Maud Gonne herself led a protest against the play, stating that inspiration of idealism was 

needed, not the downpull of realism 104 J.M. Synge was well aware of the Irish cause but 

chose not to write about it; his theme was love and women, however bereft of all 'pious 

uplift' that the audience expected. That was considered un-Irish and Arthur Griffith 

pronounced the play betrayal to the national cause105. Yeats replied that the purpose of their 

theatre was artistic, not propagandist. Maud Gonne saw it as insulting to the idea of 

national idealism. Synge was seeking for the real, the surprising, and dimensions of 

humanity, which he did not find in political terms like Maud Gonne. W.B. Yeats said about 

Synge that he was, "unfitted to think a political thought",106 It was not so, he consciously 

refused to cooperate and rejected his own class. He wrote to Maud Gonne that he will not 

be connected to any militant organization. He believed in change without fighting, socialist 

ideas and reforms.107 

102 Ibid., p 79 
103 Her view of the affair is summed up in a letter to Yeats where she wrote of the riots; "It is the old battle, 
between those who use a toothbrush and those who don't."Ibid., p 83 
104 Ibid., page 32 
105 Ibid. 
106 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 33 
107 Even though their differences in opinion, Yeats loved Synge greatly and his death in 1909 meant great a 
crisis in Yeats' life. Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 80 
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5.4 The goals and controversy of the Abbey Theatre 

The ideal of the Abbey theatre was to add dignity to the Irish people by changing the 

stereotype of the stage Irishman. They all contributed to Lady Gregory's volume called 

Ideals in Ireland (1901). It was a kind of manifesto of the movement's intentions. It was 

idealistic with a vision of Ireland's possibilities which they would try to realize as best as 

they could. It dealt with ideal Ireland and the plays they wrote represented this ideal.108 

From its outset, the Irish theatre movement was embroiled in controversy. Irish public, and 

particularly newspapers, were incredibly sensitive to any attack against the stereotypes 

which dominated Irish thinking on politics, religion and art. Yeats and his colleagues set 

out to rid Irish drama of such deadening clichés109. They were attacked by the Roman 

Catholic representatives for promoting a pagan point of view to the extent of being accused 

of heresy.110 The Irish extremists saw the Abbey as an institution held captive by Unionist 

and Anglophiles devoted to the pursuit of strange gods 111 

Lady Gregory remained an active director of the theatre until her retirement in 1928. Over 

the time more then 40 of her plays were performed in the Abbey.112 Because of Lady 

Gregory's prominent position in the revival movement, her home at Coole Park in Galway 

became a second home for the writers of the time. Yeats spent many summers there, and 

the famous 'autograph tree' on the estate still bears the signatures of the frequent visitors 

J.M Synge, W.B Yeats, Jack Yeats, George Russell, Douglas Hyde, Sean O'Casey or 

George Bernard Shaw. 

108 Especially the play Cathleen ni Houlihan in 1902 staring Maud Gonne. The play became very effective and 
stirred the audience incredibly. 
109 Ibid.,p 87 
110 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 78 
111 Ibid., p 79 
112 Many of these were written in an attempted transliteration of the Hiberno-English dialect spoken around 
Coole Park that became widely known as Kiltartanese, from the nearby village of Kiltartan. Her plays, which 
are rarely performed now, were not particularly popular at the time. Indeed, the Irish writer Oliver St John 
Gogarty once wrote "the perpetual presentation of her plays nearly ruined the Abbey". In addition to her 
plays, she wrote a two volume study of the folklore of her native area called Visions and Beliefs in the West of 
Ireland in 1920. She also played the lead role in three performances of Cathleen Ni Houlihan in 1919. Ibid., 
p 82 
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6 William Butler Yeats 

In the following part we will look at the way the Romanticism of the poet William Butler 

Yeats dealt with the notion of the ancient hero discussed hitherto and we will try to point 

out some of the important moments playing a part in the transformation of an ancient 

character into a national symbol. 

William Butler Yeats was born in Dublin on June 13, 1865 as the eldest of four children; a 

descendant to a once-affluent family acquainted to the Wilde family. Yeats' parents had a 

considerable influence on the young artist's life. His father was trained as a lawyer but 

decided to leave the vocation and fulfil his lifelong ambition of becoming a painter causing 

the family frequent financial hardships. Yeats' mother, Susan Pollexfen Yeats, was the 

daughter of a successful merchant from Sligo. She has been described as an intense and 

eccentric woman interested in faeries and astrology. From his mother Yeats inherited the 

love for Ireland, particularly for the region surrounding Sligo, and his interest in the 

folklore of the local peasantry. 

As a student, Yeats had been described as a rather disappointing, shy and poor in sports"3. 

In 1884 Yeats enrolled in the Metropolitan School of Arts in Dublin, where he met the poet 

George Russell. Together they founded the Dublin Hermetic Society which was to perform 

magical experiments and promote their belief that, "whatever the great poets had affirmed 

in their finest moments was the nearest we could come to an authoritative religion and that 

their mythology and their spirits of water and wind were but literal truth."'14 This was the 

first serious activity in occult studies that Yeats became engaged in and this fascination 

continued for the rest of his life. He joined the Rosicrucians, the Theosophical Society, and 

MacGregor Mathers' Order of the Golden Dawn. It is known that he frequently consulted 

spiritualists and engaged in religious rituals. Yeats used his knowledge of the occult as a 

source of images for his poetry, and traces of his esoteric interests appear everywhere in his 

poems."5 

113 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B. Keate-Cambridge University Press, 2006. p 24 
114 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 54 
115 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B. Fea/.v.Cambridge University Press, 2006.p 25 
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In 1885 Yeats met the Irish nationalist John O'Leary who inspired him to turn his attention 

to Celtic nationalism. He also arranged for the first publication of Yeats' poems in The 

Dublin University Review.116 Welsh states that, "Under the influence of O'Leary, Yeats took 

up the cause of Gaelic writers at a time when much native Irish literature was in danger of 

being lost as the result of England's attempts to anglicize Ireland through a ban on the 
117 

Gaelic language." 

On January 30, 1889, Yeats met Maud Gonne, an actress who was to become his love and 

inspiration. Despite her many rejections of his offers of marriage, Yeats and Gonne 

remained close friends and their relationship endured through times of estrangements, 

including her brief marriage to Major John MacBride. To Yeats, Gonne represented an 

ideal, and throughout his life he found the tension between them, as well as their friendship, 

a source of poetic inspiration. She was a passionate agitator for the nationalist cause in 

Ireland and they were united in their common desire to see Ireland freed from English 

domination. During this period Yeats focused his attention on drama consciously 

attempting to renew wider interest in Irish literature and culture. 

In 1917, when he was fifty-two years old, Yeats finally married. His wife, Georgiana Hyde-

Lees, displayed potential as a medium and claimed ability to communicate with the 

supernatural world through the technique of automatic writing. 

Late in his life, when decades of the Irish nationalists' struggles had finally achieved the 

passage of the Home Rule Bill, Yeats was chosen as one of the sixty members of the new 

Irish Senate. He left the senate in 1928 because of his failing health and devoted the rest of 

his life to poetry. He died on January 28, 1939. 

117 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 
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6.1 W.B. Yeats; poetry 

"/ believed that instead of thinking of Judea as holy, we should think our own land holy, 
118 

and most holy where most beautiful.'''' 

W.B. Yeats 

W.B. Yeats has been considered the poet of Ireland of his period. From the first he wanted 

his poetry to have its own inherent unity and his writings often depicted the rural Ireland of 

fable and myth. When he was young, he longed to become "a sage, a magician or a poet'119 

connecting wisdom, magic and poetry. He saw the role of a poet in a society predominantly 

as a shamanistic one. "He admired the druidical bards of ancient Ireland and wanted to 

emulate them...Yeats plunged into occultism and ceremonial magic to prepare himself for 

such a role, and into nationalist politics to bring into being a social context in which the 

role could be played with greater effectiveness. "'20 He has been attracted to places of 

beauty full of legend and myth and narratives of the old, of the mythological heritage of 

Ireland. 

