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1.0. Introduction 
 
 

The Irish Easter Rising of 1916 is regarded as a significant event in Irish 

history and had a lasting effect on the political landscape of Ireland. On 

Easter Monday, 1916, a small group of radical nationalists took over 

several key points throughout the city of Dublin and declared the Irish 

Republic. The subsequent rebellion, characterized by heavy street fights 

between the insurgents and the British army, only lasted for a few days 

before the insurgents were forced to surrender. As a result of the 

executions of the rebel leaders, the ideas of this minority gained the 

support of the majority of the Irish population, which finally led to the 

outbreak of the Irish War of Independence. Therefore, the Easter Rising 

can be seen as the first step towards an independent Ireland.1 

The events of the Rising and its historical context function as the basis for 

the following thesis. This is why, a close look on the happenings leading 

up to the Rising, the actions taken during the Rising and its aftermath will 

be provided in the first chapter of the thesis. 

 

The second chapter of this thesis consists of a short summary of the 

development of the reception of the Rising among the Irish population and 

the nature of the predominant historical narratives throughout the twentieth 

century.  

A great number of histories, articles, poems, novels and plays dealing with 

the Easter Rising have been produced since the Rising happened. This 

thesis is based on the theory that no author is able to produce a literary 

text outside of social norms and therefore, each literary text gives insight 

into the prevailing norms and opinions of his/her time, no matter if he/she 

conforms or criticizes these opinions. Literary texts are commenting on the 

narratives existing in a society.2 

 

                                                 
1 Githens-Mazer, 2006, xiiif. 
2 Ryschka, 2008, 109. 



 7

Keeping this in mind, three books, which are dealing with the events of the 

Easter Rising, will be analysed and compared with regard to their 

treatment of the Rising as a historical event. By comparing these books 

from 1916, 1950 and 1991, it should be evaluated if a change of attitude 

towards the Rising can be observed in these literary works and how this 

eventual change reflects on the public opinion and the predominant 

narrative of the time.  

 

The Insurrection in Dublin was written by James Stephens shortly after the 

Rising in 1916 in form of a diary. This firsthand account reveals the 

reactions and feelings of the Dublin citizens during the week of the Rising.  

The second book to be dealt with is Liam O’Flaherty’s novel Insurrection, 

which was written in 1950 and tells the story of a group of insurgents 

fighting in the streets of Dublin.  

Tom Murphy’s play The Patriot Game, written in 1991, is a documentary 

drama which tries to reconstruct the events prior to the Rising and during 

the Rising.  

Each of these books will be dealt with in a chapter of this thesis, including 

the biographical background of the authors, because this background 

information enables the evaluation of the context these literary works were 

written in. Special attention will be given to the presentation of historical 

facts in these works, as this also hints at the existing historical narratives 

prevailing at the time the books were written.  

 

In the last section of this thesis, certain aspects of the Rising and how they 

are presented in the three works discussed, will be compared, including 

the characterisation of the rebel leaders Patrick Pearse and James 

Connolly, the question of nationalism and national identity, and the 

description of the reception of the Rising among ordinary people.  

The thesis aims at investigating in how far the presentation of the historical 

facts in these three books reflects on the prevailing public opinion of the 

time these books were written.  
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2.0. The Easter Rising: A short history 

 

The following chapter is concerned with giving an overview of the events 

that took place in Dublin during the Easter Week of 1916. Furthermore, the 

developments that led to the Rising, the forces that took part in this 

insurrection and the main protagonists will be described. Looking at the 

events of the Rising it becomes clear that it was unsuccessful from a 

military point of view as the rebels were forced to surrender to the British 

forces after approximately one week of fighting. Literature concerning the 

Rising usually claims that the aim of the insurgents was not primarily to 

win the battle but to sacrifice their lives for the cause of Irish freedom. The 

rebels were influenced by the idea of a “blood-sacrifice” and shared the 

view that the success of an insurrection was not only a military one: its 

suppression and their own deaths would not mean that the Rising had 

failed or had not been justified. Instead, their sacrifice would bring back 

the cause of Irish freedom into the minds of the whole Irish population and 

would therefore function as a firm and effective step towards this freedom. 

In course of this chapter it will become clear that even though the intention 

might have been to bring this sacrifice, a lot of planning was done ahead 

of the Rising. The plans prepared in 1915 indicate the scale of operations 

and the outcome that was intended by the insurgents, namely to seize the 

city and hold their positions as long as possible. 

 

 

2.1. The Involved Forces 

 

2.1.1. The IRB, Sinn Féin, and the Irish Volunteers 

 

The IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood) was a secret revolutionary 

organization, which was founded by the Irish revolutionary James 

Stephens in Dublin in 1858 and grew out of the Fenian movement. Its aim 
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was to overthrow British rule in Ireland and to establish an Irish Republic 

by physical force.3 

In 1905, the journalist Arthur Griffith founded the nationalist Sinn Féin 

party, which was aiming at independence for the whole of Ireland and 

which wanted no relationship with Britain. In its beginnings, Sinn Féin was 

a minority party. Griffith’s was not in favor of violence but realized that it 

might be the only way to gain independence, which might explain why 

Griffith and many of the Sinn Féin were also members of the IRB and the 

Volunteers. 4  

The Volunteers are a militia under the control of the Irish Nationalists, 

which was founded at the Rotunda in Dublin in 1913. It emerged as a 

response to the article ‘The North Began’ written by Eoin MacNeill. Its 

purpose was to give nationalists the opportunity to arm themselves in 

defense of Home Rule. He had called on Irish nationalists to form a force 

to reinforce their demand for Home Rule, just as Ulster Unionists had 

established the Ulster Volunteer Force in 1913 to more effectively resist it. 

Strong Irish Republican Brotherhood involvement in the foundation of the 

IVF made John E. Redmond, who was at this time leader of the Nationalist 

Party, reluctant to give it support. Redmond gave his assent in 1914 only 

after getting the allowance to nominate half of the seats in the organizing 

Provisional Committee. The membership was constantly increasing and 

rose up to 160 000.5 

On August 4th 1914, Britain declared war on Germany and in September 

Home Rule was, only shortly after it received Royal assent, postponed 

until after the Great War. Redmond, who was very engaged in the 

negotiations for the Home Rule Bill, did not only agree on the suspension 

of Home Rule, he had already in August assured the House of Commons 

the service of the Volunteers in the conflict. The defense of the Irish 

shores should be left to the Volunteers (the Ulster and Irish Volunteers). In 

a speech at Woodenbridge on September 20th, 1914, he urged the 

Volunteers not only to defend Ireland, but to go “wherever the firing line 

                                                 
3 Hickey & Doherty, 2005, 236f. 
4 Cronin, 2002, 176. 
5 Connolly, 1998, 270. 
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extends”. He wanted the members of the Volunteers to enlist in the British 

army.6 

This speech caused a split within the Irish Volunteers. The larger section 

(by the time 170 000) stayed with Redmond and formed the National 

Volunteers. The smaller section, consisting of Sinn Féin/IRB members 

who were not prepared to sacrifice Irish lives (about 11 000), retained the 

name Irish Volunteers. In October the new Irish Volunteers underwent a 

re-organization, i.e. the Provisional Committee was replaced by a General 

Council, consisting of representatives of all 32 counties and 9 chief cities 

and a central executive of 9 members. Eoin MacNeill was chief-of-staff, 

Bulmer Hobson quartermaster and Michael O´Rahilly became director of 

arms. It was unknown to MacNeill that 3 of the new posts in the Central 

Executive went to IRB members: Patrick Pearse, director of military 

organization, Thomas MacDonagh, director of training and Joseph 

Plunkett, director of military operation. But the infiltration of the IRB into 

the Volunteers went even further, the majority of the General Council were 

IRB members.7  

MacNeill saw the Volunteers as a defensive force and was opposed to 

aggressive action, unless the government wanted to suppress or disarm 

the Volunteers, or by imposing conscription on Ireland. In his opinion an 

insurrection did not have any chance of being successful as the 

government forces were too strong. Without this chance of success he 

regarded any insurgent action as morally wrong. The Volunteers should 

train, be on guard and prepare a strategy for an eventual emergency. The 

strength of the Volunteers should be reserved until the end of the war, 

when its outcome has created the opportunity to gain Irish independence. 

On the contrary, the IRB’s opinion was that the war provides the perfect 

conditions for an armed uprising to gain independence.8  

 

Soon after the foundation of the Irish Volunteers in 1913, the Cumann na 

mBan, the “League of Women”, was formed in 1914 as an auxiliary force 

                                                 
6 Lydon, 1998, 333f. 
7 Lyons, 1996, 191f. 
8 Beckett, 1971, 436f. 
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to complement the Volunteers. After the split of the Volunteers, most 

Cumann na mBan members rejected Redmond’s call and supported the 

Irish Volunteers. During the Rising, they worked at First Aid posts taking 

care of the wounded insurgents, delivered meals to the insurgents’ 

strongholds and gathered intelligence on scouting expeditions. They also 

delivered and transported arms from storage places across the city to the 

insurgents’ barricades. At the Four Courts, they were involved in 

organising of the evacuation of buildings after the surrender and they 

made sure that as much incriminating papers as possible were destroyed.9 

 

 

2.1.2. Irish Citizen Army, ICA 

 

The ICA was set up in 1913 as a worker’s defense corps by the Irish 

Transport and General Worker’s Union (ITGWU) and its founders were 

James Connolly and James Larkin. Now it is regarded as the first worker’s 

militia. The aims of the ICA were the ownership of Ireland by the people of 

Ireland on the one hand, and the establishment of a worker’s republic on 

the other hand. Connolly was an advocate of Marxian internationalist 

socialism and although he always stressed the difference between the 

socialist republicans and the physical-forced nationalists, he became 

impatient with their inactivity. He wanted to use the ICA, which had about 

300 members, to perform an uprising in Dublin which would lead the whole 

country to rise in support.10  

 

 

2.1.3. Arms from Germany 

 

The Clan Na Gael was an Irish-American revolutionary organization 

founded in New York in 1867. The Clan attracted leading members of the 

IRB in the U.S., such as O’Donovan Rossa, John Devoy and Thomas 

Clarke, who came to Ireland from the U.S. in 1907. The Clan also 

                                                 
9 http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/easterrising/profiles/po13.shtml 
10 Foster, 1988, 478. 
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supported Sir Roger Casement in his mission to Germany, where he tried 

to secure arms and ammunition for an insurrection, with $8000. Once in 

Germany Casement tried to recruit Irish prisoners to fight for Ireland 

against Britain, but he failed because most of the soldiers were in favor of 

Redmond and wanted to support the British troops.11 

In May 1914, Erskine Childers traveled to Germany to purchase 1500 

rifles and ammunition for the Irish Volunteers. The guns were transported 

to Howth, Co. Dublin, where members of the Volunteers collected the 

cargo. It is therefore referred to as the Howth gun-running and was 

important for the Rising because it provided the needed ammunition for 

the Volunteers.12 

 

 

2.1.4. The Military Council 

 

In May 1915, a secret IRB military council was founded to establish 

concrete plans for an insurrection. The first members were Pearse, 

Joseph Plunkett and Eamonn Ceannt and a few months later Thomas 

Clarke and Sean MacDermott were included. In these first months the 

council mostly discussed over the right date for an insurrection. One 

reason for the secrecy was to maintain the advantage of surprise. For this 

it was of great importance to prevent any other, unauthorized outbreaks. 

Connolly and the ICA showed the most potential of initiating independent 

action and through such actions he took the risk of provoking a policy of 

suppression by the government.13 

 

Patrick Pearse held a very famous speech at the graveside of Jeremiah 

O’Donavan Rossa on August 15th 1915, in Dublin, who was an old Fenian 

and died in exile in America. The whole funeral was organized to spread 

Volunteer, IRB and ICA propaganda. Pearse’s speech was powerful, 

patriotic, convincing and intense. He closed his speech with the very 

                                                 
11 Hickey & Doherty, 2005, 68f. 
12 Connolly, 1998, 251. 
13 Lyons, 1996, 198. 
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famous line “Ireland unfree shall never be at peace”, which was to become 

a popular slogan during the Easter Rising and later. In the speech it 

became clear that soon an attempt would be made to gain freedom for 

Ireland.14 

Pearse was convinced that a blood-sacrifice was the only way to gain Irish 

freedom. The idea of a sacrifice is routed in his strong Catholicism. 

Religious images can be found in all of his speeches and his poems (e.g. 

The Fool, written in autumn 1915), and the whole Rising was linked to 

religious themes.15 

In this connection, it should be mentioned that the reference to Catholic 

images, which was used by Pearse and other rebels constantly, had a 

great impact on Irish nationalism throughout the twentieth century, 

because it defined a true Irishman a Catholic and Gaelic speaking. This 

definition left hardly any room for compromise in the conflict between the 

Northern and Southern counties later in the twentieth century. 16  

In January 1916, rumors came to MacNeill that Connolly was planning an 

uprising which might lead to a general suppression of the Volunteers. 

MacNeill and Pearse met with Connolly and tried to convince him not to 

take any action, but they had no success. Pearse later assured MacNeill 

to take care of the matter and met with Connolly a few days later. At this 

meeting he informed Connolly that the plan for an uprising was already in 

train behind MacNeill´s back. The Military Council had realized that they 

needed the support of Connolly and his ICA in order to make the rising a 

success. Connolly from then on was part of the Military Council and was 

sworn into the IRB. MacNeill was left in the dark about what was going on 

behind his back. In April, the last member of the Military Council, 

MacDonagh was co-opted.17 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Edwards, 1977, 235ff. 
15Edwards, 1977, 261f. 
16 Foster, 1988, 479. 
17 Lyons, 1996, 198 f. 
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2.2. The Plan 

 

The date for the rising was fixed by the council for Easter Sunday, April 

23rd 1916. The outline plan was that the Volunteers in the provinces, which 

were armed with German rifles, should keep the British troops from 

advancing into Dublin. There four battalions of the Dublin brigade would 

seize and fortify strategic points throughout the city. 18 

John Devoy, who had been in Berlin for some months in 1915, was 

responsible for coordinating the plans of the council with the Germans. In 

February 1916, he was informed of the set date for the rising. Devoy made 

the necessary arrangements so that a ship, called The Aud, was loaded 

with 20 000 rifles, 10 machine guns and ammunition. The Aud was to land 

at the coast of Co.Kerry between April 20th-23rd. It was agreed that 

Casement would travel to Ireland separately in a submarine.19 

However, the British had been informed about the plan for a rising on 

Easter Sunday because they could decipher a message from Dublin to 

Germany, concerning the time the arms were to arrive in Kerry. By that 

time The Aud was already on its way to Ireland and could not be warned 

about these new developments. On Friday, April 31st the British 

intercepted the Aud and Captain Spindler of the Aud abandoned his ship 

and let her sink to the ground. The interception of the Aud and the loss of 

the German rifles were crucial for the fate of the Rising as it made a rising 

with an involvement of the whole country impossible. Casement, who went 

ashore at the Kerry coast the same day, was captured by the police 

immediately after his arrival and sent to jail in London.20 

In Dublin, MacNeill heard at the beginning of April new rumors of an 

eventual uprising. At a meeting of the Volunteers headquarters staff it was 

agreed that each of the orders given need MacNeill’s countersignature. On 

April 19th, the so-called castle document was published, an order 

supposedly issued by the government to suppress and disarm the 

                                                 
18 Duggan, 1991, 8. 
19 Lyons, 1996, 201. 
20 Lyons, 1996, 203. 
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Volunteers, to arrest various suspects and to occupy certain points, that 

were regarded as centers of conspiracy. 