Many of his works drew directly upon the legends of pre-Christian Ireland. He was seeking 

among the rocks and hills of his home country for a mythology to nourish his poetry, to 

bind him to Ireland. "This association of landscape and legend was for Yeats the very heart 

of his sense of Irishness. When he began to discover as a young man how much of the 

mythological heritage of Ireland was lost to the modern Irishman, he became convinced 

that the restoration of that heritage was the most important contribution he could make to 
>>121 

the cause of Irish nationalism. " " He became a self-consciously Irish poet working 

deliberately in the national tradition. Yeats believed that, "the inaccessible glories of 

Ireland's past and the disillusioning realities of its present give way to the hope that it will 

be revitalized through communal sharing of its surviving folk traditions"}22 

118 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 3 
119 Ibid., p 2 
120 Ibid., 
121 Ibid., 
122 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B.Yeats. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
p 48 
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He planned to found Irish Mystical Order and was convinced that the Order would provide 

space to, "set before Irishmen for special manual an Irish literature which, though made by 

many minds, would seem the work of a single mind, and turn our places of beauty or 

legendary association into holy symbols. "m 

Yeats participated in the Order of Golden Dawn124 and in the Esoteric Section of the 

Theosophical Society125 where kabalistic, alchemical, Rosicrucian and astrological systems 

were used interchangeably with the symbols of the Tarot, numerology, and the Greek and 

Egyptian religious mysteries. The philosophy underlying much of Yeats' work can easily 

be traced to Hindu and Buddhist ideas and different occult beliefs126 

His lyrics mostly feature plural speaker and folk-based forms and hence evoke collective, 

ritualized experience. His poems evoke ideals and glorify the past but they do not lack 

imagination. His poetry is mystical and never simplified. He was self retrospective, and 

believed that natural and spiritual beauty were connected. His language, especially in the 

early poems, is extremely high and elevated using the old fashioned words to reach his 

goals; however the language becomes more mundane with the newer works. 

Yeats often visited his friend and mercenary Lady Gregory on her mansion in Coole Park, 

where he discovered Ballylee. The small village was named in a number of countryside 

tales that fascinated him and in 1917 he purchased a 14th century Norman tower-house 

there. The tower became deeply symbolic to Yeats and it appeared prominently in his 

poems for the last two decades of his life. Many of those poems appear in the 1928 

collection The Tower and the posthumous Last Poems (1939). 

123 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 1 
124 "It was under the influence of the Golden Dawn the Yeats ' vague ambitions for the spiritual regeneration 
of Ireland crystallized into a plan for the establishment of an Irish Mystical Order which would use 
specifically Celtic symbolism. " Ibid., p 6-7 
lSs Ibid., p 24 
126 He was strongly influenced by the teaching of Madame Helena Blavatsky. Yeats believed in the 
'comparability of the great Aryan cultures' as was popular at the time. He connected the beliefs of Homer and 
the ancient Hindu tradition with the beliefs and teachings of the Druids. It was a common belief that there is a 
connection between the Greek and the Irish deities, especially the motif of re-birth which was part of the cult 
of Dionysus Yeats often made connections between the Irish chariots and the chariot-fighting of Greeks and 
Trojans. Ibid., p 26 
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6.1.1 The poems of W.B. Yeats on the hero 

Yeats published Crossways in 1889 when he was twenty four. Undecided in style yet, but 

he comments: "It was through old Fenian leader John O'Leary I found my theme. His long 

imprisonment, his longer banishment, his magnificent head, his scholarship, his pride, his 

integrity, all that aristocratic dream nourished amid little shops and little farms, had drawn 

around him a group of young men; I was but eighteen or nineteen....he gave me the poems 

of Thomas Davis, said they were not good poetry but had changed his life. "127 

O'Leary was one of the original Fenians of the 1860's; however he grew to seek pacifist 

solutions. To Yeats, O'Leary represented all he imagined the reawakened nationalist 

Ireland might have become: proud, cultivated, aristocratic, and honourable. He had 

encouraged Muad Gonne in her activities and also became the decisive influence in Yeats' 

life. Costello comments in The Heart Grown Brutal, "Just as Maud Gonne became almost 

the personification of Irish nationalism, so Yeats was identified with older, Celtic Ireland of 

myth. " m 

Cuchulainn first appeared in the poem Cuchulainn's fight with the sea, in which he kills his 

own son and 'fought with the invulnerable tide.129 Soon his name was cried in the modern 

war. Padraic Pearse was thirteen years old when this poem was published.130 

The poem "The Black Tower" portrays a group of ancient warriors who would rather 

sacrifice themselves to a fleeting ideal than parley with their opponents. Whether they 

represent admirably stalwart heroes or self-defeating fanatics is left for the reader to judge, 

"Cuchulainn Comforted" envisions a similarly mysterious scenario, in which the hero's 

ghost joins a troop of sweetly singing spirits who in life were "Convicted cowards"131 

127 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 21 
128.Ibid., p 22 
129 Ibid., p 22 
130 Ibid., p 23 
131 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B.Yeats, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
p i l l 
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However, in the poems such as the "Happy Townland" for example, Yeats uses an 

approximation of ballad stanza to herald a populist paradise where beer-drinking, bagpipe-

playing peasants mix with dancing queens and fighting warriors, where the archangel 

Michael blows his trumpet for supper instead of judgment, and where miracles actually 

occur 'on wet roads where men walk.'132 

In "The seven woods" thus, "satisfies the apocalyptic expectations of its first poem by 

moving away from the impossibly idealized Romanticism of its heroic poems-and through 

the disillusioning realities encountered at its mid-point-to conclude with a synthesis of the 
? 133 • 

miraculous and the earthly". His newer poems, particularly the ones where he uses sober 

language, are contrasted with the idealized romantic poems. 

"Yeats' self-critical side stands out sharply in "Man and the Echo" and "The Circus' 

Animal Desertion." "Man and the Echo" begins with Man shouting frantic questions into 

an oracular cleft on the side of Knocknarea, in County Sligo. "The fact that the Echo 

answers by repeating Man's last four words, implies continued awareness on Yeats' part 

that communications from the spirit world may be nothing more than solipsistic self-
»134 mirroring. 

The most important notion underlining Yeats' later poems is the introspective question 

whether he contributed to the deaths of the 1916 rebels by writing such incendiary plays as 

Cathleen ni Houlihan^^The very last poem that he completed shortly before his death is 

called "The Death of Cuchulainn"; the last dramatic depiction of his long time alter ego in 

which the hero bravely faces his end, confident that his soul 'is about to sing'.136 

G 

132 Ibid. p 112 
133 Ibid., p 48-49 
134 Ibid., p 111 
135 Ibid., p 111 
136 Ibid., p 114 
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6.2 W.B. Yeats; drama 

It is however the drama of William Butler Yeats where we encounter the most pronounced 

notion of the spirit of the hero Cuchulainn coming back to life. The development of the 

Irish theatre has been one of the most important events of the rising notion of Irish 

nationalism. Together with Lady Gregory, J.M. Synge and the actress, suffragette and 

activist Maud Gonne, Yeats became a part of the body of personalities connected to the 

foundation and running of the Abbey theatre. The activity of the theatre had highly 

politicized associations and the plays introduced during the first seasons of its functioning 

were judged not only by the criterion of their artistic values but probably the same 

importance was given to the political connotations and impacts of the plays. Drama was 

viewed as the means of Ireland's developing national consciousness. 

Yeats' On Baile's Strand, revolving around the fight of Cuchualinn and his own son, was 

the first play ever presented in the Abbey Theatre by the National Theatre Company on 

December 27, 1904137. 

6.2.1 The plays of W.B. Yeats 

Even though we are predominantly interested in the topic and effect of W.B. Yeats' plays, a 

word on the form of the play has to be mentioned. "Like many other dramatists of the 

period Yeats worked with both antique and exotic forms, and was particularly concerned 

with the ideal synthesis of the arts that Richard Wagner originally advocated."138 The 

dramatic form he found in the Japanese theatre of Noh. The philosophical background he 

found in Plotinus and his cosmology, especially the preoccupation with destiny of soul and 

nature, as well as Blake who was saturated in Plotinus. 