The document was a forgery worked out by Plunkett and MacDiarmada 

and the intention behind it was to urge more Volunteers into supporting the 

Rising. As a result, MacNeill and other moderate members of the 

Volunteers took a more radical position.21 

On April 20th, MacNeill found out by chance what was going on, that 

orders had been issued and maneuvers had been planned for Sunday, 

and that Volunteers really were in the hands of the IRB. Although deeply 

angered, MacNeill could be convinced not to countermand the already 

given orders and confuse the whole country with two arguments: first, they 

still thought that arms from Germany were about to arrive in Kerry and, 

secondly, the castle document as an act of suppression against the 

Volunteers. Therefore, MacNeill was persuaded to join the Rising, but 

when MacNeill found out on Saturday night that The Aud had sunk, that 

Casement had been arrested and also that the castle document had been 

a forgery, he tried to call everything off. Thus, he sent messages to 

various parts of the country and also placed an advertisement in the 

Sunday Independent of April 23rd, in which he forbade all Volunteer 

actions for this day. This led to a lot of confusion within the Volunteers and 

led the Military Council to call in a meeting at Liberty Hall to discuss the 

further steps on Sunday morning. It was agreed to cancel the Rising for 

Sunday and postpone it to Easter Monday, April 24th 1916. As a result of 

all this confusion, the Rising almost only took place in Dublin.22 

 

 

2.3. The Rising 

 

On Monday, April 24th, the headquarters battalion consisting of 150 

people, both from the ICA and the Volunteers, occupied the General Post 

Office GPO in O’Connell St. without any difficulty. The GPO became the 

headquarter of the insurgents during the insurrection. At noon Pearse 

                                                 
21 Lyons, 1996, 204. 
22 Lyons, 1996, 204. 
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appeared at the steps of the GPO and read out the Proclamation of the 

Irish Republic. He was the newly chosen president of the Irish Republic 

and the provisional government.23 

Two flags were raised over the British ones: the green-white-orange 

tricolor and a green one with a gold harp at its center and the inscription 

“Irish Republic”. In the Proclamation the Irish Republic, Ireland was 

proclaimed as a sovereign independent state, and religious and civil liberty 

was guaranteed to the Republic. Furthermore, a national government 

should be elected by the people of Ireland. The Proclamation was signed 

on behalf of the provisional government by Pearse, Clarke, MacDermot, 

MacDonagh, Connolly, Plunkett and Ceannt.24 

The GPO was not the only building in the hands of the rebels, they had 

occupied several key points throughout the city. These had been selected 

to control the main routes into the capital, and also because of their 

strategic position in relation to the major military barracks. Their forces 

were situated as follows: 

 

The 1st battalion of the Irish Volunteers Dublin was at the Four Courts, 

Mendicity Institute, Jameson’s Distillery and North King St. under the 

command of Edward Daily. 

The 2nd battalion was at Jacob’s Factory under MacDonagh. 

The 3rd battalion under deValera and Cathal Brugha was at Boland’s 

Bakery, Grand Canal St.  

The 4th battalion under Ceannt was at South Dublin Union. 

The 5th battalion, or headquarters battalion was at the GPO and in 

O’Connell St. and consisted of men from the Volunteers and the ICA.25 

The ICA was split into 3 sections. The first section under the command of 

Michael Mallins and Constance Markievics occupied the College of 

Surgeons and set up outposts at Harcourt St. Station and at Portobello 

Canal Bridge. The second section under James Connolly’s command took 

over key positions near the entrance of Dublin Castle. The third section 

                                                 
23 Duggan, 1991, 10. 
24 Lydon, 1998, 339. 
25 Duggan, 1991, 12f. 
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joined the Volunteers and formed the headquarters battalion under the 

leadership of Connolly, Pearse and Plunkett.26 

 

The ICA was situated at St. Stephens Green and the City Hall area under 

the command of Michael Mallins and Constance Markievics. The 

insurgents also occupied the College of Surgeons and attacked the 

Beggars Bush Barracks. British reinforcements arrived during the day and 

by day 2 of the rising, the Dublin, Curragh, Athlone and Templemore 

garrison and the Belfast battalion added up to about 7000 men. As the 

week progressed, the fighting in some areas did become intense, 

characterised by prolonged, fiercely contested street battles. Until the end 

of the week another 16 000 arrived from England to put down the rising.27  

 

On Tuesday, British reinforcement poured into the city and the insurgents 

were already hopelessly outnumbered by the British. The artillery was 

used to dislodge the rebels from their positions. At the same time, the 

looting of shops by the crowd had begun in the streets of Dublin. At 8 a.m. 

on Wednesday, the gunboat Helga moored into the Liffey and blew up 

Liberty Hall, which was empty by that time, and Boland’s Mills. The most 

intense fighting on that day took place at Mount Street Bridge, where the 

insurgents were able to pin down two battalions for more than 5 hours. 

Then they ran out of ammunition and were forced to surrender. The losses 

on the side of the Volunteers were only 6 men whereas the British lost 

more than 200 men, which was almost half of all their losses of the Easter 

week. In a heavy fighting on O’Connell Street, Connolly was severely 

wounded. By the next day, the British forces had come into strength at 

various places and the artillery began to pour incendiary shells into the 

GPO. Various other buildings were destroyed as well and the shelling of 

the Four Courts had begun.  On Friday, Lt. Gen. Sir John Maxwell took 

over as supreme commander of the British forces, and his aim was to put 

down the rising immediately and to restore order. Pearse was forced to 

abandon the GPO because it was on fire and therefore, the command was 

                                                 
26 Edwards, 2005, 56f. 
27 Duggan, 1991, 12f. 
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then relocated into Moore St. under heavy bombardment. Several of the 

insurgents, among them The O’Rahilly, lost their lives during this 

operation.28 

On Saturday, April 29th, the leaders of the insurgents were isolated in 

Moore Street. There, they decided not to risk more casualties and the 

slaughter of Dublin citizens and thus decided to surrender unconditionally. 

By the time, the insurgents were hopelessly outnumbered, outgunned and 

surrounded by the British forces. The casualties of the whole week were 

about 500 men killed and about 2500 injured, many of them civilians. At 3 

pm Pearse surrendered unconditionally to General Lowe at O´Connell and 

Parnell Street. Shortly after, he signed the surrender document at the 

British headquarters. He also signed orders for the outposts to lay down 

their arms. Connolly and MacDonagh signed separate surrender 

documents on behalf of their commands.29 

 

 

2.4. Aftermath 

 

On Easter Monday, martial law had been proclaimed first in Dublin and 

then extended to the rest of the country. From Friday onwards, General 

Maxwell was in charge, who ordered to imprison all people that were 

suspected of complicity. About 3000 men and 80 women were arrested, 

many of them were sent to Britain. After an interrogation, the mayor part of 

the prisoners was released again but 170 were court-martialed. Among 

them were all 7 leaders of the Rising, Eamon deValera and Countess 

Markievicz. Immediately after the insurrection, on Monday, the military 

courts, which were held in private, began and lasted 12 days. Pearse, 

Clarke and MacDermott were brought to trial on Tuesday. They were 

brought to Kilmainham Gaol and shot at 3.30 the next morning. All in all 14 

men were sentenced to death in Dublin, including all rebel leaders, and 

another man in Cork. By the time of his execution, Connolly was so 

wounded that he could not stand up straight so he was tied to a chair 

                                                 
28 Hickey & Doherty, 2005, 135ff. 
29 Lydon, 1998, 339. 
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when shot to death. Joseph Plunkett was allowed to marry in the night 

before his execution. On August 3rd, Roger Casement was hanged in 

London even though many people wanted to prevent another execution 

and wanted the government to show mercy. During his trial his diaries 

were released with the government’s knowledge which gave evidence of 

Casement’s homosexual inclinations and destroyed his reputation. His 

remains were brought to Dublin in 1965.30 

 

During the Rising the people did not have much sympathy with the 

insurgents and at the end of the week, after the center of Dublin had 

become a war zone, buildings were destroyed and many lost their lives or 

were wounded, no sympathy was left at all in the mass of the population. 

But then the executions happened and had an enormous impact on public 

opinion. The rebels of 1916 soon were seen as heroes, martyrs and the 

condemnation of the Rising soon gave way to anti-British feelings. The 

dead rebels were given a heroic status and were seen as real patriots and 

nationalists.31 

The executions had a great impact even amongst moderate nationalists 

and increased the resentment of the Irish population the British 

government. The people felt that, through the executions, unnecessary 

severity had been deployed and that is why their attitude towards the 

rebellion changed. This change of attitude was noticeable through an 

increasing number of memorial masses for the executed rebels, the rising 

interest in photographs of the rebel leaders, and the presence of 

republican flags and badges everywhere throughout the country. 

Moreover, aid funds for the families of the rebels were organized and a 

number of songs and ballads celebrating their actions were composed. 

The support of the Sinn Féin Party increased as well, which should have a 

lasting effect on the course of Irish politics.32 

It is not entirely clear if the feelings of the Irish public were so hostile 

towards the Easter Rising and why. Usually it is agreed by historians that 
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the feelings towards the Rising were hostile at first but after the executions 

they turned into retrospective support for the rebels. But the reconstruction 

of public opinion is very difficult as there is no contemporary newspaper 

writing in the week of the Rising, no detailed newspaper reports appeared 

until early May. So, the people living in Dublin had only limited information 

and knowledge about what was going on in the city of Dublin. Thus, a 

feeling of uncertainty, ambiguity, bewilderment and hostility arose among 

the people and rumors could easily expand. One of the most common and 

long lasting rumors was that the rising was only the prelude of a German 

invasion of Ireland. Besides the lack of information about the general 

situation in Dublin, the fact that the rebels were instructed to shoot at 

looters aroused resentment among the population. After some days had 

passed and the newspapers reappeared, the public could gain more 

accurate and better information. In early May, the executions of the rebel 

leaders had also begun and were generally seen as too hard a 

punishment. Those two facts changed the perception of the Rising and 

aroused resentment towards the government.33  

 

Summarizing, it can be said that from the military point of view the Easter 

Rising was a failure due to various reasons. First, the lack of arms through 

the loss of The Aud and the German guns made a national rising and 

support from other parts of the country impossible. Thus, the Rising was 

almost exclusively restricted to Dublin. The British reinforcements could 

not be kept from making their way to the capital, where the rebels were 

hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. They were forced to surrender 

unconditionally after one week of fighting which left several buildings in the 

capital destroyed, app. 500 men dead and app. 2500 injured. 

Secondly, the actions right before the Rising, namely the countermanding 

of MacNeill, led to a big confusion among the Volunteers and this also 

made a national rising impossible. 

Even though the Rising was a military failure, it was successful in 

increasing patriotic and nationalist, anti-British sentiments among the Irish 
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population. The rebels were seen as heroes and martyrs and functioned 

as role models for Irish nationalists for a long time. Even though they all 

were influenced by the idea of blood-sacrifice, it is difficult to say, whether 

this was their main intention for the Rising. But maybe the intention of the 

rebels is not the crucial point here, maybe it is more important that Irish 

nationalists very successfully used the idea of blood-sacrifice as a tool for 

their propaganda and so influenced the perception of the Rising by the 

Irish population. There is no doubt that the rebels became martyrs through 

their deaths and succeeded in increasing the Irish national spirit in their 

country. 
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3.0. The Public Reception of the Rising 
 
 
As soon as the insurrection was over, the Dublin Castle authorities were 

searching for someone to blame. As mentioned before, the Rising was 

planned by the Military Council of the IRB, supported by the ICA, but these 

were secret organizations and the authorities were not aware of their role 

in the Rising. This is why the authorities and the press chose to make a 

public nationalist organisation responsible, namely Arthur Griffith’s Sinn 

Féin Party, despite the fact, that Sinn Féin itself did not take part in the 

Rising. As a result, the party was able to gain a great number of new 

supporters and soon became the most influential force in Irish politics.34 

The death of the rebel leaders triggered the increase of nationalist spirits 

throughout the whole country and also led to an increase of Sinn Fèin 

supporters. Eamon deValera, one of the commanders of the Easter 

Rising, was not executed due to his U.S. citizenship and became the 

leader of Sinn Féin. In a general election in 1918, the Sinn Féin Party 

celebrated a huge victory and formed an independent parliament of 

Ireland, Dáil Éireann, in January 1919. This event was followed by the 

Irish War of Independence (1919-1921), in which the Irish Volunteers, 

under the leadership of Arthur Griffith and Eamon deValera, fought a 

guerrillia campaign against the British police and military. The 

organization, generally known as Irish Republican Army (IRA), still had its 

headquarters in Dublin but was able to expand to the countryside. The 

fighting resulted in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, which led to the 

establishment of the Irish Free State in December 1922, giving Ireland a 

dominion status within the British Empire. The treaty had caused a split 

between pro-treaty (under Michael Collins) and anti-treaty (under Eamon 

deValera) supporters in Ireland and provoked the Irish Civil War from 

1922-23. The treaty also meant the separation of the six counties of 

Northern Ireland from the 26 counties of the Irish Free State. The struggle 

for independence and the difficult relationship to the British Empire, the 

rule of Irish Republicans and Eamon deValera as most influential figure in 
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Irish politics until the 1960ies, and the partition between the Northern and 

Southern counties, caused problems in Ireland that troubled Irish politics 

until the beginning of the 21st century.35  

It can be said that after an agreement on the return of power-sharing in 

Northern Ireland between the Sinn Féin leader, Gerry Adams, and the 

leader of the Democratic Unionist Party, Ian Paisley, in March 2007, the 

conflict between the Irish Republic and Northern Ireland has finally come 

to an end.36  

 

Since 1916, the Rising has been interpreted in various ways and there is 

no doubt about the importance of this event, but interestingly enough, it 

was not dealt with by professional Irish historians right away. The rebels 

were turned into heroes and martyrs, and the Rising did find its way into 

Irish literature and into the minds of the people, but it was not processed in 

a scholarly way. Only after the historian F.X. Martin discovered and 

published documents in 1948, which were written by Eoin MacNeill and 

which revealed new information about the events of the Easter week, 

historians slowly started to reassess the insurrection. This new information 

included the countermanding of MacNeill before the Rising, the 

involvement of the IRB and MacNeill’s critique that a military operation 

should be carried out in order to be a success and not to achieve political 

change in the future. This critique raised the central question of what the 

rebels intended with the Rising. Did they try to overthrow British rule in 

Ireland once and forever or did they deliberately sacrifice themselves in 

order to raise the nationalist spirit of the population? Because of this 

publication, the Rising regained the attention of historians and also of the 

public and, simultaneously, attention was drawn to new aspects of the 

Rising, such as the involvement of Ireland in World War I, or the question 

if the Rising was ever meant to be a military success. But it should be 

noted that up to 1966 the Rising was still predominantly seen in a one-
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sided way, circling around the martyrdom of the rebel leaders and their 

sacrifice for the Irish nation.37 

In 1966, the 50th anniversary of the Rising was celebrated and, as noted 

before, this was done “(…) with ritual and reverence, a sacred occasion 

redolent with religio-political symbolism”38. Furthermore, the leaders of the 

insurrection were celebrated: “In fine, the most revered saints in the 

martyrology of Irish nationalism would be paid due obeisance”39. 

 

The celebration and the remembrance of the rebel leaders and their 

sacrifice were linked to the present Irish political situation, saying that the 

rebels fought for an independent Ireland, meaning the northern and 

southern counties, which again raised the question of unification. Their 

willingness of the rebels to fight in arms for their nation was glorified as 

well during the 1966 celebrations, and this may have increased the 

receptivity and acceptance of physical force nationalism among the Irish 

public. Shortly before the celebrations, in March 1966, the IRA 

demonstrated their volition to use violence to achieve their goals by 

blowing up the Nelson Pillar in front of the GPO.40 

It was due to the 50th anniversary of the Rising that a closer examination 

of the happenings and a great number of more critical historical studies 

were initiated. Another question that came up during this process was 

what the Rising had meant for the partition of Ireland, because for the 

rebels the building of a Gaelic Irish identity was of much greater 

importance than the preservation of a united Ireland.  In the course of the 

anniversary celebrations, involving a television dramatisation of the Rising, 

radio broadcasts, the opening of the Garden of Remembrance and 

political speeches, this general course of securing Irish identity was 

prevailed, but it also encouraged historians to look at the events from a 

different angle which was due to the recurring IRA terrorism.41   
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The historical studies of the Rising written after 1966 were labelled as 

revisionist, meaning the attempt to correct the traditional view on historic 

events that were used to create national myths, which then again are used 

in the process of nation-building. Revisionism tries to demystify these 

events and to bring details to the surface that may have been left out in 

the course of constructing the myth. Moreover, revisionism wants to make 

aware of the complexity of these past events and the fact that the 

commonly known myths do not consider all the components and factors 

involved in these events.42 

At this point it should be noted that the revisionist studies, especially an 

essay written by Fr. Francis Shaw, which was written in 1966 but not 

published until 1972, were also criticized and were not generally accepted 

by all historians. Shaw argued in his essay that IRA terrorists were acting 

in the tradition of the Easter Rising and the glorification of armed uprising 

and bloodshed means supporting IRA terrorism. The critics say that this 

connection between 1916 and IRA terrorism of the late 1960ies and after 

was neither approved of by all historians, because the differences 

between the procedures and the motivation were not considered, nor was 

this connection approved of by large parts of the population. Despite all 

criticism, the revisionist view did influence the mode of the 

commemoration of the Rising, which will be described in the following 

paragraph.43 

 

The 75th anniversary in 1991 and the decision of the government to have 

much quieter and smaller celebrations was evidence for a change in the 

political culture of Ireland. There was only a small military ceremony 

outside the GPO, a gala of poetry readings and small parades. The reason 

for this striking difference in the celebrations of 1966 and 1991 can be 

explained as follows:  

 
“The most pressing reason for the striking contrast with 1966 
was the fear of giving aid and comfort to the IRA- an 
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acknowledgement, in fact, of how successful republicans 
had appropriated the 1916 legacy.”44 

 

The government wanted to maintain the tradition of the Easter Rising as a 

heroic and noble act on the one hand, but on the other hand, it also 

wanted to keep this tradition from being used as a justification for IRA 

action. Furthermore, the government found itself in a position in which they 

could no longer celebrate the violence of the 1916 rebels and condemn 

the violence carried out in the present at the same time. Whereas the 

historical writing after 1966 was mostly revisionist, a wave of writings of 

1991 showed an anti-revisionist point of view, criticising that revisionism 

was not at all value-free but rather an attempt to spread anti-nationalism 

and Unionism. But this point of view was only short-lived and the 

revisionist tradition maintained the more influential force in historical 

examination of the Rising after 1966. 45  

 

The reception of the Rising changed profoundly in the course of the 

twentieth century. Until 1966, it was still seen as the glorified and mystified 

upheaval that marked the beginning of Irish freedom. As mentioned 

before, the rebel leaders functioned as role-models and their ideas were 

used to stress the importance of Irish nationalism and the formation of an 

Irish Republic. Shortly after the fiftieth anniversary, the perception of the 

Rising took a turn to a more critical evaluation of the motives and the 

events of 1916, which was also partly caused by the ongoing IRA 

terrorism. By the end of the century, the Irish government was much more 

careful in their official dealing with the Rising and this abandonment of the 

traditional, nationalist view of the Rising makes a change of the Irish 

political culture apparent.  
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4.0. James Stephens (1880 or 1882- 1950) 

 

4.1. Life and Work 

 

Only few facts are known about James Stephens’ childhood and youth, 

even his date of birth is indefinite. Whereas he himself claimed that his 

date of birth was February 2nd, 1882 (the same day James Joyce was 

born), there is also an indication that he was born on February 9th, 1880. It 

is however definite that his place of birth was Dublin. Another fact that is 

known for sure is that he worked as a clerk-typist in various solicitors’ 

offices from 1896 onwards until he finally gave up his job to become a 

fulltime writer in 1912.46 

Not much information is known about the years prior to his occupation as 

a clerk starting in 1896. According to Pyle (1965), Stephens’ father Francis 

Stephens died in May 1882, and Stephens was living with his mother 

Charlotte Stephens in great poverty in the Dublin slums. Stephens was 

committed to the Meath Protestant School for Boys, a school for indigent 

and homeless children, at the age of six after he was found begging in the 

streets. This was not at all a terrible thing because in Meath School 

Stephens was able to get basic education and practical training as a clerk. 

Stephens probably never saw his mother again and did not return to her 

after he left school in 1896, but lived with the family of his friend Tom 

Collins.47   

During his time as a clerk, Stephens started to write and his first published 

work, the short story The Greatest Miracle, appeared in The United 

Irishmen in 1905. This newspaper was edited by Arthur Griffith, who was 

the founder and leader of the Sinn Fèin Party. The United  Irishman was 

succeeded by the newspaper Sinn Féin, after its suppression in 1906. 

Stephens and Griffith became close friends and Griffith printed many of 

Stephens’ essays, poems and short stories in his paper. Stephens 
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admired Griffith’s nationalism, shared his political views, joined him in Sinn 

Féin political meetings and attended Gaelic League classes.48 

Arthur Griffith’s influence and the impact his support had on Stephens, can 

be described as follows: 

 

(…) it was from Griffith that Stephens adopted his pacifist 
views on nationalism, and his devotion to the Irish language 
as Ireland’s only method of gaining her freedom was 
stimulated by Griffith as well. Griffith’s encouragement and 
regular publishing of his articles brought him to the notice of 
the foremost writers in Dublin and within a few years he had 
achieved international recognition.49  

 

Stephens’ essays, verses, short stories and Sinn Féin propaganda were 

published in Griffith`s paper on a regular basis. In these pieces of writing 

Stephens expresses his opinion on Irish freedom, which, in his eyes, is a 

natural desire of all Irishmen, as should be the rejection of England. But a 

feeling of inferiority to English life is planted in the minds of the Irish, 

because they are taught English language, literature and history in school 

and they therefore forget to appreciate their own culture and traditions. 

Stephens was also concerned about the relationship between North and 

South, who should bury their old differences and support each other in 

their fight for independence.50  

Because of his publications in Sinn Féin, Stephens gained the attention of 

George Russell, also known as AE, who became his mentor and one of 

his closest friends. It was due to this encounter that Stephens was able to 

become part of the literary world of Dublin and was caught up in the 

literary movement of the time, the Irish Literary Revival. This movement 

emerged in the 1890s and was concerned with the formation of an Irish 

nationality by re-assessing Irish culture, which included the production of 

high-quality literature based on Irish characters and themes. The Irish 

Literary Revival, or Irish Renaissance, turned towards the Irish past, Irish 

mythology and folklore, and the Irish language. AE also encouraged 

Stephens to join the Theosophical Society, a group studying the ancient 
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and medieval world, mysticism and the occult, all of which are recurrent 

themes in Stephens’ literature. 51  

In 1909, Stephens’ first book, the collection of poems Insurrections, was 

published. Three years later, the great success of his first two novels, The 

Charwoman’s Daughter and The Crock of Gold, both published in 1912, 

made Stephens give up his career as clerk and try to make a living as a 

writer. Soon after, in 1913, he moved to Paris with his family which 

consisted of Millicent Kavanagh (his girlfriend to whom he referred to as 

“Cynthia”), her daughter Iris and their son James Naoise. In Paris, 

Stephens wanted to expand his horizon, find new inspiration and gain 

greater knowledge of the world. But even though he published his third 

novel The Demi-Gods, a collection of short stories and two volumes of 

poetry during his time in Paris, the family never felt entirely comfortable in 

Paris and decided to move back to Dublin in 1915.52 

Back in Dublin, Stephens took up a job as a Registrar at the National 

Gallery of Ireland, where he worked from 1915 until 1925. He was on his 

way back from lunch when he became learned of the ongoing Easter 

Rising in 1916 and witnessed the shooting of a man. The impact of the 

Rising on Stephens is very well described by Hogan (1996):  

 

For no major Irish writer was the impact of the Easter 
Uprising greater than for James Stephens. The event 
transformed his writing in a remarkable way- reviving old 
interests and kindling new abilities.53 

 

In a ten year period after the Rising, Stephens was highly productive and 

the work produced shows intensified patriotic feelings which the Rising 

had triggered in him. After this crucial event, he turned back to old 

interests such as Old Irish Literature and the Irish Language. This reading 

of Gaelic poetry and mythology influenced another collection of poems, 

Reincarnations (1918), and his next three books Irish Fairy Tales (1920), 
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Deirdre (1923), and In the Land of Youth (1924) which was also the last 

novel he wrote.54  

In 1925, Stephens resigned his post at the National Gallery and moved to 

a London suburb, most likely due to the influence Cynthia, whom he had 

married in 1919, and who was, after experiencing the Irish Civil War, 

determined to send her children to school in England. All his life, Stephens 

had difficulties in earning enough money to support his family and even 

though he had three patrons, namely John Quinn, Cornelius Sullivan and 

W.T.H. Howe, he was always short on money. His patrons encouraged 

Stephens to go on lecture tours to the United States, which he did a 

number of times during 1925 and 1935, but for him these tours merely 

were a necessity to earn money and caused him a lot of distress and 

exertion. In this period he published several volumes of poetry, a collection 

of short stories, Etched in Moonlight (1928), a collection of essays, On 

Prose and Verse (1928), and the short story How St. Patrick Saves the 

Irish (1931).55 

The deaths of his close friends Stephen MacKenna (1934) and AE (1935), 

the deadly accident of his son James Naoise (1937), and his struggle with 

a number of recurrent illnesses caused by malnutrition, were the reasons 

for him to put end to his writing career and to focus on a new medium: the 

radio. Until his own death in 1950, Stephens read literature and talked 

about poets and poetry on the BBC where he gained a new and 

appreciative audience. James Stephens died on December 26th 1950 in 

London.56 

 

 

4.2. The Insurrection in Dublin 

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Stephens returned to Dublin in 

September 1915 and took up a post as Registrar of the National Gallery. 

As a Dublin citizen, he became an eye-witness of the events taking place 
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during Easter Week 1916, which inspired The Insurrection in Dublin and a 

collection of poems called Green Branches. But the Rising did not only 

result in those two books, it also provided Stephens with new inspiration 

and ideas, which influenced all his writing for the next ten years.57 

 

 

4.2.1. Foreword 

 

Only a few months after the Rising, Stephens published the prose diary 

The Insurrection in Dublin. In the foreword to this book, in which he 

provides us with a personal evaluation of the Irish political situation and a 

characterization of his intention in writing this book, Stephens notes in one 

of the first paragraphs: 

 

The few chapters that make up this book are not a history of 
the rising. I knew nothing about the rising. I do not know 
anything about it now, and it may be years before exact 
information on the subject is available. What I have written is 
no more than a statement of what passed in one quarter of 
our city, and a gathering together of the rumour and tension 
which for nearly two weeks had to serve the Dublin people in 
lieu of news. It had to serve many Dublin people in place of 
bread.58 

 

As Stephens mentions, the foreword was written on May 8th 1916, a few 

days after the events of the Rising and after the executions had taken 

place. At this point Stephens is not sure whether the Rising is completely 

over or is just suppressed for the time being. The foreword deals with the 

relationship between Ireland and England and criticizes the lack of political 

concern shown by English Statesmen towards Ireland. Stephens also 

expresses his belief that freedom will come to Ireland eventually and calls 

the day he is writing the foreword “the first day of Irish freedom.59 

Furthermore, Stephens notes that during the Rising, most Irishmen were 

not in favor of the rebellion, but he also predicts that in a few months they 
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will be, when they realize that there were men who were willing to die for a 

free Ireland. This will eventually increase nationalism in Ireland. According 

to Stephens, an armed rebellion, such as the Easter Rising, was a 

necessity to gain freedom, because it allows Ireland “to march into 

freedom with the honors of war”60. He argues that if Ireland is gaining 

freedom peacefully in form of a gift from England, this freedom would only 

be made under certain terms and conditions, marked by distrust. But if 

England is forced to formally make peace with Ireland, this freedom will be 

lasting.61    

Additionally, Stephens also comments on England’s role in the European 

context of the ongoing World War I and her relation to Ireland: 

 

Is it wrong to say that England has not one friend in Europe? 
I say it. Her Allies of to-day were her enemies of yesterday, 
and politics alone will decide what they will be to-morrow. I 
say it, and yet I am not entirely right, for she has one 
possible friend unless she should decide that even one 
friend is excessive and irks her. That one possible friend is 
Ireland. I say, and with assurance, that if our national 
questions are arranged there will remain no reason for 
enmity between the two countries, and there will remain 
many reasons for friendship.62   

 

Stephens goes on saying that after the Great War is over, England will be 

in need of a friend and that this friend could be Ireland, which could be, 

despite common impression, a country of great value for her friend. This is 

why Stephens asked for generosity from England and for a serious 

attempt to make a step towards Ireland.  

In the last paragraph of his foreword, Stephens claims that since the time 

he has written his diary, the situation in Ireland has changed due to the 

executions enforced by the military tribunal and the bitterness that has 

evolved among the Irish as a result. Still, he believes that a harmonious 

relationship between the two countries is possible.63 
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4.2.2. Content- Part I 

 

The book has two main parts. The first part consists of the day-to-day 

report of the events through the author’s eyes, which takes up about two 

thirds of the book. In his detailed description, Stephens presents himself 

as a quiet and largely objective observer who is moving around the city. 

The dramatic element of the narration lies in the closeness of the author to 

the ongoing events and the immediate reaction to the horrors he 

witnesses and the confusion the many rumors stir in him. At the same time 

Stephens observes other citizens and describes their reactions, their 

desperation, their fear, their grief and their anger.64  

 

Stephens starts his diary on Easter Monday, the first day of the Rising. In 

the beginning of the book, he looks back on the days shortly before the 

Rising and the fact that, in these days, Stephens was occupied with every-

day activities, such as learning the alphabet of music, writing an open 

letter to G.B. Shaw and working in his office shows that the Rising entirely 

took him by surprise.  

 

On the morning following I awoke into full insurrection and 
bloody war, but I did not know anything about it. 65 

 

When Stephens leaves his office at one o’clock, he passes St. Stephen’s 

Green and only notices groups of people staring at the Green. Moreover, 

he notices curiously looking people standing silently in front of their 

houses. In this scene an atmosphere of suspense is created and it 

becomes very clear that the staring people do not know what is happening 

in their city. However, Stephens believes that the rifle firing he had heard 

all morning was part of a military practice of the Volunteers. It was not 

before his way back to his office after lunch break, that Stephens is 

informed by a stranger that the Sinn Féiners have seized several points in 

the city. Hence, Stephens continues wandering through the city, gaining 

more and more information from other citizens and he slowly realizes that 
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an insurrection is taking place indeed as he can hear the firing of arms and 

small explosions from every direction. On this first day of the Rising, 

rumors are already circulating through the city. Besides rumors about shot 

policemen, soldiers and civilians there also are rumors about the positions 

of the rebels and the British garrisons.66 

Stephens then goes to his office and tries to work, but the events and the 

speculations in his mind leave him restless and he decides to close his 

office. It was again on his way home, when he witnesses a brutal and 

cruel incident at the St. Stephen’s Green barricades, involving a civilian 

who walks up to the center of the barricade and pulls his hand lorry out of 

it.  

 

The man walked directly towards the Volunteers, who, to the 
number of about ten, were lining the railings. (…) Ten guns 
were pointing at him, and a voice repeated many times: ‘Go 
and put back that lorry or you are a dead man. Go before I 
count four. One, two, three, four…’ 
A rifle spat at him, and in two undulating movements the 
man sank on himself and sagged to the ground.  
I ran to him with some others, while a woman screamed 
unmeaningly, all on one strident note. The man was picked 
up and carried to a hospital beside the Arts Club. There was 
a whole in the top of his head, and one does not know how 
ugly blood can look until it has been seen clotted in hair. As 
the poor man was being carried in a woman plumped to her 
knees in the road and began not to scream but to screetch. 
At that moment the Volunteers were hated.67 

 

In this passage the initial hostility towards the Rising and the Volunteers, 

which was, according to Stephens, the dominant feeling during the Easter 

week (and which was described in an earlier chapter), is expressed very 

directly.  Even though the public opinion of the time is difficult to 

reconstruct, as mentioned before, this passage shows very clearly that 

indeed the resentment of the Rising was a present feeling.  