G 

137 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 47 
138 Taylor Richard. The drama of W.B.Yeats, Irish Myth and the Japanese No. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1976. p 1 
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Yeats plays are determined by his attempt to demonstrate the: "Intervention of a 

supernatural agency in an otherwise realistic situation, and his break with the dramatic 

conventions of Shakespeare and Ibsen in pursuit of abstract passion, mood and 

atmosphere, led him to a conception of theatre as ritual, a demonstration or celebration of 

cosmic forces which condition the reality of daily life. Ritual drama is above all a group art 

in which historical or mythological events are both recreated and their significance for the 

community is emphasized through the focus of aesthetic structuring."l39 

"Attempts at the revival of lyric drama were not restricted to the writing of new plays in 

verse, but were extended to the creation of a new dramatic form in which symbolic 

significance of action, schematic relationship of character sculptural quality of the playing 

area, rhythm of bodily movement, harmony of music and songs, patterns of colour in 

costume and setting, and unifying texture of language would join together in the expression 

of some hidden truth or reality of the imagination. If the spectacle of that expression were 

both beautiful and sublime, understanding and acceptance of the larger reality beyond it 

would surely follow. ",4n 

The importance of the form is in the revelation of 'what is' or 'what should be' in terms of 

public good, a demonstration of the touchstone and ordering principle on which the 

stability of the community rests. Such group art requires an audience of initiates or 

participants, and Yeats was at great pains throughout his lifetime to induce a larger 

community to share his private visions of universal order. "Although Yeats never entirely 

gave up the early dream of a theatre which would be a powerful force in shaping the Irish 

national life, he recognized that a theatre which depended on popularity with the mob 

could never have the artistic freedom to forge the soul of Ireland. "141 

139 Ibid., p 2 
140 Ibid., p 1-2 
141 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 224 
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Influenced by the Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic movements which had urged both a return 

to functionalism and the establishment of a closer bond between life and art, Yeats began 

exploiting folk material and heroic legend, but the fact remained that both worlds were 

somehow alien to his audiences of honest townsmen.142 

During the early years his plays were either projections of a degraded present, whose 

limiting circumstantial realism is exposed by sudden juxtapositioning with the Ideal, or 

direct evocations of ancient heroes.143 Yeats himself said about it that he "sees his work 

more than a drama as a ritual of lost faith".144 He despised the realistic theatre. According 

to him, Realism has turned from an art which should be timeless to one which at most 

merely chronicles the trivia of history. "The degeneration is symbolic of the abandonment 

of the heroic ideal in the arts. "145Yeats believed in the rebirth of the country into a more 

spiritual reality. 

To W.B. Yeats all human experience was cyclical. He saw life as moving between 

objectivity and subjectivity on a pair of interpenetrating gyres. The view came from his 

study of occult doctrine but they also corresponded to what he believed made up the beliefs 

of pre-Christian Ireland and some beliefs held by Irish peasants to present day. His plays 

are permeated by constant interplay of personal and impersonal elements. 

142 Even more so in our own time and condition, understanding of his work is acquired rather than instinctive, 
and his drama must always remain somewhat foreign. Ibid. 
143 Taylor Richard. Drama of W.B. Yeats, Irish Myth and the Japanese No. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1976. p 2-3 
144 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974, p 1 
145 Ibid., p 227 
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6.2.2 Cuchulainn; the hero of W.B. Yeats 

"The figure of Cuchulainn, the Irish Hercules, is Yeats himself; a strange identification of 

the poet with his anti-self, the hero. Cuchulainn had long accompanied Yeats' poetic 

thought and the identification with Hercules is his own. " 146 

Kathleen Raine 

In this part we are going to turn our attention to Yeats' treatment of the story of 

Cuchulainn. Examination of the character became essential to Yeast' drama to such an 

extent it makes some authors consider the figure his alter ego147. Based on a collection of 

Cuchulainn stories by Lady Gregory148 he wrote five plays dealing with the hero.149 Skene 

notes that, "in his treatment of Cuchulainn stories, Yeats ignored altogether the story of the 

great Cattle Raid of Coolney. He centred his treatment rather on Cuchulainn's slaughter of 

his own son and his subsequent fight with the sea. This incident provided the subject-matter 

for On Baile's Strand. Around this central play, Yeats placed the four others. Taken 

together the five plays span the life of the hero from his initiation as a warrior to his 

eventual death. On the whole, the life of Cuchulainn emerges in Yeats' play cycle as 

tighter, more coherent and more fully human than in the old sagas. "15° 

The first play of the cycle is called On Baile's Strand (1903), the second is The Golden 

Helmet (produced in 1908) which he later revised into a rhyme version called The Green 

Helmet (1910) and was meant as an introduction to On Baile's Strand. The other two are 

called At the Hawk's Well and The only Jealousy of Emer (in 1917 and 1919) the form of 

which he based on the form of the Japanese Noh drama introduced to him by Ezra Pound. 

146 Raine Kathleen. Death-in-life and life-in-death: 'Cuchulain comforted'and 'News for the Delphic Oracle'. 
London: The Dolmen Press, 1974. p 23 
147 Ibid. p42 
148 Who toned down the more grotesque passages describing Cuchulainn's notorious 'transformations', and 
tended to make him more heroic by moderating the supernatural aid he received in times of difficulty. It was 
on her book that Yeats based his cycle of Cuchulainn plays. Ibid., p 28 
149 Yeats planned to make Aoife and the witches of his life central to the other plays. Ibid., p 39 
150 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 2 
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He was inspired by the Japanese use of the masks and body to replace the outworn western 

tradition to achieve truly ritualistic theatre; he combined simple Arian styles with Oriental 

elements. The masks used during the performances were noble and strange, made by 

Dulac.151 

The last one called The Death of Cuchulainn was finished in 1938 close to his own death, 

followed by the poem "Cuchulainn Comforted", only four weeks before he died.152 

Yeats saw himself in the image of Cuchulainn. He devoted much of his energy of his 

creative years to this character. At times of crisis he turned ever to the figure of 

Cuchulainn-the hero who symbolized for him 'creative joy separated from fear'153 In the 

Cuchulainn plays Yeats created a kind of psychological autobiography. At each of the 

major crisis points in his own life he wrote another Cuchulainn play. 

Skene interprets the Cuchulainn plays as an attempt to regenerate Ireland154 "The 

Cuchulainn plays are Yeats' major treatment of the Celtic saga materials he thought to be 

central to a sound Irish nationalism and a sense of the unity of Irish culture."155 As Yeats 

puts it: Many times man lives and dies / between his two eternities, / that of race and that of 

soul, / and ancient Ireland knew it all.156 T.S. Eliot pointed out that, "Yeats was the first 

contemporary writer to use myth as a criticism of modern life by 'manipulating a 

continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity'. 'Instead of narrative method, 

we may now use the mythical method. It is, I seriously believe, a step toward making the 

modern world possible for art. Nowhere can this method be seen to be operating more 

effectively than in the Cuchulainn plays. "157 

Ö 

151 Ibid., p 120 
152 Ibid. 
153 Ibid., p 74 
154 Ibid., p 10 
153 Ibid., p 1 
156 Ibid., p 51 
157 Ibid., p 12 
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6.2.3 Cuchulainn; the solar hero 

Skene in his book Cuchualinn Plays of W.B. Yeats organized the cycle of the plays 

concerned with Cuchulainn in a way which shows their deliberate placement into the lunar 

wheel. In the plays Cuchulainn was intentionally given the identity of a Celtic solar hero; 

he was repeatedly referred to in terms which suggested his solar identity.158 

In The Green Helmet, Cuchulainn stands against the power of darkness reminding us of the 

winter solstice. He is ranged against the powers of darkness which appear to be in the 

service of Bricriu, god of discord. "It is only after Cuchulainn has submitted cheerfully to 

the supreme test, offering himself for total extinction at the hands of the forces of darkness, 

that he is chosen a champion and faces the future with a full confidence of growing 

power. "159 The sense of exultation at the end of The Green Helmet comes from our having 

participated in a ritual of affirmation.160 

The play On Baile's Strand is, according to Skene, situated on the lunar wheel at the 

beginning of February when the festival of Imbolc used to be. It was associated with the 

goddess Brigit, a potent fertility figure. The rites practiced during the festival undoubtedly 

centred on the power of the nature goddess both in her benevolent and malevolent aspects. 

"The fire ceremony at the centre of On Baile's Strand, the song of the women about the 

destructive aspects of the feminine principle, the sacrifice of Cuchulainn's son, and 

Cuchulainn's own contest with the waves, all suggest some forgotten pattern of ritual 

centring about the worship of a nature goddess and the sacrificial death of her sun-god 
. »161 consort. 

The resurrection of the solar-hero takes place in The Only Jealousy of Emer, a play which 

in the scheme comes to the vernal equinox. Spring has, of course, been an occasion for 

158 Skene argues that the points of the solar year are pre-Celtic as Celts themselves cared very little for the 
solstice and equinox. They had a heroic, pastoral culture and swept over these at around 500B.C. The Celtic 
year had no solar orientation and Ceasar says Celt measured time by nights instead of days and there is more 
about it. Ibid., p 60 
159 Justas, the sun, seems to be losing all power and then at the winter solstice gains it again and we know that 
the winter solstice was one of the most important holidays of the Celtic calendar. Ibid., p 62 
160 Ibid. 
161 Ibid., p 59 
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rituals of rebirth in all the religions of the world. The Death of Cuchulainn begins in the 

midsummer ritual at the summer solstice when the strength of the sun breaks and it starts to 

lose its strength with the powers of darkness. There are six phases to the end of the year and 

there are six antagonists and six mortal wounds he gets before the year will begin once 

more. "That Yeats meant to present the story of Cuchulainn by means of series of seasonal 

rituals can hardly be doubted. Not only does his presentation of Cuchulainn's death take on 

many of the aspects of a solar eclipse, but the Blind Man who brings darkness to the solar 

hero is paid twelve pennies for his head, one for each month of the solar year. " 162 

Cuchulainn is gradually referred to as the solar god. When he first appears in At the Hawk's 

Well, he is dressed like a young sun god. In The Green Helmet Emer speaks of: 'His mind 

that is fire, / His body that is sun', and declares that she is 'moon to that sun', and 'steel to 

that fire'.163 In On Baile's Strand it is said of Cuchulainn: He burns the earth as if he were a 

fire, / And time can never touch him.164 He refers to himself explicitly as an offspring of the 

Sun God: My father gave me this. / He came to try me, rising up at dawn / Out of the cold 

dark of the rich sea.165 

Cuchulainn speeches are filled with fire imagery and with references to his fiery origin. We 

know that his father was supposed to be Lug the god of the sun. He speaks of his love for 

Aoife (the Celtic equivalent for Eve) as 'a difficult truce' of the sun and the moon. He is 

referred to by the Fool in On Baile's Strand as to the Sun.: There, he is down! / He is up 

again. / He is going out in the deep water.166 He is supposed to be dead there in the waves, 

however it is Emer who puts it the cyclical significance, just as the sun does not die when 

going down behind the sea so is he not dead either as his death would have cosmic impact. 

G> 

162 Ibid., p 55 
163 Ibid. 
164 Ibid., p 56 
165 Ibid., p 57 
166 Ibid., 
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On the stage the Death of Cuchulainn is most clearly associated with his identity as a sun 

god. "As Cuchulainn stands tied motionless to a pillar, a Blind Man begins to feel from his 

ankles to his neck. As the Blind Man's hands reach Cuchulainn's neck and he moves to cut 

off Cuchulainn's head, the stage is plunged into darkness. When the lights come on, 

Cuchulainn's head is represented by a black parallelogram. The ritual pattern here seems 

derived from events associated with solar eclipse-surely one of the most frightening and 

mysterious events in the life of the sun as seen by primitive man,"167 

Yeats was also influenced by The Golden Bough written by Sir James Frazer,168 one of the 

classical pieces of anthropology dealing with beliefs and religions which states that in the 

center of every religion is the death and re-birth of a god of fertility.169 

6.2.4 Other important symbols 

Apart from the importance of the symbol of the Sun, there are other symbols interwoven in 

Yeats' plays, such as the wind. Wind appears in his plays as well as in his poetry, for 

example in "The Wind among the Reeds". Yeats said, "7 use wind as a symbol of vague 

desires and hopes, because wind and spirit and vague desire have been associated 
, ,»170 everywhere. 

The well that in Celtic mythology is the source of life and source of wisdom is dry here. Is 

it a suggestion that for the Irish the source of life and wisdom has run dry?171 Hawk is 

Cuchulainn's totem animal, his daemon, and his external soul. In the play the primitive is 

starting to take possession of the intellect.172 The hawk represents the female power here 

too, mixes love and hate. 

OS 

167 Ibid., p 56 
168 Ibid., p 22 
169 Ibid., p 24 
170 Ibid., p 126 
171 Ibid., p 127 
172 About the totem animal and warriors in Skene, Ibid., p 137 
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6.2.5 The motif of self-sacrifice 

"In restoring harmony and honor to Ireland, Cuchulainn displays the self-sacrificing and 

disinterested courage which Yeats thought of as the essence of nobility. Such courage lay at 

the heart of the ancient tradition that Yeats wanted to restore to modern Ireland,"173 

David Holdeman 

In the act of his sacrifice the hero finds his place as the true champion of all Ireland making 

a statement of true nobility, and honor; his solitary heroism is in sharp contrast to the 

bravado of those who would merely lead the mob.174 

Cuchulainn is doom-eager and he acts under a form of fatalism which does not allow him 

to make choices. He is only concerned with finding a spiritual journey and the necessity to 

follow it. His wild nature, aristocratic features and loneliness make him a hero. The Green 

Helmet ends with Cuchulainn declared champion of Ireland and his supremacy over the 

other heroes of Ireland is achieved by an act of sacrifice rather than of conquest.175 

The topic of self-sacrifice and martyrdom was the most common reference when calling for 

revolution. Padraic Pearse was a poet himself and in his poems repeatedly the strong 

emotional Catholic background and a desire for sacrifice and suffering can be found. He 

was also a great speaker and the most important topic of both his speeches and his poems 

was Ireland. Pearse established and ran a school, where there was an immense portrait of 
176 • 

Cuchulainn in the hall ' To his students, he preached the nobility of the heroes of the 

sagas. 

173 Ibid., p 146 
174 More on the topic of barbaric violence in Skene, Ibid., p 147 
175 When Emer achieves supremacy over all other women it will be through an act of sacrifice as well. Ibid., 
p 153 

76 This portrait served as the model for the statue of Cuchulainn standing in the GPO. 
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"Cuchulainn had been in the poetry of the Revival a symbol of all that was distinctively 

Irish and for Pearse it became the symbol of the struggle for freedom. " 177 Cuchulainn as 

well as Pearse went for the ultimate sacrifice of his own life. Pearse wrote that bloodshed 

was a cleansing and sanctifying thing and that a nation that fears it or regards it as final 
1 78 

horror has lost its manhood. Pearse saw himself called to die for the salvation of his 

people in the same way as Cuchulainn and also Christ.179 One man can free the people as 

one Man redeemed the world; the Rising began on Easter Monday not by accident.180 

"Their imaginations were fed on Cuchulainn and Christ and the notion of the redeeming 

death - even Connolly would have agreed with them about the nobility of sacrificing one's 

life for the cause of Ireland. "181 

Around seven hundred people died during the rising; Pearse and others were executed. 

After the executions however, the general opinion swung very much. uThe murders and 

executions had been intended as draconian measures to stamp out the revolutionary spark, 

but instead they merely inflamed the dormant emotions of many who had until then been 

uninterested in Sinn Feinn or in the ideas of Pearse and Connolly. " m 

The Home rule had been achieved and Ireland could have reached the status of a 

commonwealth country, instead of that the cause went on. Those who were killed during 

the Rising were turned into national heroes and the literature was further altered by these 

events. 