 

On the second day of the Rising, Stephens thinks that the Rising had 

already ended, but shortly after he learns that it is worse than the day 
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before. The author goes on by listing many different rumors about the 

events of the Rising which he heard from various Dublin citizens during 

this day. As no newspapers were available, except for the Irish Times, 

which only published a short note about the happenings in Dublin, the 

citizens gained all their information through often contradicting stories, so 

did Stephens. He, for example, states that it was believed that the whole 

country had risen in support and several cities were in the hands of the 

Volunteers. Another rumor was that German and Irish American soldiers 

had landed in Ireland to support the insurrection. But Stephens not only 

lists rumors, he also reports of his observations, namely that all shops 

were shut in the city, that there was no traffic in the streets and that there 

had been looting during the night. Stephens walks to the Green again this 

day and encounters horrible scenes, including a shot horse lying on the 

street surrounded by blood, a number of dead Volunteers lying on the 

ground and another heavily wounded Volunteer, who cannot be rescued 

by his companions.68 

 

On Wednesday, Stephens once again is bombarded with all kinds of 

rumors, but in this chapter he concentrates less on these rumors and more 

on trying to describe the public opinion about the Volunteers and their 

actions. He is not successful at first:  

 

Was the city for or against the Volunteers? Was it for the 
Volunteers, and yet against the rising? It is considered now 
(writing a day or two afterwards) that Dublin was entirely 
against the Volunteers, but on the day of which I write no 
such certainty could be put forward. There was a singular 
reticence on the subject. Men met and talked volubly, but 
they said nothing that indicated a personal desire or belief. 
They asked for and exchanged the latest news, or, rather, 
rumour, and while expressions were frequent of 
astonishment at the suddenness and completeness of the 
occurrence, no expression of opinion for or against was 
anywhere formulated.69 
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After talking to a number of people, he finally manages to find two men 

who openly reveal their admiration for the Volunteers. To his question on 

whether the Volunteers will be successful, one of the men answered that 

they never claimed to have a chance and they never even thought they 

would have one. 70 

This also hints to the idea of blood-sacrifice, an idea that is mainly 

associated with Patrick Pearse and the other rebel leaders, who thought 

that this was the only way to gain Ireland’s freedom. As mentioned before, 

it is still discussed whether the rebels expected the Rising to be successful 

or whether they always knew that they were going to fail and accepted that 

they would probably die in the end. 

In this chapter, Stephens also reveals his own thoughts about the success 

of the rebellion and predicts that it will only be a matter of days before the 

rebellion will end.  

 

All this, I said to myself, will be finished in a few days, and 
they will be finished; life here will recommence exactly where 
it left off, and except for some newly-filled graves, all will be 
as it had been until they become a tradition and enter the 
imagination of their race.71 

 

During the following three days rumors were still circulating through Dublin 

and the people still had only very little profound knowledge about the 

happenings in their city. As he did in the previous chapters, Stephens 

reports of several shootings and bombardments throughout the city. 

Besides the actions of the Volunteers, the deaths of soldiers and civilians 

and the lack of information, hunger and the absence of bread and milk is 

now getting a great concern among the Dublin population. On Saturday, 

Stephens recognizes that there is now less shooting in the streets and 

more people in the streets. He hears of a possible surrender of the 

Volunteers and hope that mercy will be shown to them, but he believes 

that all men taking part in the insurrection actively will be shot. At the end 
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of this day, he is still not sure whether the insurrection is over or will 

continue the next day. 72 

According to his account, the insurrection is still going on Sunday, even 

though the rebels had officially surrendered one day earlier. Stephens 

reports on heavy rifle fire in the morning and occasional shooting during 

the day. In the course of the afternoon, more and more Volunteers gave 

up their positions and capitulated and later, the police began to raid firstly 

public buildings and secondly private houses. The rumors still have not 

ceased and so, Stephens hears that Pearse hat been shot to death when 

leaving the GPO with the rest of his Volunteers. The author quickly finds 

out that this story is true but that The O’Rahilly was the one shot and not 

Patrick Pearse.73 

 

 

4.2.3. Content- Part II 

 

In the second part the author comments on Irish politics and reveals his 

view on the impact of the Rising. This second part consists of four short 

chapters, namely The Insurrection is over, The Volunteers, Some of the 

Leaders and The Irish Question. In The Insurrection is Over, Stephens 

discusses the questions of who is responsible for the insurrection and the 

many losses it caused. He directly blames John Redmond, leader of the 

Irish Parliamentary Party, because of his assurance of Irish help in World 

War I.  Furthermore, Stephens also blames England for causing the 

ongoing difficulties between England and Ireland, because she has 

persistently beaten and exploited Ireland. At the end of this chapter, 

Stephens also pledges England to make peace with Ireland immediately 

as in a few months Ireland will not be willing to make peace anymore. As it 

turned out, this prophecy became true, because 3 years later, Ireland 

fought British rule in the War of Independence.74 

                                                 
72 Stephens, 1992,  
73 Stephens, 1992, 67-72. 
74 Stephens, 1992, 73-78. 



 38

The attack on John Redmond is strikingly harsh and the question arises to 

what degree these accusations are valuable. Stephens argues that Britain 

would have offered Home Rule to Ireland in change of Irish soldiers, if 

Redmond had not assured Irish help beforehand, and this would have 

prevented the insurrection. In fact, Britain was never forced to grant 

independence. At this point, Stephens’ account of the political context 

does not seem to consider the complexity of inner-Irish problems and 

Anglo-Irish relationships.75   

In The Volunteers, the author tries to reconstruct the strategy behind the 

insurrection drawing special focus on the involvement of Germany and the 

resignation of Eoin MacNeill as president of the Volunteers shortly before 

the Rising. He comes to the conclusion that even though the rumors 

pointed out differently, a German invasion and the landing of German 

troops in Ireland was highly unlikely. What he also points out correctly is 

that the rebels expected the whole country to join in the Rising. Stephens 

believes that the main reason for the Rising was supposedly the 

suppression of the Volunteers, what is now known to have been a trick by 

the Military Council (the Castle Document). Stephens assumes that the 

reason for MacNeill’s resignation was that MacNeill did not favor the 

Rising and wanted to keep men from risking their lives. He made his 

evaluation of these matters without having any background information 

and it is impressive how close Stephens was to what is known for fact 

today.76 

The next chapter deals with the portrayal of Some of the Leaders, some of 

whom Stephens knew personally. He does acknowledge their 

engagement but also realizes that they were not made to perform such an 

armed uprising.  

  

It is not my intention do idealise any of the men who were 
concerned in this rebellion. Their country will, some few 
years hence, do that as adequately as she has done it for 
those who went before them. 
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Those of the leaders whom I knew were not great men, nor 
brilliant- that is they were more scholars than thinkers, and 
more thinkers than men of action; (…)77 

 

Stephens then goes on to discuss the significance of the labor movement 

in Dublin and claims that the labor idea had not yet arrived in Ireland and 

that the labor element did only play a minor part in the nationalist 

movement. Still, Stephens praises the hearts and brains of James Larkin 

and James Connolly. In the last chapter of the book, the author deals with 

what he calls the two Irish questions, the first one being the question of 

Irish self-government and freedom from England. The second question is 

regarding the Ulster difficulties, referring to the contrast between Catholics 

and Protestants, Nationalists and Unionists. Here again, Stephens is 

anticipating the course of Irish history quite precisely and demonstrates his 

profound understanding of the Irish people and the problems in his 

country.78  

 

As mentioned before, the first part of The Insurrection in Dublin was 

written in form of a diary and is not intended to be a history of the Rising 

as the author admits. He believes that an authentic and detailed account 

will be produced in the future which will replace his very limited one. His 

tone is very serious and analytic, and contains distance and coolness, but 

still the descriptions in his narrative are very lively and he presents himself 

as a questioning and restless observer. 79 

Stephens wants to recreate the atmosphere of these days and tries to 

explore how rumors came up; however, the vast amount of rumors reflects 

the chaotic situation in Dublin. A contrast is drawn between the seeking of 

information and the willingness to spread rumors on the one side, and the 

retention to express a political opinion on the other hand. Moreover, 

Stephens reflects on the brutality of the events and how the rebellion turns 

ordinary people into lunatics.80 
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An example for this can be found in a pretty girl that is cursing the men 

around her in a very rude and obscene way. It is implied that her behavior 

was triggered by the circumstances and that in normal life this girl is nice 

and gentle.81 

Looking at the text, it can also be observed that the Easter Rising was 

bringing people of all classes together, it was an event of the masses and 

Stephens is experiencing it in the collective. Everybody in Dublin is 

affected and everybody suddenly is of equal importance, it might even be 

said that social difference is abolished in this extraordinary situation.  

Although Stephens tries to divide between report and personal opinion, it 

becomes clear that he sympathizes with the rebels and their cause which 

is, regarding his background as a Sinn Féin member and his involvement 

in the Irish Revival, not a surprise. In one sequence of the text it can be 

observed that Stephens understands Irish history in the tradition of 

national myth, which again can be explained by his involvement in the 

nationalist movement. The statement also hints at the Irish self-perception: 

 

People say: ‘Of course, they will be beaten.’ The statement 
is almost a query, and they continue, ‘but they are putting up 
a decent fight.’ For being beaten does not greatly matter in 
Ireland, but not fighting does matter. ‘They went forth always 
to battle; and they always fell,’ Indeed, the history of the Irish 
race is in that phrase.82 

 

Even if it appears to be a rather analytic, objective record of the 

insurrection, one should not forget that this is the work of a professional 

writer whose personal opinion reveals itself nonetheless. Considering that 

Stephens was aware that he was a prominent man and of interest to the 

public, the fact that he spoke so openly and explicitly stated his view on 

current politics, seems to be courageous.83  

 

In conclusion, Stephen’s account contains a great deal of historical facts 

and makes the feelings of the public towards the Rising apparent. Looking 
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at his narration it can be clarified, that the general opinion was hostile 

towards the Rising, even though Stephen’s himself was in favor of the 

insurgents. The most striking element of the Rising from his perspective 

was that the people only had a very vague idea of what was going on and 

had to rely on the information given by a great number of rumors which 

were circling through the city.  

As Stephens account of the Rising is so close to the actual event, the 

process of mystification and glorification has not started. The use of the 

Rising as a propaganda tool for the nationalist movement has not yet set 

in, which probably enables Stephens to look at the events more objectively 

than he would have been able to if he had written the book at a later time.  

It additionally becomes apparent that Stephens is aware of his very limited 

insight into the happenings of the Easter Week. Still, his very profound 

evaluation and his accurate judgments about the impact of the Easter 

Rising for the Irish future, leave the impression that Stephens was a very 

attentive observer of the Irish political situation.  
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5.0. Liam O’Flaherty (1896-1984) 
 

5.1. Life and Work 

 

The following chapter is concerned with drawing an outline of the life and 

the work of novelist and short story writer Liam O’Flaherty. O’Flaherty 

wrote three volumes of autobiography, Two Years (1930), I Went to 

Russia (1931) and Shame the Devil (1934), rather early in his life unlike 

most other writers who turn to this matter in their later life. Although these 

autobiographies do contain real facts about his life, they also contain a lot 

of fictional elements and fantasy. They are thus giving more insight into his 

thought and the image he wants to sell than into biographical data, events 

and conflicts of his real life. Nevertheless, an attempt should be made to 

write a short biography of the author and explain his background in order 

to make an understanding of his work easier.84 

The first important period of his life was the experience of his youth on the 

Aran Islands. O’Flaherty was born on August 28th, 1896, into a large 

peasant family on the island of Inishmore, the largest of the Aran Islands. 

His father, Michael O’Flaherty, worked only a few acres of land there and 

that is why the family had to struggle with poverty constantly. The father 

was a Sinn Féiner and a rebel from whom O’Flaherty inherited a strong 

pride for his heritage and an independent spirit, whereas he inherited a 

softer side and his love for nature from his mother.85  

At first Liam O’Flaherty went to school on Aran, but then a visiting priest 

from the Holy Ghost Order offered him a place at Rockwell College, Co. 

Tipperary, in order to prepare him for the priesthood and he accepted the 

offer. From 1908-1914, he was educated at Rockwell College and then 

moved to Dublin to attend the diocesan seminary at Holy cross College, 

but he soon decided not to take  Holy Orders. Instead, he maintained a 

very negative stance on the clergy for the rest of his life. From 1914-1915, 

O’Flaherty studied at Dublin University College before he enlisted to the 

Irish Guards under which he received military training and after that he 
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fought for the British troops in France. He served until he was wounded 

and shell-shocked in 1917, injuries from which he could only recover after 

almost a year of medical treatment. This war experience did not only leave 

marks on his body but also left him disoriented and in search for his place 

in the world so that he travelled around the world for three years working 

in all kinds of jobs, including deckhand, fireman, lumberjack or carpenter.86 

In 1921, O’Flaherty returned to Dublin and visited the Aran Islands where 

he found new inspiration through this rural, natural environment. Another 

source of inspiration was his newly found dedication to Communism, 

which also led him to seize the Rotunda in Dublin with a small group of 

unemployed workers in early 1922. The group raised the red flag over the 

building and was able to hold it for several days before they gave up in 

order to avoid a fight with the police and unnecessary bloodshed. During 

the Civil War he joined the Republicans for a short time before he decided 

to go to London in early 1923 where he became a full time writer. In his 

first published novel, Thy Neighbour’s Wife (1923), O’Flaherty describes 

the rural life on the Aran Islands. This novel also called the attention of the 

novelist and editor Edward Garnett, who became his mentor and friend, 

and it was due to Garnett that O’Flaherty read books by Dostoevsky, 

Hemingway and Joyce, which became most influential for his own work. 