177 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 75 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid., p 79 
180 Ibid., p 77 
181 Ibid., p 83 
182 Ibid., p 89 
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7 W.B. Yeats and nationalism 

During the course of his life, W. B. Yeats saw the dawn of a nation and he saw two world 

wars resulting from the very idea of nationalism. Some of the people he knew died in the 

struggle too; for him, the topic of heroism and self sacrifice was far from a neutral lyrical 

topic. Through his friendship with John O'Leary and Maud Gonne Yeats joined the oath 

bound Irish Republican Brotherhood, though it is uncertain whether he ever sworn. He was 

a convinced nationalist but had no simple view of life; his main activity was the 

organization of the Irish dramatic movement. 

At the age of twenty one Yeats wrote: "Irish singers who are genuinely Irish in language, 

thought or style must, whether they will or no, nourish forces that make for political 

liberties in Ireland. "183 However, his undoubtedly biggest contribution to the cause of Irish 

nationalism comes with the play Cathleen ni Houlihanmin 1899. It deals directly with the 

theme of freeing from the British bondage and the uprising of 1798. The main character of 

the play is a noblewoman who sells her soul to save her peasantry in a time of the famine. 

Even though the play was roundly denounced by patriots and churchmen as derogatory to 

the character of Catholic Ireland, it had immense effect and was greatly appreciated by the 

public and radical nationalist. The writer Stephen Gwynn, a nationalist M.P. for Galway 

City wrote that after having seen the play, "he went home asking if such plays should be 

produced unless one was prepared for people to go out to shoot and be shot. "18S 

A Sinn Fein historian wrote about Yeats: "Ireland in the coming times will understand that 

the great poet who worked for a national culture was during the whole life one of the most 

revolutionary influences in Ireland. He worked for a revolution of the spirit, and it is the 

spirit that moves the body. "186 

It was never Yeats intention to appeal to force, however the challenge for forced fighting is 

latent in most of the plays. Yeats' poetry helped to nourish forces which were making for 

the political liberties of Ireland. Thus poetry went to the making of modern Ireland as we 

183 Ibid., p 3 
184 Maud Gonne appeared in the rendering of the play in 1902. Ibid., p 6 
185 Ibid., p 3 
186 Ibid., p 4 
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187 know it, because it went to the making of the imagination that fostered the revolution. 

Costello comments: "So the intellectual initiative passed from the poets, novelists and 

painters into the activities of the prospering bourgeoisie, to the militant workers, and to 

small groups of politically motivated men in back rooms dedicated to hastening change by 

force. "188 They voiced and vocalized an ideal and other took it and made for an actual 

change. 

Augustine Birrell, the Irish secretary, when giving evidence before the Royal Commission 

investigating the rebellion in Ireland said: "This period was also marked by a genuine 

literary revival in prose, poetry and drama, which has produced remarkable books and 

plays and a school of acting, all characterized by originality and independence of thought 

and expression quite divorced from any political party, all tending towards and feeding 

latent desires for, some kind of separate national existence. "189 

7.1 W.B. Yeats, P. Pearse and the image of Cuchulainn 

"Yeats' Cuchulainn cycle ends with a reference to Pearse and Connolly and the statue of 

Cuchulainn which stands in the Dublin Post Office. It is remarkable that Pearse and Yeats, 

the two Irishmen who took the most active part in shaping the fate of modern Ireland, 

should have been enamored of the same mythological hero. "190 

Pearse stands out as the one who inspired the political revolution just as Yeats as the one 

who dominated the literary movement. The two of them are intertwined through the symbol 

of Cuchulainn; the politician Pearse drew from many of Yeats' ideas. 

187 Ibid., p 3 
188 Ibid, p 64 
189 Ibid., p 4 
190 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 36 



O'Connor observed that, "Sometimes one gets the impression that all the vital political 

issues of the time were unimportant compared with the task of bringing the name of 

Cuchulainn into English literature. Originally resurrected by scholars and writers in the 

course of historical and literary research during the nineteenth century, this Celtic Iron 

Age warrior came to inspire not only poets like Yeats, but also some of the 1916 men such 

as Pearse. He became an actor in the new national drama, as well as in the plays of the 

Abbey Theatre: a role far removed from the original version of the legend in which he was 

the tribal hero of Ulster. "191 

Pearse and his volunteers 'went out to die calling upon Cuchulainn' l92"Cuchuliann, the 

hero of Yeats 'play cycle, was a personage of considerable symbolic importance to the Irish 

nationalist movement. "193 A peculiarly Celtic view of life is contained in these myths. A 

druid prophesized Cuchulainn would have a short life. "Better a short life and fame 

forever", he replied, "than a long life without glory. "194 This was an ancient morality that 

appealed to Pearse: he understood Cuchulainn and the Fianna as the pagan heart of 

Christian Ireland. They represent the triumph of the will and the worth of feeling, of the 

romantic and the heroic, important aspects of the Irish revolution. 

However, Padraic Pearse would have little tolerance for Yeats' neo-paganism. He dreamt of 

Ireland 'Gaelic, free and Roman Catholic. Yeats on the other hand had tried to revive all the 

high, the noble, not the political (he was convinced that the nation refused the ideals which 

make life a heroic adventure.)195 Yeats saw Cuchulainn as the dominant figure that he 

believed capable of bringing back such a heroic ideal. The death of the hero, even blood 

and violence appealed to Pearse, but Yeats pondered more about the other deaths in the 

saga; the death of Cuchuilann's own son and his best friend. 

191Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 5-q 
192 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 37 
193 Ibid., p 16 
194 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 90 
195 There is a very vivid description of Cuchulian by Yeats in Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, 
A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 101-102 
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"The burden of the saga seems to be that all battles end with the deaths of sons and friends, 

the destruction of all that one loves the best. The ideal of heroic death that is fearsome and 

tragic."196 Yeats seems to have been more moved by the love of Emer and the death of the 

son than in the death of the hero himself. Such perception is what separated the rebels and 

the writers; ideas of the historic and the romantic absorbed both poets and patriots.197 

"The ideal of Ireland which motivated the very small group of men who plotted the Easter 

Rising had its origin in the materials which had been recovered by Irish scholars and 
>tl 98 

recreated by Irish poets. " The connection of the two movements was a source of much 

worry for Yeats. He asked: Did that play of mine send out / certain men the English 

shot?199 One of the actors, Sean Connolly, was supposed to appear in a play on Easter 

Monday but instead of that he died fighting with the Irish Citizen Army in the streets 

outside the City Hall. Did Yeats contribute to what these people did? Could he have spoken 

out to prevent some of this? Auden wrote: "Poetry makes nothing happen".200 Yeats did not 

think so. He wrote, "I count the links in the chain of responsibility, and wonder if any of 

them end in my workshop "2(" He realized only too well that a poet could not write poems 

and plays vivid with nationalist feeling, and expect his readers to be unmoved.202 

196 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Pamell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 
197 Ibid., p 6 
198 Ibid., p 90 
199 Ibid., p 2 
200 Ibid., p 90 
201 Ibid., p 3 
202 Ibid., p 3 
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7.2 Turning to the history 

"The poetical and political ideas of both Yeats and Pearse shared a common basis in Irish 

history, a belief in the special destiny of the Irish people. "203 

Peter Costello 

For Yeats, the Gaelic sagas were comparable with the Greek heroic epics. He said, "They 

are the greatest treasure the Past has handed down to us Irish people, and the most 

plentiful treasure of legends in Europe. "ZU4 It was his purpose to return the lost heritage to 

the country and turn the attention of the young poets to the Celtic subject-matter. He 

wanted Ireland to be a country where there will be imaginative culture and power to 

understand imaginative and spiritual things among the people, "We wish to preserve an 

ancient ideal of life. "205 Ireland would be saved by the intervention of the old gods, high 

culture would return to the country, when the peasant way of life was restored to 
. . • 206 respectable prominence. 

Although nationalist considerations were in large measure responsible for Yeats' interest in 

the Celtic saga materials, he had little sympathy with those nationalist writers whose idea of 

reclaiming the Celtic materials was to treat them as historical accounts of Ireland's past, 

somewhat distorted by centuries of oral transmission. Historical reading of the old sagas 

tended to obscure their mythological significance and dull their power to stir the 

imagination.207 Yeats was more interested in revitalizing Ireland's ancient mythology to 

provide a living faith for modern Ireland, than in piecing together a pseudo-history of the 

Irish race. 