Garnett also advised him in the writing process of his second novel, The 

Black Soul, which he finished in 1924. O’Flaherty then decided to go back 

to Dublin and there he was introduced to the literary circle around George 

Russell, W.B. Yeats, Sean O’Casey and James Joyce. Like Joyce and 

O’Casey, O’Flaherty was attracted by the new and very intense realism 

that evolved in Irish literature at the time. 87 

It was also in Dublin that he met his wife Margaret Barrington, whom he 

married in 1926 and with whom he had a daughter in 1927. It can be said 

that the 1920ies and early 1930ies were his most productive years as a 

writer. Besides the publication of novels such as The Informer (1925), The 

Assassin (1928), The House of Gold (1929), The Wilderness (1927), The 

Puritan (1931), or Skerrett (1932)  O’Flaherty produced a great number of 
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short stories, reviews, articles and letters. Despite the success of his 

writings, he was always short on money which led him to write the 

autobiography I Went to Russia, because he was advised that it was easy 

to gain money in this genre. After the publication of Skerrett, the frequency 

of publications went down notably: The Martyr, written in 1933, was 

followed by Hollywood Cemetery (1935), Famine (1937), Land (1946) and 

his last novel Insurrection in 1950.88 

By 1932, he had separated from his wife and had also lost his faith in 

Communism. As most of his books had been banned in Ireland due to the 

Censorship Board, he got engaged in the foundation of the Irish Academy 

of Letters in 1932, a foundation which was fighting censorship. His novel 

The Informer was very successfully made into a movie in the U.S. and 

won an Academy Award in 1935. Throughout his life O’Flaherty continued 

to travel through the world until the 1960ies he also continued to write 

short stories. But during the later period of his life, which he mostly spent 

in Dublin, he tried to avoid publicity as far as possible until his death in 

1984.89 

 

 

5.1.1. Main Beliefs and Themes 

 

A central theme is the battle of men to find their inner self, to find their 

place in the world, and to find a meaning in their existence, an experience 

that O’Flaherty went through himself. According to Zneimer (1970), 

O’Flaherty was convinced that a writer must participate in the social 

movements of his/her time and must also take part in the ordinary world 

dealing with ordinary problems. Other contemporary writers were rather 

concerned with being apart from ordinary life, and with elevating 

themselves over this normality which put them into a place of loneliness at 

the same time. His being torn between his role as an artist and a man, 

who wanted to participate in the reality of his time in order to have some 

sort of security, caused a great conflict within the writer. O’Flaherty was 
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constantly in search for a cause, a movement that he could fully commit to 

and that also meant security and consistency for him. Early in his life, this 

cause might have been Catholicism, later on, the commitment was the 

military and the community with his comrades during war. After his three 

years of search for a new dedication, he found a new commitment in 

Communism and in Irish nationalism.90  

In Shame the Devil (1934) this conflict between O’Flaherty the writer and 

O’Flaherty the man is very well illustrated, but in this autobiography he 

finally gained a clearer picture of his role as an artist and his inner struggle 

was somehow lessened:  

 

When O’Flaherty can most clearly see himself and his role, 
he can see that as an artist he must observe and not 
participate in any movements, regardless of how noble, that 
aims for the betterment of mankind. It is not an easy role for 
him to take. He desperately wanted to throw himself into a 
cause to relieve himself from the terrible anguish he saw in 
his role of an artist.91 

 

A second important theme in his books is the contrast between rural and 

urban life, which is also linked to the contrast between tradition and 

modernity and seems to be irreconcilable. This is why the movement from 

one world to the other, from the country to the city causes a lot of 

confusion, alienation and may even lead to the loss identity. This theme is 

not only apparent in his books, it was also a conflict which O’Flaherty had 

to face in his own life when moving from the Aran Islands to Dublin and 

London. Especially in his short stories, the native Irish culture and peasant 

life is often idealized and mystified, a tendency which can be linked to 

O’Flaherty’s nationalism and also in his Communism, as the ideal is that of 

a rural community in which every member has his/her fixed place.92 

Additionally, there is another theme present in some of O’Flaherty’s 

novels, namely the achievement of men to become one of the ideal 

character types of soldier, monk or poet. To him, these three figures 
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represent the culmination of mankind and the most desirable types of 

men. 

 

In Land O’Flaherty uses a structure based on the 
achievement of soldier, monk, and poet as the epitome of 
mankind on the evolutionary ladder, for they demonstrate 
the fullness of men in action, contemplation, and 
imagination, men who seek the unattainable.93  

 

This representation of the ideal types of men is not only found in Land, but 

also in novels such as Insurrection or The Martyr. Looking at these 

recurring character types, it can be noticed that O’Flaherty was dedicated 

to achieve all of these types of men at a certain point in his life. First he 

was eager to become a priest, then he was the soldier in World War I., 

and then he spent the rest of his life being the poet. 

 

 

5.2. Insurrection 

 

This novel was published in 1950 in London and was O’Flaherty’s last 

novel. The novel is part of a trilogy of historical novels, consisting of 

Famine (1937), Land (1946) and Insurrection, which all deal with crucial 

events of Irish history, namely the Great Famine of the mid-nineteenth 

century, the land war of 1879-82, and the Easter insurrection of 1916.94 

The novel is set during the Easter Week, starting on Easter Monday when 

the young man from Connemara, Bartley Madden, is thrown into the 

events of the insurrection. Bartley had been working in England and had 

been saving money to buy a small farm in Connemara. However, the night 

before the story starts, Bartley got drunk and was robbed of all his money. 

He therefore can neither go back to Connemara, nor can he return to 

England because he would be conscripted there. In the first pages of the 

book Bartley’s background is shortly described and the readers gain an 

impression of the central character. In the following quotation it can 
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obviously be seen that Madden represents the ideal character type of the 

soldier:  

 

He certainly looked the type of man that is ideally fitted by 
nature to be a soldier. He was twenty-four years old, over six 
feet in height, lean and finely muscled, with strong jaws and 
clear blue eyes set wide apart in a bony tanned face.95  

 

By accident, Madden finds himself on O’Connell Street and becomes 

witness of the beginning of the insurrection. The countryman, who is at 

this time only interested in settling down and leading a domestic life, gets 

caught up in the events of the Rising. Listening to Patrick Pearse reading 

out the Proclamation of the Republic on the steps of the GPO has a huge 

impact on Madden; he feels profound inspiration and real passion for the 

first time in his life. In his mind, Madden associates Pearse’s words with 

memories from his childhood and with pictures of nature and wildlife in an 

ideal rural world:  

 

Madden now recalled a flock of wild geese that he had seen 
fly across the starry sky one winter’s night, above the bleak 
mountainside on which he lived. The soft whirring of their 
wings in the silence of the vast firmament had then rent his 
soul with longing for a beauty that he could not comprehend; 
just as he now longed for the beauty that the poet (i.e. 
Pearse) proclaimed.96  

 

It can be seen in this passage that even though he does not fully 

understand the words of Pearse, they make him long for this beauty, 

which is Irish freedom. This is how the words of the Proclamation are able 

to plant an abstract idea of freedom and independence into Madden’s 

mind, an idea that from then on becomes his strongest dedication.97   

 

In the turmoil he meets an old lady, Mrs. Colgan, whose teenage son 

Tommy is fighting for the Volunteers and whose only concern is to protect 

her son. This is why Mrs. Colgan manipulates Madden, makes him 
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promise to look after her son and then helps him to make contact with the 

insurgents. That is how Madden meets the charismatic Captain Kinsella, 

who represents the character of the monk and who allows Madden to join 

his group of men:  

 

He stood rigidly to attention, staring at Kinsella. The Idea 
had now found a leader for him to worship. The vague 
mystical longings inspired in him by the poet’s (i.e. Pearse) 
words had taken flesh, in this lean man with the ascetic face 
and the mysterious eyes of a monk. He felt taut from head to 
foot like a drawn bow, as he waited to establish contact with 
this chosen one.98 

 

By the time Madden joins the insurgents, his education into a true soldier 

begins, but he also gives up his free thinking and subscribes to the 

authorities. Thrown into the chaos of revolution, he is in need of an 

authority that guides him. He finds this guidance in Kinsella and wants to 

live up to his ideal by obeying without questioning as the following 

passage demonstrates:  

 

His faith was not placed in God but in Kinsella, upon whom 
he had seized as a symbol and embodiment of all the 
strange raptures that had ebbed and flowed through his 
being since noon. (…) The Idea had become a component 
part of his living substance. He had been liberated from his 
torments by a complete surrender of himself to the authority 
of a leader.99 

 

Shortly after, Madden meets another central figure, who represents the 

third ideal personality of the poet, George Stapelton, who is fascinated by 

the passion the war awakens in men.  The men go through several 

episodes of heavy gun fighting and they lose more and more of their 

comrades throughout the Easter Week. The battle scenes are described 

very realistically and in great detail, which is probably due to the fact that 

O’Flaherty experienced war himself as a soldier in World War I. and could 

draw from his own experience. The horrors of the war are especially 

represented through Tommy Colgan who also joined the Volunteers 
                                                 
98 O’Flaherty, 1950, 84. 
99 O’Flaherty, 1950, 97. 



 49

because of the idea, but who is oppressed by the fear of violence and who 

is not able to endure the cruelty of war. Tommy leaves his group and 

becomes an example of the non-heroic side of war, but he is also the only 

one of Kinsella’s group who survives the insurrection.   

 

On Friday, the three men are trying to find their way to the GPO when 

Stapelton dies because of a gun shot. Shortly after, Kinsella is shot as well 

but Madden does not want to accept his inspiration, his mentor, has 

passed away. He carries his dead body into a butcher’s shop where he 

also meets Mrs. Colgan again. For a short time, Madden loses faith in the 

idea but he finally convinces himself to remain true to his, Kinsella’s and 

the rebel’s ideals. On the next morning, the last day of the insurrection, 

Madden has to watch the surrender of Pearse and his GPO troops. But 

Madden does not want to abandon the idea and he wants to complete his 

blood sacrifice. Thus, he starts out alone to storm one of the British 

barricades, shoots three soldiers and, at the very end of the story, is killed 

himself.  

Summarizing, it can be said that the main protagonist Madden, who is a 

man with limited intellect, education and judgement, lands in a city in the 

state of revolution. He is inspired by the idea of freedom, which is then 

turned into obsession and fanaticism, and which finally ends in his death.    

 

It should be noted that the main concern of the book is not to explore the 

events of the Easter Rising; the Rising in this case only provides the 

background for the story through which the protagonists are able to test 

themselves. The Easter Rising creates chaos and an extraordinary 

situation, which means a break in the daily routines of the men. This 

situation reduces them to the core of their existence and enables them to 

think about their meaning in live.100   

Nevertheless, certain facts of the Easter Rising occur during the novel, 

among them is the reading of the Proclamation by Pearse on Monday 

noon. At the beginning of the novel, Madden is part of the audience that 
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listens to the reading of the Proclamation in front of the GPO. The first part 

is quoted in the novel but is interrupted, because Madden’s thoughts fade 

away to childhood memories. Then a longer part from the middle of the 

Proclamation is quoted.101  

Shortly after Madden joins the group of Captain Kinsella, a young woman 

dressed in the uniform of the Cumann na mBan comes running into their 

camp and brings Kinsella a dispatch, which was one of the main duties of 

the women’s league during the Risin. She informs the Captain about 

where the insurgent’s strongholds are situated and additionally tells him 

the story of fierce fighting at the South Dublin Union. In this fight, the rebel 

Cathal Brugha was severely wounded but in the end the rebels were able 

to defeat their position. Kinsella is also informed that so far the rest of the 

country has not joined the Rising.102 

On Friday, the insurgents decided to relocate their headquarters from the 

GPO into a house on Moore Street, as described in chapter1 of this thesis. 

This incident is also described in Insurrection: Madden and Kinsella follow 

the O’Rahilly in this chaotic attempt to reach Moore Street, together with a 

group of insurgents. They pass through the streets under heavy 

bombardment and the O’Rahilly, as well as Kinsella, are shot to death.103 

Another historical event, the surrender of the rebels on Saturday, is taken 

up in the novel. When Madden wants to return to the insurgents on 

Saturday after spending the night in the butcher’s house, he notices a 

woman wearing an insurgent uniform and holding up a white flag. This is 

when Madden first realizes that the Rising is over. Shortly after, he sees 

Pearse silently marching towards a British barricade to surrender. Patrick 

Pearse returns once more and summons the other rebel leaders, and they 

finally walk up to the barricades. As the group advances, some people 

come out of their houses and fall to their knees, because they are aware 

that the leaders are walking towards their deaths.104 
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The idea of blood-sacrifice is present at all times in the novel: the rebels, 

especially Madden, use the term “blood in ounce” frequently, which means 

that the revolution demands the shedding of blood. In speech to his group, 

Captain Kinsella refers to the countermanding of MacNeill before the 

Rising, to the arms provided by Germany and to the hope that the whole 

country would rise in support: 

 

That miracle is help from our comrades in the provinces. 
Unless they take up arms, in spite of the countermanding 
order sent out last Saturday by our Chief of Staff, we are 
doomed. If we hold out long enough, they may rise. Human 
nature being what it is, the great majority of them were 
probably glad to receive the countermanding order, after the 
capture last Friday of the ship bringing us arms from 
abroad.105 

 

The novel was published in 1950, only two years after F.X. Martin 

published documents written by Eoin MacNeill. The newly gained 

knowledge of the countermanding shortly before the Rising and its effect 

on the outcome of the Rising was used by O’Flaherty in this passage. The 

re-introduced question of whether a blood-sacrifice can be justified, was 

used by O’Flaherty as well: in the same speech Kinsella takes up the idea 

of blood-sacrifice. He turns to his men in order to take away their illusions 

about a successful end of the Rising. Kinsella is aware that, as soon as 

the British reinforcement arrives in Dublin, the insurgents would not stand 

a chance of holding their positions. Still, he encourages his men to hang 

on and fight as long as it is possible.  

 
We must hang on desperately to the last moment; because 
every moment that we resist in arms makes certain that our 
sacrifice will bear fruit in making our comrades in the provinces 
and our whole people begin to fight. Even if we are crushed and 
lose our lives, our rising will be victorious, if we set an example 
of courage to the people of Ireland; an example that will make 
them take up arms and fight for their freedom.106 

 
The publication of the MacNeill documents also raised critique on the idea 

of blood-sacrifice, but in Insurrection Madden’s sacrifice is seen as a 
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heroic act that even elevates him above Pearse and Connolly who 

surrender.  

 
On several occasions, the attitude towards the insurrection among the 

public is revealed, especially through comments by Mrs. Colgan, but also 

through comments by other civilians. Again, the voices of the bystanders 

reflect a negative attitude and reluctance against the rebels and their 

actions. An example of the negative attitude towards the rebellion can be 

found in the reactions to the reading of the Proclamation by the audience 

in front of the GPO. Whereas Madden is deeply touched by the words, the 

majority of the people express their animosity towards the ideas of the 

insurrection.107  

Apart from the main protagonists, there are only few instances in which a 

positive attitude towards the Rising is expressed. An example is a woman, 

who is standing in front of Madden in a crowd of people at the GPO and 

who is certain that the Rising means the liberation of the Irish people from 

British slavery. Furthermore, she believes that the Irish people will follow 

the rebels in taking up arms and fighting until they gain freedom.108 

 

Despite the subordinate role of the Rising as a historical event, a few 

assumptions about the author’s attitude towards this event can be 

observed. Insurrection was written in 1950 and, in comparison to The 

Insurrection in Dublin it has a certain, distance to the event. This is also 

due to the fact that O’Flaherty did not witness the Rising himself as he was 

at that time a soldier in the British army Although an accurate account of 

the Rising was not his main concern, there is evidence of the author’s 

interpretation of the insurrection, which is influenced by the general 

perception of the Rising of time the novel was written. As it was mentioned 

before, Pearse’s speech triggers rural images in Madden’s mind. These 

images used in Insurrection very much remind of the myths and folklore 

images, which had been popular from the beginning of the Irish 

Republican movement onwards:  
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He heard his mother’s crooning voice and he felt the cool 
touch of her hand and his sick forehad, while the roar of the 
distant sea came through the moonlit window of his room. 
He heard the twitter of birds in the eaves of the village 
houses, as the lovely summer days faded into night.109 

 

He additionally thinks of flying wild geese and the mountains, in which he 

spent his youth. In this paragraph, typical themes which were used during  

the Republican movement are present, which defines true Irishness as 

Gaelic, Catholic and rural; examples are the flight of the wild geese, the 

memory of the “better” rural life, and the mother who takes care of her 

child, which reflects the image of Mother Ireland who takes care of her 

children. Friberg (1996) claims that the use of these images does not 

reflect what she calls the Old-Order which means a traditional, idealized, 

rural world, which existed until the beginning of the twentieth century. In 

her eyes these images must be seen from a New-Order perspective, i.e. a 

more modern, civilized and rational perspective, because they are seen 

through the eyes of a man who is part of a New-Order civilization; in other 

words, they are seen through a New-Order filter. For Friberg, the images 

and themes in Insurrection do not originate in the Old-Order, but in the 

New-Order culture. Friberg also states that, by the time he wrote 

Insurrection, O’Flaherty had distanced himself from the Old-Order world 

and had reached the end of his transition from holding on to his origin 

(which is an Old-Order world) to the step into a the new, modern Ireland. 
110  

What Friberg (2008) calls the New-Order culture, can be especially seen 

when looking at the scenery of Dublin as example of a modern city. It is 

also said that Tommy Colgan provides us with a New-Order perspective 

on the Rising:  

 
This sense of the rising as a form of progress, a means to 
propel social action forward, to help clear the path for a 
better system, is a New-Order impulse.111 
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But there also are certain instances in which O’Flaherty reveals his Old-

Order perspective, for example, in the emphasis of the soldierly values of 

Kinsella, and Madden’s passion for war. Another example of clearly Old-

Order imagery is the descriptions of the Rising as a historical event and 

the connection of its ideas with rural images. Here, it can also be argued 

that the images used reflect on the mystification of the event, which took 

place during the rise of Sinn Fèin and was enforced by the Irish 

Republican movement in order to justify their political course. In his 

dealing with the Rising as a historical event, O’Flaherty turns to very old 

and well-established images, which are all part of an Old-Order 

interpretation of the event. Thus, an old and a new perspective on the 

Rising are provided in the novel.112 

 

This contrast of Old-Order versus New-Order perspectives in Insurrection 

is mentioned because this might also reflect on the general reception of 

the Easter Rising among the Irish population at the time the novel was 

written. New material about the Rising had appeared shortly before and 

the interest in the event had increased as well, but still, the perspective on 

the Rising from a Republican point of view prevailed and the glorification 

of the Rising as a heroic act remained. This perspective is rooted in what 

is called the Old-Order. 

Summarizing, it should be mentioned again that the main purpose of 

Insurrection was not to write a history of the Rising. The Rising provides a 

suitable frame which allows the protagonists to test themselves and to 

think about the meaning of their lives. However, some real events are 

described as well, such as the Proclamation of the Irish Republicor the 

surrender of the rebels. Shocking revelations about warfare and its cruelty 

can be noticed in the realistic descriptions of the fighting going on in the 

streets of Dublin. At the same time, the reader gains insight into the Irish 

nationalist perspective on the fighting, which shows the duality between 

the necessity to rise in arms for Irish independence and the violence and 

grief this fight causes. The following quotation explains this duality: 
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In part he offers an antidote to the cynicism setting in against 
the sacrifices made by an earlier generation; he also renders 
accurately the combination of elation and fear of raw recruits 
in the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Republican Army.113 

 

After the revival of interest in the Rising from 1948 onwards, O’Flaherty 

also turned to this matter and chose the Rising as the setting for his third 

historical novel. In 1950, the prevailing view on the Rising was still marked 

by the glorification of the rebels, even though they did not only sacrifice 

their own lives but also the lives of many civilians. O’Flaherty’s view on the 

Rising corresponds with this general view and he is not able to leave 

behind the old nationalist imagery connected with the Rising. 
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6.0. Tom Murphy (1935 -) 

 

6.1. Life and Work 

 

The playwright Thomas Murphy was born as the youngest of ten children 

in a small city in the Irish West called Tuam, Co. Galway, in 1935. His 

father, Jack Murphy, went to work in Birmingham after World War II and 

stayed there for the rest of his working life. His older siblings emigrated as 

well and he was never able to establish a close relationship towards them. 

At the age of seven, Murphy attended the Christian Brothers School, 

where he stayed until the age of fifteen. The time at the Christian Brothers 

was marked by the brutality and violence the teachers practiced regularly, 

and it left in Murphy a deep distrust towards religion and the clergy. 

Murphy went on to technical school where he stayed for the next two 

years, before he took up an apprenticeship in a factory of the Irish Sugar 

Company. In 1955, Murphy received a scholarship and was from then on 

trained to become a teacher of metalwork. At that time, he also turned his 

interest towards the reading of   literature and joined the Theatre Guild of 

Tuam.114 

Murphy wrote his first play On the Outside in 1959, together with his friend 

Noel O’Donoghue. This one-act play deals with two men who are standing 

outside of a dance hall and cannot afford to enter. The experience of being 

an outsider, like the men experience in the play, was known by Murphy, 

because he belonged to the working class and was excluded from more 

privileged classes. There is also a partition between rural and urban life in 

the play; the people inside the dancehall represent the concept of an ideal 

and rural Ireland, from which the urban, working-class men are 

excluded.115 

Murphy started to write his first full-length play The Iron Men in 1960. The 

author sent the play to the Abbey Theatre in Dublin in 1961, where it was 

rejected by Ernest Blythe, at the time managing director of the theatre. 

The play premiered in London, revised and renamed into A Whistle in the 
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Dark, at the Theatre Royal Stratford East. After the rejection of the play, 

which was dealing with an Irish family clan living in a London suburb and 

their brutal fights with other Irish families, in Dublin, and its success on the 

London stage, Murphy resigned from his teaching job and decided to 

emigrate to London.116 

From 1962 to 1970, Murphy stayed in London and wrote several plays. A 

Crucial Week in the Life of a Grocer’s Assistant was originally written 

under the name of The Fooleen in 1962, but was not staged until 1969. 

Additionally, he wrote Famine (1968), The Orphans, also written in 1968, 

and a number of plays for TV productions. Referring to Ryschka (2008), 

the distance from Ireland enabled Murphy to provide a more objective 

observation of current Irish issues, such as the difficult economic situation, 

the large number of emigrants, the tension between England and Ireland, 

and religion.117 

In 1971, Murphy returned to Dublin and shortly after The Morning After 

Optimism was staged at the Abbey Theatre. This play was already written 

in 1962 and Murphy was looking at Ireland from the perspective of an 

emigrant for the first time. The play is again concerned with the division 

between a rural and an urban Ireland, and, at the same time, with the 

transition from a peasant to an industrialized country. Another theme in the 

play is the loss of faith in the idealized Gaelic Ireland. 118 

The White House (re-written under the name Conversations on a 

Homecoming in 1985) premiered at the Abbey in 1972 and deals with an 

exile who is returning to Ireland. Other plays written in the 1970ies include 

the following: On the Inside (1974), the complementary play to On the 

Inside, which shows what is going on inside the dance hall; and The 

Sancuary Lamp (1975), which criticises the Catholic church because it is 

not willing to adjust to the new, modern Irish society. The very harsh 

critique on Catholicism and the clergy was not well-received by the 

                                                 
116 O’Toole, 1987, 41-44. 
117 Ryschka, 2008, 69. 
118 O’Toole, 1984, 78. 



 58

audience at all and provoked large parts of the audience to walk out of the 

Abbey Theatre.119 

In 1980, Murphy finished his play The Blue Macushla, which portrays the 

life of an ambitious Irish night-club manager, who tolerates the scheming 

of gangsters and IRA members in his club. He therefore represents a new 

type of Irish manhood evolving in the Irish society of the time, whose main 

interest is their own success. This type of man is also portrayed in The 

Gigli Concert (1983), but in this play, the protagonist breaks down due to 

guilt and depression. Even though he then tries to find a way out of his 

former life, he soon falls back into old routines.120  

Murphy was writing in association with the Druid Theatre in Galway from 

1983 to 1985, where Conversations of a Homecoming (1985) and 

Bailegangaire (1985) were staged. In the same year of 1985, A Thief of a 

Christmas was written, which, like Bailegangaire, is set in the rural world of 

the Irish West. Further plays written by Murphy include Too Late for Logic 

(1989), The Patriot Game (1991), The Wake (1998), The House (2000) 

and Alice Trilogy (2005). In addition to these plays, Murphy also changed 

his preferred genre for once and wrote a novel, called The Seduction of 

Morality, in 1994. In general, all of his later works deal with the question of 

identity, emigration and homecoming.121 

 

 

6.1.1. Major Topics and Themes 

 

As a dramatist, Murphy experimented with various styles and it is hard to 

define his style as a writer. Looking at the setting of his plays, they can be 

divided into two groups. One group has a specific setting, usually in the 

Irish West, such as Famine or Conversations on a Homecoming. The 

other group of plays have a symbolic setting that could be anywhere, for 
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example, a church as in The Sanctuary Lamp, or a forest in The Morning 

After Optimism.122  

One of the major themes in Thomas Murphy’s work is the class division 

within Irish society and the economic exclusion of the lower classes. 

Growing up in a state that was still suffering from the economic crises of 

the 1930ies, which resulted in high rates of unemployment and emigration, 

Murphy himself belonged to the working class and experienced this 

exclusion.123 

The characters in Murphy’s plays (e.g. On the Outside, A Whistle in the 

Dark) wish for an improvement of their situation but they are aware that 

they will probably not achieve it. Thus, an atmosphere of hopelessness is 

predominant in the pays; a hopelessness that many Irish people of the 

time experienced, which can be explained as follows:   

 

The despair stems in part from the social and cultural 
upheaval that overtook Ireland in the late 1950s and 1960s, 
as a result of government initiatives designed to open the 
country to foreign investment and hurl it into the modern 
age. The result was economic betterment for some and 
massive shock for many, as Ireland became, more 
conspicuously than before, a nation of the haves and the 
have-nots; the professionals and the working classes (…)124 

 

Additionally, a re-appearing theme in his plays is emigration, exile and 

displacement, and, especially in his later works, homecoming. In his youth, 

Murphy watched his father and most of his siblings emigrate to England, 

which had a lasting effect on Murphy and the theme of lost brothers and 

parents found their way into many of his plays. Moreover, Murphy himself 

moved to London and lived there for eight years. Emigration was not only 

a reality for many Irish families of the time but it was also a reality in 

Murphy’s life.125  

Another major theme in his plays is the influence of the Catholic Church. 

The roots of his interest and his conflict with the Catholic Church can 
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again be found in his childhood and youth. In his hometown, the Catholic 

Church influenced and dominated all aspects of social life, such as 

education, entertainment and sports. Catholicism had been a powerful 

cultural and social influence in Ireland over centuries and with the 

formation of Ireland as an independent state, this influence became even 

more dominant. In the Constitution of Ireland in 1937, Ireland was 

proclaimed a sovereign Catholic state, in which the Catholic Church 

received a privileged status. Catholicism as the most dominant influence in 

Irish society started to decline slowly at the early 1960ies, as a result of 

the industrialization and the Nation’s new orientation towards economic 

growth.126 

As mentioned before, the time at a Christian school and the violence 

executed by the teachers in this school made Murphy very suspicious 

towards the Catholic Church and the clergy. A very open attack on the 

clergy can be found in The Sancutary Lamp, but in most of his works his 

critical position towards the Church can be observed. 

A third major theme in his plays is the search of a new Irish identity and 

the moving on from the old, nationalist identity of Ireland as being Gaelic, 

Catholic and rural. This old identity, which is still in the heads of the Irish 

people, is in conflict with the present circumstances and the reality the 

people, and Murphy’s characters (e.g. A Whislte in the Dark), live in. The 

idealized rural world of the past in contrast with the modern, industrialized 

world is central in his play Bailegangeire. The main characters in this play 

can only move forward from the past by deconstructing the myths of their 

pasts and by dealing with all its complexities; through this, they can 

interrupt an endless repetition of their past and are able to move 

forward.127 
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6.2. The Patriot Game 

 

The play is a documentary drama and was originally written for the BBC to 

celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the Easter Rising in 1966, but it was 

never broadcast due to financial reasons. The director of the TV 

production was to be Christopher Morahan, but in this first attempt to 

broadcast the play, the costs of the production exceeded the allowed 

budget. A number of attempts were undertaken to change the script in 

order to reduce the costs, but the play was finally abandoned by the BBC. 

O’Toole (1994) describes the television script in the following way:  

 

As a television script, it is a somewhat uncomfortable mixture of 
drama and documentary, with an often didactic narration and 
the use of W.B. Yeats’ poem Easter 1916 along with the poetry 
of the rebel leaders, but it is remarkable for its view of the 
Rising as a bizarre ritual, a considerable less heroic and more 
jaundiced view of the central event of modern Irish nationalism 
than was being expounded in the ecstatic celebrations in 
Dublin.128 

 

The title of the play is taken from a folksong of the same name, written by 

Dominic Behan, brother of the playwright Brendan Behan. The song tells 

the story of a young IRA man who was killed during the IRA Border 

Campaign beginning in the late 1950ies.129 

The play was re-written as a theatre piece and premiered at the Abbey 

Theatre on the 15th of May, 1991, the year of the 75th anniversary of the 

Rising. The play consists of 24 scenes and is divided into two parts: the 

first nineteen scenes describe the time before the Rising and the events 

leading up to it. The six remaining scenes describe the event during the 

Easter Week and also the last days of the rebel leaders in Kilmainham 

Gaol. In the play, a lot of real documents and authentic intertexts are used, 

including the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, Pearse’s Letter of 

Surrender, several of his poems and the text of his speech at the 
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graveside of O’Donavan Rossa, and other poems (e.g. by W.B. Yeats) 

and songs (e.g. the British National Anthem).130 

 

 

6.2.1. Introduction 

 

In a short introduction to the play in the printed version of 1992, Murphy 

defines the aim of the play, which is to tell the history of the Rising, and its 

theme, which is nationalism. Moreover, he very shortly summarizes the 

events and then stresses the significance of the Rising in Irish history.  

 

The swiftness with which the Irish government celebrated 
the 75th anniversary of the Rising, last year, 1991, is difficult 
to understand. It was the birth of the Irish nation. I believe in 
the individuality of races and cultures and I believe in 
internationalism; they are not contradictory. I believe that 
nationalism is an elemental and dangerous emotion, intrinsic 
to us all: but I believe that it is more dangerous not to 
acknowledge it or to pretend otherwise.131 

 

O’Toole (1994) interprets this statement as defining the political purpose of 

the play, which is, in his eyes, the acknowledgement of the past, because 

without acknowledging the past and processing the traumas this past 

caused, the way into the future is blocked. At the same time, The Patriot 

Game aims at undermining the nationalist illusions about the glory of the 

Rising.132  

 

 

6.2.2. Scenes 1 and 2 

 

The first person to appear on stage is Pearse, who carries a gramophone 

playing “A distorted version of ‘God Save the King’, the British National 
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Anthem”133, which depicts the difficult relationship between the Irish and 

the British.  

Then the narrator appears on the stage, watching Pearse from the 

distance. The Easter Rising has often been seen as a drama and a 

performance in itself, and Murphy, in his introduction to the play, calls it “a 

poets’ rising”134.  In The Patriot Game the historical event is re-enacted in 

the form of a-play-within-a-play. The female narrator observes and 

comments on the events on stage from today’s perspective, but she is 

also indirectly involved in the play because she introduces the other 

characters and sometimes helps or warns them. At some points she 

bursts into emotions, which makes her a very unstable character. The 

function of the narrator as an observer and commentator is only one 

feature which reminds of the epic theatre by Brecht. Another typical 

feature is the alienation effect, i.e. the spectators should not identify with 

the characters on stage but should remain objective. Therefore, the 

characters are hardly individualized and there is not a lot of in-depth sight 

into the characters.135 

The Narrator calls the Easter Rising “The disgraceful Story of 1916”136, 

which demonstrates her negative attitude towards the Rising, and then 

goes on with looking back on the troublesome relationship between 

England and Ireland. These explanations serve as an introduction and 

provide the historical frame for the play, which starts after the beginning of 

World War I. in 1914. She then introduces the groups involved in the 

Rising: firstly, MacNeill and the Volunteers, followed by the introduction of 

the secret IRB, including the seven rebel leaders, who later secretly 

control the Volunteers, and thirdly, the ICA under Connolly. At the end of 

the first scene, the narrator criticises that all these groups are aiming at 

the same thing, namely Irish independence, but fail to merge together for 

this aim.137 
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In the second scene, the plan of the IRB gets more concrete as the 

leaders discuss the next steps to be taken in the preparations for the 

rebellion. They talk about getting money from America and arms from 

Germany, getting the control over all the Volunteers, and they express 

their hope that the rest of the country joins in as soon as the Rising takes 

place. Furthermore, they are trying to fix a date for the Rising but are not 

able agree on a date and leave it open.  