203 Ibid., p 90 
204 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 17 
205 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 28 
206 Ibid., p 29 
207Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 21 
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The need to restore the Celtic element in Irish culture became a central doctrine of Irish 

nationalist movement. Yeats believed that the key to Ireland's restoration in turning the 

Irish writers to Irish subjects, in order to create a literature in English which would be 

distinctly Irish as American literature is distinctly American. Yeats was aware that Irish 

writers who were dedicated to Irish theme and Irish style contributed to political ends. By 

using history in their work many of the poets and writers were striving to create national 

consciousness. For Yeats however, most of them were deficient as poets. To them the old 

legends were nothing more than stories to stir up latent patriotism; for Yeats they were a 

lost religion.209 

Yeats consciously interwove fairy lore which he had gathered from the peasantry into his 

retelling of the Cuchulainn stories, giving them texture and linking them to what he 

considered an ancient but still living faith. He believed the fairies and spirits inhabiting 

trees and bogs to be the descendants of great ancient gods and goddesses.210 He believed 

that in the mythologies: "Ancient man said symbolically all he knew about God and man's 

soul, once famous religions fallen into ruin and turned into old wives' tales, but still 

luminous from rosy dawn of human reverie. "211 

208 The nationalist movement also strived to establish the Irish nationality through de-anglicanization and 
restoration of distinctly Irish identity through clothes, manners, sports and language. Costello, Peter. The 
Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of Yeats, 1891-1939. 
Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977, p 22 
209 Ibid., p 23 
210 The folklorist Rhys, who had great influence on Yeats' work, came up with the connection of gods and 
their symbolic interpretation related to the fights of the opposites (man and woman, day and night, life and 
death. Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 22 
211 Ibid., 24 
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8 Later interpretation of W.B. Yeats 

After the death of William Butler Yeats, many assessments of his work appeared very 

quickly, for example W.H. Auden's elegy In memory of W.B. Yeats in 1939. However, as 

soon as 1941 Louis MacNeice in The Poetry of W.B. Yeats, balancing skepticism and 

sympathy, notices that: "His fellow Irishman's interest in the matter of Ireland gradually 

forced him to synthesise his Romantic and esoteric fantasies with keen attention to 

everyday life". Like both Auden and MacNeice, the New Critics weighed Yeats' off-

putting politics and religion against the greatness of his artistry. A few passed negative 

judgments: Yvor Winters concluded that he failed to moral and aesthetic standards of great 

literature (as defined in terms of such values as rationality)."212 However, most read the 

poems isolated from the historical context. 

Henn rooted his work in the European and especially western tradition of philosophy, 

mysticism, literature and painting.2' ^There was a long discussion whether to place Yeats in 

the Modernist or in the Romantic context. For his persuasion of the ideal, some critics 

placed Yeats in the Platonic tradition, or positioned him next to such philosophers as 

Pythagoras, Parmenides, Heraclites and Empedocles. Moreover, parallels between Yeats 

and Carl Jung have been pointed at as well.214 

It was only in the eighties of the last century that Yeats' attitude to politics became the 

centre of his critics' attention. Some strong negative assessments were made, for example 

by O'Brien who, " o f f e r s afar less sympathetic account of Yeats' politics; minimizing the 

sincerity of the poet's Irish nationalism, he charges Yeats with class prejudice, anti-

Catholicism and thorough-going fascism. "215 

212 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B. Yeats. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
p 119 

Ibid., p 119 and page 120 for more critics. 
214 Ibid., p 121 
215At the later part of his life Yeats came as far as to connect the Irish heroes and the eugenics and 
problematic of higher race, he became obsessed with higher forms and high breeding. Convinced that there is 
a decline of the "better stock" and the rise of "stupider and less healthy" (however, no anti-Semitism was ever 
traced in any of his work). It was a question of believing in stronger and weaker kind of man similary to the 
philosophy of Nietzsche. Yeats expressed his dislike of the Irish-Catholic bourgeoisie; he believed that the 
worthy individuals of the class were being forced out of the country. Yeats was also the author of songs for 
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This work shocked many of the Yeatsians at the time of its first publication as it occurred 

amid celebrations of the poet's centenary.216 During the two next decades, as new 

historicist scepticism began to emerge, discussion of Yeats in particular- and of modernism 

and Irish culture in general - became more attentive to political matters. It was at this time 

the term 'cultural nationalism'217 was forged describing the ambitions of Yeats and his 

contemporaries. Kearney reproved Yeats for valorising the nationalist mythos of blood 

sacrifice.218 Kiberd argued he had subjected modern Ireland to debilitating nostalgia.219 

However, the post colonialist criticism somehow improved the status of Yeats by showing 

that he represented an imperfect, but inspiring model of resistance to colonial oppression. 

He made a great impact on the American society who were hero-hungry and welcomed him 
220 • as a native 'son made good' and the American academic community welcomed him as a 

charismatic literary trend-setter. 

the Blueshirts, Irish militant fascist group. More on the topic can be found in Holdeman, David. The 
Cambridge Introduction to W.B.Yeats. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. p 122 
216 Ibid., p 122 
217 For example Michael North in his The Political Aesthetics of Yeats, Eliot and Pound published in 1991 
218 Holdeman, David. The Cambridge Introduction to W.B.Yeats. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
p 123 

219 Ibid., p 123 
220 Ibid., p 51 
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9 Feminist concept of interpretation 

"Faced with a choice, the Irishmen accept Thanatos before Eros, and so the purpose of life 

is defeated. "221 

Mary T. Condren 

The writings and influence of William Butler Yeats though partly justified by the post-

colonialist has not found the same understanding in the treatment of feminist interpretation. 

It took a surprisingly long time for discussion of Yeats' work to incorporate feminist 

assessments. Gloria C. Kline established a starting point in 1983 by over-viewing his 

relationship with women and by investigating his preoccupation with feminine archetypes 

in her book The Last Courtly Lover?22A more thorough-going breakthrough came with 

Elisabeth Cullingford's Gender and the history in Yeats' Love Poetry in 1993. Balancing 

scepticism with appreciation, Cullingford shows how the women in Yeats' life and the 

sexual politics of his era conditioned his adaptations of love poetry's sexist conventions. 

She stresses his friendships with assertive women and his tendency to identify with 

femininity, and she relates these biographical phenomena to such contexts as the 

emancipations of women, the decolonization of Ireland, and the censorious sexual 

Puritanism of the Irish Free State.223 

Yeats had affairs and loved strong, independent women, including an outspoken feminist. 

Holdeman calls it his: "life-long fascination with accomplished women. "224 The activism of 

Maud Gonne included for example flying a piece of black underwear over her roof when 

Queen Victoria came to Ireland to greet the famine queen with a flag of shame225. It seems 

that Gonne considered Yeats useful for the cause of Ireland; however she was never really 

interested in him. Only during the 1917 Yeats proposed to three women, Maud Gonne, her 

daughter and Miss Hyde-Lees. 

221 O'Casey's plays in Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell 
to the Death of Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 110 
222 Ibid., p 124 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid., p 106 
225 Ibid. 
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Two days before the rising in 1916, Da Valera, future president of the Irish Republic, said: 

"We will be all right; it's the women who will suffer. The most they can do to us is to kill 

us. But the women will have to remain behind to rear the children. "226 The status and role 

of women changed profoundly227 at this time in Ireland due to their participation in the 

revolutionary events. Would such change be achieved without the revolution? How much is 

the political and emotional freedom linked? 

9.1 The female principle in the plays of W.B. Yeats 

Repeatedly throughout the history we encounter certain features of those representing the 

Irish culture that have become identified as characteristic features of the culture itself. 