Even though most of the characters are hardly individualized throughout 

the play, the reader gains some insight into the character of Pearse in 

scene 2. He is portrayed as an idealist, a dreamer, and his saint-like life as 

a pacifist and poet is emphasised. To do so, the beginning of his poem 

The Fool is quoted, but because of the mocking comments of the narrator 

about Pearse and the poem, he comes across more as naïve and full of 

illusions:138 

 
NARRATOR. He’d be dreamin’ a lot, d’yeh know, an’ lookin’ 
at pictures he had of Cuchulainn an’ the likes, heroes of 
ancient times, being warned by old Druids not to- whatever 
else in the world they did wrong, d’yeh know?- not to take up 
arms or they’d die young- d’yeh know? 
PEARSE. I care not if my life have only the span of a day 
and a night if my deeds be spoken of by the men of Ireland.  
NARRATOR. Oh yes, and he swore on bended knees at the 
age of twelve- or was it six?- or was it three?- with his little 
brother Willie that he’d give his life to free Ireland.139 

 

 

 

6.2.3. Scenes 3 and 4 

 

This scene is set during the funeral of O’Donavan Rossa and starts with 

Pearse holding his famous graveside speech. The whole speech is recited 

by the character of Pearse, before the reaction of the bystanders, who 

praise Pearse for his beautiful words, is mirrored through the characters of 

Molly, Mick, Biddy, Jim and the Farmer. These characters represent the 

ordinary Irish population, who are having ordinary problems and are 
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concerned about the prices for stock and grain, and about enlisting to the 

British army. In scene 4, these characters are talking to Connolly, who is, 

next to Pearse, presented as the second main leader of the Rising, and 

who is another character that is looked at in more detail. The more realistic 

view on the Irish situation and the rebellion expressed by Connolly, who is 

also representing the view of the labour movement and of the ICA, is in 

contrast with the very romantic view as expressed by Pearse.140 

 

 

6.2.4. Scenes 7- 13 

 

Representatives of the British side are introduced for the first time in this 

scene, which is set inside Dublin Castle. Two more scenes (scene 14 and 

19) take place inside the castle, showing the ignorance of the staff towards 

the possibility of a rebellion. They do not take the threat posed by the 

rebels seriously until the actual beginning of the Rising on Easter 

Monday.141   

In the next scene, the most important figures of the time are trying to 

recruit as many Irishmen as possible to support their causes. Redmond, 

who is referred to as the most popular man in the country, Pearse, 

Connolly and MacNeill try to convince the people to join them with 

speeches, songs and promises. They are battling for recruits and are, as 

the narrator says, “All looking for men for their wars, revolutions or 

whatever”142. 

At the end of the scene, after the men had presented their arguments, the 

narrator chooses Redmond as the winner of the battle, which leaves 

Pearse and Connolly angry and depressed. In the next scenes, Pearse 

reacts by fixing the date for the revolution with the Military Council. Then, 

the narrator tells Connolly that the IRB has a concrete plan for a rebellion 

and he is from then on eager to speed up the processes before the Rising 

and to join in on it. The narrator sums up the situation prior to the Rising:  
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NARRATOR. The recruiting wasn’t going well for Pearse 
and the IRB. But they had some men and some money and 
some arms. The date was set. And they still had this great 
belief, faith, that as soon as the first shot was fired, the 
whole country would rise up and come out with knives and 
forks.143  

 

In scene 11, Pearse’s mother appears and Pearse, who, up to this 

moment, always appeared self-confident and highly convinced of his 

mission, is questioning the concepts of patriotism and nationalism. He is 

unable to define the concepts he so strongly believes in and is for this 

short moment unsure if he can trust his convictions. He also expresses 

self-doubts by turning to his mother asking whether he is a great failure.144 

 

PEARSE. What is this thing called patriotism? I don’t know. 
Nationalism? I don’t know. Nationalism is not a negotiable 
thing. Good. Is it selfish? Ask him who adores what is God. 
Good. Can you eat it? Write it? Smell it- catch it- see it- stop 
it- find it- lose it- trust it? Can you trust it?145 

 

When he tells his mother that he and his brother Willie will be shot, he 

starts to cry and to recite parts of his poem To Death. In this passage the 

blood-sacrifice theme is taken up for the first time in the play. Thereafter, 

his mother continues and recites the beginning of the poem The Mother, 

written by Pearse, in which a mother talks to the Lord about her two sons 

who died “In bloody protest for a glorious thing”146 . The poem points 

forward to what is going to happen to Pearse and his brother at the end of 

the insurrection. 

Later, Connolly is abducted by the IRB to prevent him from initiating a 

revolution by the ICA alone. Pearse convinces him, to join the IRB and to 

rise together in a few months on Easter Sunday, even though Connolly 

believes the right time is now, because the fighting spirit of the troops is 

already high enough, which he considers more important than a 

                                                 
143 Murphy, 1992, 113. 
144 Ryschka, 2008, 140.  
145 Murphy, 1992, 114. 
146 Murphy, 1992, 115. 



 67

theoretically perfect organisation. Connolly remarks that they still could all 

die in the course of the Rising. At the end of this scene13, a singer 

appears on stage and recites the poem The Rose Tree written by W.B. 

Yeats in 1921, which is a dialogue between Pearse and Connolly and also 

deals with the theme of blood-sacrifice. 

 

 

6.2.5. Scenes 14- 19 

 

The rebel leaders are forging the castle document and show it to MacNeill, 

who subsequently encourages the Volunteers to fight suppression. In 

scene 16, after MacNeill finds out that orders for an insurrection had 

already been issued behind his back, he reacts as follows:  

 

MACNEILL. My God!- You would lead an unarmed country- 
PLUNKETT. We’re not unarmed- 
MACNEILL. To useless and hopeless slaughter! Where is 
the logic, the reason, the common-sense, the sanity? 
PEARSE. I’ve always admired your reason and your logic: 
Your arguments are unanswerable in reason and in logic: 
But I know I’m right.147 

 

MacNeill, who is not only in this passage seen as the most rational 

character, then wants to do everything in his power to prevent this 

slaughter, but is informed that his former power has been seized and that 

the Volunteers are really under the IRB’s control. When he additionally 

finds out that the Aud had sunk and the German arms are lost, he writes 

the countermanding order on Easter Sunday, which is partly quoted at the 

beginning of scene 17. This order causes great confusion among the 

Volunteers and also among the rebel leaders. In a conversation about 

what steps to undertake, the leaders decide to rise anyway and they note 

that they are probably going out to be slaughtered. Pearse feels the need 

to justify their planned actions, because he knows that a lot of blood is 

going to be shed:   
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PEARSE: We may make mistakes in the beginning and 
shoot the wrong people, but bloodshed is a cleansing and 
sanctifying thing and the nation which regards it as the final 
horror has lost its manhood. There are many things more 
horrible than bloodshed and slavery is one of them.148 

 

At the end of this scene, the narrator bursts into an emotional speech, 

which shows her objection to both, Irish nationalism and the presence of 

the British colonizers in Ireland. 

 

NARRATOR. I hate nationalism! (To herself.) England has 
no right to be here. I hate the English- No. I am honest and 
in control. I hate nationalism. It doesn’t exist. I love life. 
Heigh-ho! And I’m not getting involved. (Coming out of 
reverie.) What?- Yes- Howandever. What the English were 
doing that Easter Sunday morning.149 

 

The following scene 19 is the last one taking place before the rising and 

the last one to take place inside Dublin Castle and shows the staff 

unaware of what is going on in the city.150 

 

 

6.2.6. Scenes 20- 24 

 

It is Easter Monday noon when the sequence of events continues. The 

rebels are marching towards the GPO, the Dublin Castle and a number of 

other places throughout Dublin, for example St. Stephen’s Green, the Four 

Courts and Bolands Mills. The narrator remarks that instead of the 

expected ten or twenty thousand men, only about 1500 had joined the 

Rising. The characters representing the ordinary people are listening to 

Pearse reading out the full text of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic in 

scene 21.151 

During the next days the British reinforcements are arriving in Dublin as it 

is reported by the narrator. She also reports of the heavy fighting in the 

                                                 
148 Murphy, 1992, 129. 
149 Murphy, 1992, 129. 
150 Murphy, 1992, 129ff. 
151 Murphy, 1992, 131-137.  



 69

streets and the many casualties the rebellion has already caused. At the 

same time “A sombre figure with a bass drum”152 appears on stage, and 

from then on, the beat of the drum can always be heard when a scene of 

death is approaching. An atmosphere of violence and death is created as 

the narrator moves from one shootout to the other. But there is not only 

fighting going on in the streets, the ordinary people, who do not take an 

active part in the Rising, have also started looting the shops of Dublin. 

They are also mocking the newly announced Republic and they do not 

support the Rising. Pearse and Connolly are shocked at the behaviour and 

they order to shoot at the looters. A moment later, Pearse has another 

flash of self-doubt when he asks himself: 

 

PEARSE. It was the right thing to do… was it not?” 
SENTRY. Wha’?... Yes. 
PEARSE: After a few years they will see the meaning of 
what we tried to do… But it was the right thing to do… was it 
not?... Oíche mhaith. (Good night.)153 

 

In scene 23, Sir General Maxwell has landed in Dublin with his troops to 

take care of the situation and soon the rebels are forced to surrender. The 

narrator records that by Friday the city is already burning, Connolly is 

wounded and the rebels realize that their fight will be over soon. Pearse’s 

Mother re-appears and recites parts of the poem The Mother again, this 

time the end of the poem is quoted. Even though he knows that he is 

going to surrender, Pearse is satisfied with his accomplishments and 

believes to have become the saviour of Ireland’s honour.154  

The last scene of the play starts with Pearse’s surrender, which can be 

heard in the background while the narrator sums up the casualties of the 

Rising. By presenting these data, the narrator makes the gap between the 

rebel’s idealism and the cruel reality of the Rising apparent. She then 

reveals her personal evaluation of the Rising:  
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NARRATOR. The struggle was over, the boy had had their 
‘nough, and where was the redemption they were talking 
about? The sacrifice mustn’t’a (Must not have) been great 
enough. So, yer risin’ was a failure: I knew all along and I 
was right not to play. (Confident sweep, takes the white 
hankerchief.) Take them away! Ends: The Disgraceful Story 
of 1916.155 

 

Then the play moves to Killmainham Gaol, where the rebel leaders are 

imprisoned after their surrender. They are spending the last days before 

their executions with writing to their families and friends. At last, the names 

of all sixteen men that were executed are called out. 

After the execution, the narrator screams “Up the Republic”156 and so 

announces the rebirth of Ireland. In reaction to this, the character who 

plays Pearse steps out of his role and the play-within-the-play ends when 

he remarks “And you were only playing the narrator.”157. At the end of the 

play, the other characters have left and the narrator recites another poem 

while Pearse waits for her at the exit.158  

The play ends with Pearse telling the narrator “Come on. Come on 

home”159. O’Toole (1994) interprets this home as being the future Republic 

of Ireland, because at the very end of the play, Ireland has acknowledged 

her inglorious past and can therefore move forward to the future.160  

 

In The Patriot Game, Murphy is aware that the Easter Rising is a 

nationalist illusion and ritual. He thus sets out to undermine these illusions 

about the glory of the Rising and the heroism of the revolutionaries. 

Murphy uses the narrator to deconstruct the happenings before and during 

the Rising. Additionally, the narrator remains a critical onlooker on the 

events and examines the notions of the rebel leaders, dismantling their 

self-importance. This can, for example, be seen in scene 1, when Pearse, 

Connolly and MacNeill are introduced by the narrator and she makes 

ironic remarks about their personalities and beliefs. Examples of the 
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deconstruction of the Rising can be found throughout the whole play, 

especially in the first nineteen scenes. As soon as the Rising starts and 

the narrator witnesses the cruel fighting, she becomes more emotional 

about Irish nationalism and her identification with the nationalists 

increases. In this respect, a connection to the reaction of the Irish public 

towards the Rising can be drawn, which moved from resentment to 

identification with the nationalist cause. Furthermore, the narrator 

uncovers the discrepancy between the rebels’ idealism and the reality. 

This discrepancy is also seen in the reaction of the ordinary people who 

watch the rebellion with amusement, mock the rebels and do not join in.161 

 

The Patriot Game is a documentary drama and it is an attempt to 

reconstruct a crucial event in Irish history. It is mainly based on historical 

facts and a great amount of authentic intertexts is used, including 

speeches, official statements, orders, letters, songs, poems. The texts 

used, together with the critical comments of the narrator, enable a re-

evaluation of the circumstances of the insurrection. The revisionist 

perspective on the Rising, which developed after 1966, connected the 

actions taken in 1916 with the IRA actions executed later in the twentieth 

century. For the revisionists, the ritual remembering of the Rising and its 

glorification also provides the IRA terrorists with an opportunity to justify 

their actions. This is why thy reject the former glorification of an armed 

rebellion.162 

In this respect it should be mentioned that nationalism is also given some 

room in the play, for example the narrator, at the end of the play, does 

identify with the rebels. This can be seen through the fact that she uses 

“we” and so expresses her Irishness, or in one of her final lines “Up the 

Republic”. It can be therefore said, that Murphy does not full-deconstruct 

the traditional nationalist view on the Rising but provides the readers with 

new aspects of the Rising and of nationalism.163 

In the introduction to The Patriot Game, Murphy comments:  

                                                 
161 Ryschka, 2008, 120-124, 154f. 
162 Ryschka, 2008, 206f. 
163 Ryschka, 2008, 123-126. 



 72

 

It is natural and healthy to re-examine history but the 
hypotheses of what-might-have-happened-otherwise-had-
the-Rising-not-happened by present day revisionists remain- 
hypotheses.164  

 

Even though he does not claim to be revisionist, Murphy challenges the 

traditional nationalist narrative of the Rising and offers a new perspective 

on the events.  
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7.0. Comparison 
 

7.1. Point of View 

 

In the following chapter some important factors, which were part of the 

Easter Rising, are taken up and their treatment in the three books dealing 

with the Rising will be compared. As described in the previous chapters, 

the books discussed were published throughout the twentieth century, 

namely in 1916, in 1950 and in 1991, and provide very different views on 

the events of the Rising. 

 

The Insurrection in Dublin is the diary report of a Dublin citizen, who was 

an eye-witness and who was, even though he was not directly involved in 

the warfare, part of the Rising. Stephens witnessed the cruelty of the 

fighting and the effect the rebellion had on the ordinary population, namely 

that they were confused about what was going on, that they had nothing to 

eat by the end of the week and that they lost many of their relatives and 

friends in the heavy street fighting. The reader gets an accurate insight 

into what life must have been like in Dublin during the insurrection. 

Throughout his life, Stephens was a supporter of the nationalist cause and 

although he tries to be objective, his sympathy for the rebellion can be 

noticed on several occasions. Stephens’ account of the Rising was written 

only a few days after the event took place and that is why the process of 

the glorification and mystification of the event has not yet started, as 

mentioned in chapter 3 of this thesis.  

Liam O’Flaherty wrote his novel Insurrection 34 years after the Rising 

when this glorification and mystification has already entered the minds of 

the broad Irish public and had become a major component of Irish identity. 

The rebels were martyrs and the Rising was a heroic act which paved the 

way for Irish independence. The presence of this glorification can be 

observed in the novel, for example, in the description of “the idea” and the 
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effect it has on Madden, or in the presentation of Patrick Pearse and 

Madden’s reaction to his speech.165  

Whereas Stephens was a witness of the Rising, O’Flaherty was serving in 

the British army in France by the time the Rising happened in Dublin. As 

Zneimer (1970) states, the actual Easter Rising did not have a great 

impact on O’Flaherty. In his autobiography Two Years, O’Flaherty says 

that the Rising did not make a great impression on him when it happened 

because he felt that the ostensibly central issue of the Rising, namely the 

Irish Independence, was confused by the racial dichotomy between the 

English and the Irish. In Insurrection, the Rising clearly serves as the 

occasion for the protagonists to test themselves in an extraordinary 

situation and a close examination of the Rising is not the intention behind 

the novel.166 

It should be mentioned that O’Flaherty wrote Two Years in 1930, twenty 

years before he wrote Insurrection, and it is likely that he changed his view 

on the Rising during that time. He decided to write Insurrection as the last 

book of his historical trilogy, and it is supposed that he would not have 

chosen this event if he had not attached some importance to the Rising. In 

Insurrection, O’Flaherty’s attitude towards the Rising, which is strongly 

influenced by the nationalist narrative and by nationalist imagery, becomes 

apparent. Even though he is also influenced by the new information about 

the Rising, which was published by F.X. Martin in 1948, and the new 

discussion about whether the casualties and the demolition of Dublin can 

be justified, the traditional nationalist view of the Rising persisted.  