Among these are the contempt for body, the seeking of ascetic and mystical ideals and a 

refusal of life strongly connected to the idea of sacrifice. These go hand in hand with the 

Catholic tradition, and the religious feeling behind the action is there all the time; 

exaltedness, and ascetics. According to Mary Condren, these are some of the features that 

originated in the victory of what she calls the 'warrior culture', and by its refusal of what is 

considered female these are to be counted responsible for much of the death and violence 

that has taken place in Ireland up to this day.228 

9.1.1 The women of Cuchulainn 

"As if in a dream, the female figures in Cuchulain's life seem to fade into one another. "229 

There are at least four important archetypes of women we encounter in the narratives of 

Cuchulainn; the queen Maeve, oracle Scatchach, Cuchulainn's wife Emer and the goddess 

of war Morrigan. Especially the interpretation of the female power in the Cuchulainn 

stories comes to attention and provides clear space for contrast with Yeats' writing about 

the hero. The women appearing in the story represent all the sides of female psyche and its 

different roles, forms and shapes. 

226 Costello, Peter. The Heart grown brutal, the Irish Revolution in Literature, from Parnell to the Death of 
Yeats, 1891-1939. Dublin: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977. p 108 
227 An example is the establishment of the The Women Scouts of the Republican Army. Ibid, p 112 
228 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New island Books, 2002. p 68 
229 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 230 
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Cuchulainn was trained in warrior cult by the witch Scathach.230 Queen Maeve is the 

archetype of the Celtic warrior queen. According to Condren, she represented the 

matriarchal order that was predominant in Ireland at that time.231 He fights her, thus 

symbolizing the new order in which the men and their warrior culture are to rule the history 

of the country. The other archetype of women in his life is Emer. She is the woman he 

always rushes back to and in Lady Gregory's version she has herself buried with 

Cuchulainn symbolizing the role a woman has to play in order to live in the world ruled by 

men. Again and again we see Cuchulainn struggling with the female power. In Yeats' At 

the Hawk's Well he stares into a hawk-woman's eyes even though he had been warned 

against it and he is doomed to fight and kill his own children. He fights Aoife who is to 

become the mother of his child that also will be eventually fought and defeated by him.232 

The hero is changed through the experience with these women, but according to Fitzpatrik 

it is his failing to integrate the experience of the divine female into his warrior identity that 

forces him to spend his life defending it. Maeve hunts him until the end of his life and it is 

by the treachery of the goddess Morrigan he is defeated in the end. He talks about his 

inability to get it straight with his feminine side, when dying he is bound with a veil233 by 

Aoife his ex-wife and the mother of his son. 

230 According to Bly, the crone figure leads us to the representation of old women similarly to many old 
female figures representing goddessed of Indo-European mythologies and lore. We know about the 
connection between the goddess and time. The teaching of Cuchulainn with Scatchach who carries the same 
characteristics like the other dark characters reminds us of the journey of many other heroes, who have been 
helped, advised or trained by such characters. For example the figure of Baba Jaga is usually connected to the 
Indian goddess Kali or Balean Rangda, Kali's name is derived from the word kala meaning "time". That can 
tell us about the fact that time is needed when we are to prepare for a task as well as the fleetingness of life 
and its easy convertibility to death. Death limits time and it also means coming back to the womb. The female 
imagery is very strong and it talks about his connection to such powers of Slavic, especially Russian 
fairytales. Bly, Woodman. Král panna. Praha. Argo, 2002. p 112 
231 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New island Books, 2002. p 74 
232 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 26 
233 Veil was the most important attribute of Vala, Blake's symbol of the natural body. Vala is the mother of 
mortal bodies. Vala is the goddess Nature and is depicted as cruel in her weaving of this veil, in which she 
catches the souls of mankind, weaving them into its texture, caught like a fish in a net. It is most likely that 
Yeats in his play The Death of Cuchulain had in mind Vala's 'veil' of the physical body, which is both man's 
cradle and his grave, when he makes Aoife, Cuchulainn's old love, ceremonially bind him with her 'veil'. She 
appears who was once beautiful, as bride and mother of his son, as the hag, the sinister aspect of the Triple 
Goddess in her office of the enshrouding of the dead. Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A 
Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p47 
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Mary Louise von Franz comments that it is the obvious ignorance and negligence of his 

anima that provokes the wrath of goddesses with Cuchulainn.234 It is the female power that 

proves treacherous for him. Is it because he lives in the patriarchal domain already in the 

time when the power of the goddess was still very strong?235 

His mate was originally Morrigan236; a goddess who belongs among the deities connected 

to fertility in her constructive and war in her destructive form. "The twin aspects of fertility 

and destructiveness exhibited by the Celtic goddess was to become a major theme of he 

Cuchulain cycle. "237 She appears in a bird form of raven or crow (in this form she is also 

sitting on his shoulder on the GPO statue). Cuchulainn's fate is bound to the relationship 

with the goddess and her shapes are bound to the phases of the moon.238 Here we meet the 
• • 9-3Q 

dark side of the life-giving goddess, the side which takes and destroys. 

The beautiful indomitable woman who cast evil on those who love her was presumably 

inspired by the refusal of Maud Gonne. Women in Yeats' Cuchualinn self-sacrifice for love 

like Emer and Fan, when contesting for Cuchulainn's love. However, Maud Gonne to 

Yeats sacrificed herself for the nation. 

234 Von Franz, Mary-Louise. Interpretation of Fairy Tales. Dallas: Spring Publications, 1987. p 144 
235 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New Island Books, 2002. Chapter 3 
236 In the form of an eel (serpents and eels have been the most common symbolical expression of the female 
deities in Ireland) she causes Cuchulainn to trip in a river during his last battle. Thus is the hero defeated. 
Ibid., p 66 
237 Skene, Reg. The Cuchulain Plays of W.B.Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 42 
238 "Yeats' treatment serves to bring into sharp relief the ironies of the heroic personality, for Cuchulainn 
desires the goddess when she is at her most destructive and rejects her when she is at her most loving." Ibid., 
p 66 
239 14jn Yeats' Cuchulain cycle this 'shape-changing' power is not used capriciously by the goddess but it is 
linked to the cyclical changes she undergoes as moon goddess. Thus the form of the goddess changes as she 
moves through the phases of the great wheel. Since the fate of the hero is worked out in terms of his 
relationship to the goddess, and since the changing form of the goddess is symbolic of the changing aspect of 
the feminine principle with which he must come to terms, the wheel of the hero's fate becomes one with 'the 
burning wheel of love'." Ibid., p 65 
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He uses the imagery of son and moon to extend the metaphor of love and hate. According 

to Skene, it is an idea based on William Blake's writings that, "sexual love is founded upon 

spiritual hate. "240 The war of opposites in the Heraclites sense permeates all Yeats' plays. 

However, in On Baile's strand, symbols of masculinity and femininity predominate.241 

Much of Yeats' writings deal with unresolved conflict; contradictions, dialectic distribution 

of principles and tensions of this world, such as the high and the low or the female and the 

male242 

9.2 The 'warrior culture' 

"In patriarchal culture, in fact, the only goddess who is tolerated is the goddess of war: she 

is the only one with any real part to play, whether her name be Mother Ireland, 

motherland, or Brittania. She is the one against whom, or on whose behalf men must 

constantly pit their wits and their strength, and if they fail in the attempt they can say (as 

was said in Ireland of the leaders of the failed "Easter Rising" of 1916) that they died for 
, , „243 

her sake. 

Mary T. Condren 

In her book, The Serpent and the Goddess, Mary Condren lays out her theory of what she 

calls the establishment of the 'warrior culture', a term, which has been used throughout this 

work. She is convinced that in Ireland, originally female deities were in the centre of 

worship. However, with the coming of the Celts the status of the goddess continually 

declined until it was overpowered by the cult of the warrior heroes; one of the most 

representative being Cuchulainn. The process had been finalized before the coming of 

240 Ibid., p 44 
241 In the Christian times a rook was considered a depiction of a sinner and also devil. In German fairytales 
the anima often appears as a rook (and as a dove in a later stadium). Birds often express the uncontrollable, 
moody, tricky and hard to capture content. At the same time in Ancient lore a rook belonged to the sun god 
Apollo and in alchemy it represents a symbol of nigreda- the black and melancholic thoughts. A dove is the 
bird of Venus, in Christian interpretation it is the symbol of Holy Spirit and represents the white principle. 
Anima often carries both of these aspects in Vlčková, Jitka. Encyklopedie keltské mytologie. Praha: Libri, 
2002.p 216 
242 Yeats kept a Japanese sword on his desk all the time as a symbol of masculinity and femininity. Skene, 
Reg. The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 44 
243 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New Island Books, 2002. p 43 
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Christianity to Ireland. However the narratives of The Tain come from the period of the 

great struggle of the goddess-oriented culture with the newly arising culture of heroes.244 

In the stories originating around similar time as The Tain we repeatedly observe the status 

of the goddesses declining; the younger the story, the lower the status. Condren uses the 

portraying of the goddess Macha as an example. She goes from being depicted as the 

mother goddess to consort and then a daughter. In one of the side story of The Tain it is 

described how she married a warrior and was challenged by the king to compete in a race 

with his horses, despite her pregnancy. Macha died in the race giving birth to twins, who 

were to become strong warriors.245 Later, Macha became known as one of the bloodiest 

goddesses of the ancient world. In the stories of The Tain we encounter her in more saving 

and protecting form246. Condren sees in the story of overthrow of the goddess Macha the 

very fundamental principle of the cultural change.247 

The mother goddess imagery is present everywhere in the Cuchulainn narratives. It is a 

great struggle for the new power of man. Condren states that the goddesses fight the 

warriors for the place in society that has been taken from them. "The cult of the warrior 

and hero would replace that of female creativity, with wide scale repercussions for 
i "248 humanity. 

244 Mary Condren talks about the death of the 'goddess culture' to the 'warrior culture'. Ibid., p 37 
245 Many of the goddesses died during giving birth to famous warriors. Ibid, p 30 
246 Ibid., p 34 
247 "The story of the overthrow of Macha could be described as the foundation myth of Irish patriarchal 
culture: the story of the Irish 'Fall' She was a son goddess, image of a horse; she was the Epona of Ireland." 
Condren, Mary. Ibid., p 30 
248 Ibid., p 36 
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Life comes to the world through death, not through birth now. That is the dramatic 

change.249 The essence of paternity is a social act, unlike maternity which is physiological. 

Paternity is a social construct, not primarily biological event. "And just as manhood is not 

given automatically to men, neither is meaning. For men, meaning has had to be achieved 

or imposed upon reality. "25° Men have to externalize their meaning as the cycle of life and 

death leaves them with meaninglessness. "A warrior people, they constantly risked violent 

death at the hands of those resisting salvation. Not surprisingly, the Celts thrived on heroic 

sagas where the violent death of the male in battle assured him of future immortality." 251 

According to Bly, men externalize themselves by means of achievement.252 

Spiritual culture is achieved through death or death defiance. Cuchulainn put the whole 

idea to words when he said: "Little care I, nor though I were but one day or one night in 

being, so long as after me the history of myself and doings may endure. "253 

Condren sees the culture of the goddess as the culture of life and the culture of the warriors 

as the culture of death. Whoever meets with Cuchualinn, meets his or her death. 

Cuchulainn killed his own son for honour, after being challenged by the youth and by the 

other men.254 Yeats also met death with the image of Cuchulainn. By adopting Cuchulainn 

as a kind of cult figure, Padraic Pearse and his followers, "gave sharper focus to their 

nationalism and a mythic dimension to their rhetoric. Appropriately, the Irish government 

commemorated their heroism with a statue of Cuchulainn "255 To draw upon the tradition of 

Cuchulainn means to draw upon the tradition of war and death. 

249 Ibid., p 36 
250 Ibid., p 38 
251 Ibid., p 28 
252 "Men could establish for themselves a rooted sense of their own importance in the world by means of the 
institution of the social, political, and religious culture known as patriarchy, a concept that is in turn based 
on the myth of male superiority." Ibid., page 40 
253 Ibid., p 40 
254 According to Lady Gregory, Aoife, the mother of his child hates Cuchulainn for his wife Emer and brings 
her son up to get revenge on Cuchulainn. She even puts him under the teachings of Scathach to be taught the 
art of wars just as his father had been. In Yeats' treatment Cuchulainn does not know of his son. Skene, Reg. 
The Cuchulain Plays ofW.B. Yeats, A Study. London: Macmillan, 1974. p 80 
255 Ibid., p 83 
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Mary T. Condren talks about the uncreated conscience of our race.256 We are in a time of 

revival of the tradition, what do we draw out of it? The symbolism can be used anew. 

Ireland has been referred to as the land of saints and scholars and the ancient narratives 

provide a whole range of 'life-bearing' symbols. 

256 Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess. Dublin: New Island Books, 2002. p 35 
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10 Conclusion 

Throughout this work, we have attempted to offer an analysis of the gradual transformation 

of an ancient mythological character into a national symbol and some of its contemporary 

implications. We have followed its journey from the recordings of the early saga by 

Christian monks who endowed the hero with honor, loyalty, pride or the virtue of self-

sacrifice; values that had become essential to the self-perception of Irish culture. 

In the second part of the thesis we tried to discover the way this set of values was 

emphasized and amplified by the political authorities and artistic elite during the time of 

constitution of Ireland's national identity in order to promote the feeling of historical 

continuance and to provide motivation that would help the Irish persevere in their political 

and even military struggle. We have examined the treatment of the topic on two levels. The 

first level was the straightforward use of the character of Cuchulainn to invoke his heroism 

as an inspiration from the past in contemporary situation by the radical forces of Irish 

nationalist political movement represented by its leading figure, Padraic Pearse. 

The second level was the more subtle and yet more complex treatment of the mythical 

figure by one of the foremost representatives of the romantic literary movement William 

Butler Yeats, who chose Cuchulainn to be the central figure of his literary, particularly 

dramatical work, aimed at re-invoking the past glory of ancient Ireland which he believed 

capable of transforming the mundane reality of the country into independent dignified 

nation. However, for W.B. Yeats' the intention was inseparable from the highest demand 

for artistic value. Yet, the simplified propagation of the first and the complex rendering of 

the second continually influenced each other and together helped to create some of the 

significant cultural patterns of the country. 

The dealing with these patterns became the central topic of the third part of this thesis. We 

have suggested the way post-colonialism and especially feminist critics approached the 

above mentioned facts. In her work, Mary T. Condren calls for a reassessment of the 

traditional patterns of behaviour and identification based upon the myths stating that the 

multi-layered heritage, presented by the stories, offers a choice of inspirations that can be 

drawn from them. 



She is convinced that by intentionally focusing on the more life-oriented as opposed to the 

death or war-oriented archetypes the quality of life of the members of a given society could 

be improved. In the final chapter we tried to outline the way a skilful use of symbols can 

shape the actual thinking of a person, or society, which may in turn significantly influence 

their behaviour. 

This fact endows literary authors and other artists with the power to create or destroy a 

social reality and opens the question of responsibility. Literary works represent an authority 

that can influence a culture through interpreting the symbols that are part of its collective 

heritage. 

We hope the work will contribute to the perception of cultural complexity and the 

importance of promoting discussion about notions underlying social patterns and their 

realization. Culture and its constituents are permanently developing and their understanding 

is influenced by those who interpret symbols of communication from the position of 

authority. The authority can be artistic, as we witness all the time when it comes to 

politically committed and non committed art alike and we have chosen to demonstrate this 

using the Irish nationalist movement as an example. Cultural patterns have essentially 

emotional base.257 Anthropologists, including Ruth Benedict, speak about individual 

cultural determinism, however, she adds, an individual is capable to actively react to the 

impulses of their own surrounding and decide.258 

"In our culture the need of somehow richer mythology has been growing stronger; a 

mythology that will not be so desperately limited by the typical patriarchal obsessions. It 

urges us to search the old mythologies and do not settle with the way we have received our 

mythology. There are in the rich treasure of mythologies also stories that will satisfy our 

need, because alongside the motif of heroism, or in the implicit meaning we can find also 

other stories and we can apply these to our everyday life. We cannot create new mythology; 

however we can reassess the one that has been handed down to us."259 

257 Davies, Meryl, W. Introducing Anthropology, UK 2002, p 371 
258 Ibid., p 372 
259 Woods, Richard. The Spirituality of the Celtic Church. Spirituality Toady, Fall 1985, p 245 
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