 

Looking at The Patriot Game, there is a distance of seventy-five years 

between the production of the theatre version of the play and the Rising. In 

these years the general attitude towards the Rising has changed 

considerably due to the rise of the revisionist perspective on the events 

and the de-mystification of the Easter Rising after 1966. In his 

documentary drama, which uses a lot of authentic material, Murphy tries to 

re-examine the happenings before and during the Easter week of 1916. In 
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his introduction, Murphy states that the Rising was the birth of the Irish 

nation and thus, it is of great importance to assess and acknowledge this 

past event. Through the critical narrator in his play, Murphy de-constructs 

the traditional, nationalist view on the Rising and offers a new perspective 

that moves away from a mere glorification of the happenings.  

 

 

7.2. Nationalism and National Identity 

 

As the concept of nationalism has been mentioned for various times in this 

thesis, it will be assessed in more detail in the following paragraphs. 

At first, it must be mentioned that there is a difference between national 

identity and national consciousness, and nationalism as a political 

philosophy and programme. Despite this difference, national identity and 

nationalism depend on each other and are connected. Nationalism is a 

movement that wants to achieve the congruence between the institutions 

of a state and the identity of the nation. The identity of a nation is 

determined by the construction of a myth of origin, a common culture and 

history, territory, symbolism and ideals. In other words, the concepts of 

nationalism and national identity cannot be separated from each other. 

National identity can only evolve if certain features are shared by the 

population of a nation, such as a shared past and present, a shared 

memory of historical events and shared myths. All of these features 

contribute to a feeling of belonging and increase the identification with the 

nation.167 

  

There are various forms of nationalism but in case of Ireland, the most 

important ones prior to the Easter Rising are the cultural and the religious 

nationalism. Cultural nationalism is a phenomenon that is, although it is 

often associated and interwoven with political nationalism, actually a 

distinct variety of nationalism. Cultural nationalists help the community of a 

nation to understand and interpret the nation’s history and cultural 
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development, and stress the distinctiveness from their nation as opposed 

to other foreign nations. Myths, memories and symbols are provided in 

order to establish national legitimacy and authenticity. As it is the case in 

all forms of nationalism, cultural nationalism wants to secure the political 

rights of the nation to the members of the nation and wants to remove 

external influences.168 

Cultural or romantic nationalism was not only an Irish phenomenon, it 

evolved in countries all over the world starting at the end of the eighteenth 

century. It was inspired by the ideas of the French Revolution and was 

conveyed by the rediscovery of national languages, traditions, folklore and 

national epics. One important force of cultural nationalism was the Young 

Ireland movement which resulted in the unsuccessful rebellion of 1848. In 

the late nineteenth century, the Irish Literary Revival evolved as a new 

form of cultural nationalism, primarily concerned with the preservation of 

the Gaelic language. The Gaelic League was founded in 1893 by Douglas 

Hyde and Eoin MacNeill and was aiming at the re-establishment of the 

Irish language and a re-integration of Gaelic myth and folklore into Irish 

literature. However, there was a strong link between cultural and political 

nationalism in Ireland, which can be seen in the fact that many political 

leaders of the time were influence by the cultural revival, examples are 

Pearse, MacDonagh, Plunkett and Griffith. In addition to the cultural 

component of Irish nationalism, there also is a strong religious component 

present.169 

 

The relationship between nationalism and religion is 
traditionally viewed as one of status quo and usurper. In this 
view, nationalism, as secular ideology, replaces the religious 
system. In modernist theories of nationalism, religion is 
viewed as a kind of fertile soil from which nations and 
nationalisms emerge.170  

 

Thus, nationalism also uses religious myths and symbols to complement 

national identity. This religious component also contributed to the division 
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between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland, and to claims of religious 

truth and superiority. It is an important fact that the Irish Catholics shared 

and collectively remembered the suffering under the Anglo-Protestants, 

which strongly contributed to the notion that a renewal of the Irish nation is 

only possible within an Irish and Catholic context. Irish nationalism as it is 

expressed in national myth, memories and symbols consists of political, 

cultural and religious components, which are all dependent on each other. 

Even though these components are at times in competition with each 

other, they all serve to emphasise the distinction between the Irish nation 

and the Anglo-Protestant other.171 

After the Easter Rising, a radicalisation of nationalism took place in 

Ireland. Through the series of events, starting with the Proclamation of the 

Republic and ending with the executions of the rebel leaders, members of 

the Irish nation changed their perspective on nationalism from a moderate 

to a more radical one. Because of the events of the Rising and the felt 

injustices carried out by the British army, the national myth and memories 

of earlier persecution and suppression of the Irish nation by the British 

Empire were brought back into the minds of the public. This radicalisation 

is noticeable in the increased number of Sinn Féin members after the 

Rising, and subsequently the War for Independence, the Anglo-Irish 

Treaty and the Civil War. In course of these events the Rising itself 

became a national myth and a symbol as the trigger of this process.172 

The Easter Rising was, on the one hand, the result of nationalist thinking, 

namely the attempt to free the Irish nation from the Anglo-Protestant 

colonizers. On the other hand, it triggered the more radical Irish 

nationalism and found itself entrance in the myths of the Irish nation and 

became part of the Irish identity. In the three works discussed, this 

transition from being the result of Irish nationalism (in The Insurrection in 

Dublin) to being the trigger-point of a more radical form of Irish nationalism 

(in Insurrection) can be observed. Due to the decline of Irish nationalism in 

the second half of the twentieth century, Irish nationalism is looked at 

more critically in The Patriot Game. 
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Stephens, being a nationalist himself, sees the Rising as the first step 

towards Irish independence and he expects an increasing nationalist spirit 

as a result of the Rising, which he expresses in the foreword to The 

Insurrection in Dublin. Especially in the foreword and the second part of 

the book, which consists of his evaluations of the current political situation 

of Ireland, he strongly distinguishes between the colonized Irish nation and 

the colonizer, the British Empire. Thus, a distinction between the Irish “we” 

and the British “other” is created, which results in a positive identification 

with the Irish nation in contrast to the foreign intruder, the British Empire. 

Stephens also stresses the beauty and the pride of the Irish nation and 

mentions the troubled Irish past as well on several occasions, which 

contributes to this identification with the Irish nation. In his chapter, The 

Insurrection Is Over, the British Empire is personified and directly 

addressed, the English “you” is contrasted to the Irish “we”. Furthermore, 

he attacks England and the repeated exploitation of Ireland by its 

colonizer, at the same time, a reference to the shared memory and past is 

given.173 

 

We are a little country and you, a huge country, have 
persistently beaten us. We are a poor country and you, the 
richest country in the world, have persistently robbed us. (…) 
You think our people can only be tenacious in hate- it is a lie. 
Our historical memory is truly tenacious, but during the long 
and miserable tale of our relations you have never given us 
the generosity to remember you by, and you must not claim 
our affection or our devotion until you are worthy of them. 
We are a good people; (...)174 

 

The religious aspect of the shared Irish identity is mentioned as well when 

Stephens refers to Ireland as a Christian country, implying that the Irish 

people share Christian values. One expression of these values can be 

noticed in the willingness of Ireland to forgive their colonizers despite the 

mistreatment they experienced over several centuries.175 
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Stephens accomplishes to create the picture of the small, proud Irish 

nation fighting against the rich and superior British Empire, and he also 

accomplishes to create the sense of a shared past, a shared religion, 

shared values and the shared suppression that constitute a national 

identity.  

 

In O’Flaherty’s novel, many features of national identity are present as 

well. Among those features are the recurring references to shared 

religious beliefs throughout the whole novel. Religious images and the 

reference to saints, priests and monks are present at all times, for 

example, in the prayers of Mrs. Colgan, the association of Kinsella with a 

monk, or the praying and kneeling people in the streets at the time of the 

rebels’ surrender. 

As previously mentioned, the nationalist ideal of the Irish society after the 

Rising was being Catholic, Gaelic and rural. The rural element is mostly 

represented through Madden, who is a country man and, at the beginning 

of the novel, only interested in marriage and his future on a farm in the 

Irish West. The words of the Proclamation of the Republic, such as 

nationhood and freedom, are in his mind connected with his childhood 

memories and images of the rural life at the Irish West coast.176 

Shortly before the reading of the Proclamation, in his conversation with a 

woman in the crowd, she tells him: 

 

No matter what happens to this Rising, the Irish people will 
never again submit to slavery.177 

 

In this sentence, a reference to the shared past, the long years of British 

suppression and Irish slavery is made.  

In the warfare scenes, many features of national identity are present, for 

example the singing of the song “God save Ireland” by the crowd, the 

raising of the Irish tricolour flag over the South Dublin Union, or the 

creation of a shared British enemy.178 
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The fighting scenes provide the reader with an insight into the nationalist 

perspective of the men involved in the Rising, especially through Madden 

and Kinsella. Madden, inspired by the idea of Irish freedom, fully identifies 

with the nationalist ideals and sees the British troops as an attacking 

beast. Madden accepts the death of a great number of British soldiers and 

thinks that his own actions and brutality are justified through this idea and 

the future of the Irish Republic. After he finds his new inspiration, Madden 

is fully committed to the nationalist cause and he is even willing to scarifice 

his own life for the idea. In this respect it can be said that for Madden the 

Rising functions as a trigger-point which raises his nationalist feelings. In 

his speeches, Kinsella is able to establish a feeling of belonging and also 

opposes the “we” of the rebels to the British enemy, the “other”, and 

therefore creates a feeling of belonging, at least among the men in his 

group.  

As seen in the previous paragraphs, a lot of national identity markers are 

present in the novel, including flags, songs, the Proclamation, shared 

religious and rural images, the feeling of sameness and the distinction 

from the British enemy. It is also striking that all the characters are Irish 

and the British soldiers are not given a voice in the novel, which 

contributes to the establishment of a “we”-feeling. Influenced by the 

nationalist narrative of the Easter Rising of his time, especially the 

religious, but also the rural aspects of national identity are repeatedly used 

by O’Flaherty. 

 

In Murphy’s The Patriot Game, a great number of features which 

contribute to the feeling of belonging to a nation are present but their 

importance is very often undermined by the comments of the narrator. 

First of all, the common Irish past, Irish memories and famous Irish 

personalities are mentioned on several occasions, including the Union 

strike of 1913179, the ancient Irish hero Cuchulainn180, or Robert Emmet, 

Wolfe Tone and Parnell181. Secondly, the religious aspect of the Irish 
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national identity is presented; an example is the conjoint praying of the 

Rosary at the funeral of O’Donavan Rossa182, the use of Patrick Pearse’s 

poems, which are full of religious imagery, and the prayers of the rebels 

before their executions183. 

Additionally, a feeling of sameness is also created by the introduction of 

the Irish tricolour flag and the singing of the rebels’ anthem, both having 

an effect on the emotions of the ordinary people. Despite these short 

moments of excitement among the public, their identification with the Irish 

nation is by far not as intense as the identification of the rebels and lacks 

ideological substance. Their main interest remains their own economic 

situation and the handling of their daily life.184  

A certain ambivalence of nationalism and the construction of Irish identity 

are noticeable in The Patriot Game, which can be exemplified through the 

character of the narrator. The narrator tries to remain an objective 

observer and commentator, and she rationally abandons the idea of 

nationalism. Still, she cannot help getting emotional in course of the rising 

and nationalist feelings are aroused in her due to the events. This 

ambivalence is also expressed in the different identifications with the new 

Republic and its ideals. The rebels, on the one hand, are convinced that 

they are speaking and acting for the majority of the Irish population and 

think that the country will join them in their rebellion. The population, on 

the other hand, is not able to identify with their ideas to such an extent that 

it joins the Rising.185 

While the rebels are sharing a strong nationalist identification, which leads 

them to the attempt to free Ireland from the British suppressor, the 

ordinary people lack this strong identification. Even though the rebels try to 

increase the national spirit among the public through emotional speeches, 

songs and flags, they do not appeal to the wishes and problems of 

ordinary people and, therefore, fail to gain their full support. Still, the 

narrator is caught up in the emotional aspects of nationalism and is not 

able to remain the objective observer at the end of the play. This reflects 
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on the intensifying nationalist emotions after the executions of the rebel 

leaders among the Irish public.   

 

 

7.3. Patrick Pearse (1879-1916) 

 

7.3.1. Life and Work 

 

In the following passage a short account of the life of Patrick Pearse will 

be provided, before it will be examined how Pearse is characterised in the 

writings discussed earlier.  

The writer, headmaster and rebel leader Patrick Henry Pearse was born 

on November, 10th, 1879 in Dublin as the son of the English-born 

monumental sculptor James Pearse and his wife Margaret, who 

descended from a very traditional Catholic Irish family. In his childhood, 

his great aunt Margaret became a very important and influential figure in 

his life. When he was a kid, she told him romanticized, patriotic tales of 

death, exile and national Irish heroes, including Cuchulainn, Robert 

Emmet and Wolfe Tone. Another important person in his life was his 

younger brother Willie, who idealized his elder brother and joined him in all 

his activities. Willie was not only his brother, but also his closest friend 

throughout his whole life and joined his brother in his fight for Irish 

independence. In 1893, Pearse began to learn Irish at the Christian 

Brothers School, a subject in which he showed great interest from the 

beginning. He developed a great passion for the Irish language, literature 

and culture.186 

When he finished school at the age of sixteen, Pearse joined the Gaelic 

League in 1896, which was an Irish-Language organization that wanted to 

revive Irish as a spoken and literary language. Members were able to 

attend language classes and various other social gatherings. Pearse took 

Irish classes and attended meetings on a regular basis and was soon 

allowed to speak in front of audiences as he was naturally didactic and a 
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gifted speaker. Pearse visited the Aran Island regularly in order to study 

the living Irish language and he was fascinated by the rural Ireland. In his 

work, the lives of the people of the country were idealized and the 

negative aspects of their lives in poverty were left out in his 

descriptions.187 

Pearse had always been a nationalist but he only had a passive interest in 

politics at first. Through his activities in the Gaelic League, Pearse came 

into contact with important political figures, such as Thomas Clarke, 

Bulmer Hobson and Sean MacDermott, which were all members of the 

IRB, and were later his companions in the Rising. Pearse joined the IRB in 

1913. From that moment on, he tried with other members of the IRB to 

infiltrate the Volunteers and to place IRB members in the leading positions 

of the Volunteers.188 

Prior to that, in 1908, Pearse founded St.Enda’s school for boys in order to 

realize his views on education. In a prospectus describing the nature of 

the school, it is said that the school was committed to teach Gaelic 

language and culture, to promote the love for Christian virtues and to 

teach patriotism systematically. His ideas of religion and nationalism 

melted together and he had a romanticized concept of duty to Ireland and 

the concept of self-sacrifice is already mentioned in this prospectus. After 

only two years, Pearse had to deal with severe financial problems, over 

which he was never able to gain control.189 

In the spring of 1914, Pearse travelled to the U.S. where he met with 

members of the Clan Na Gael. All these men were impressed with Pearse’ 

skills as an orator and gave him the opportunity to extend his tour further 

as he had originally planned. His newly found friends in America had a 

great impact on him because of their determination, militarism and 

fanaticism for a free Ireland. Those enthusiastic revolutionaries stirred in 

him the idea of an armed insurrection. During this journey he also learned 

to present himself in front of mass audiences and to speak as a political 
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propagandist. When he came back, his new priority was the organization 

of the Volunteers and the planning of an actual revolution.190 

During the Easter Rising, Pearse was chosen the new President of the 

Irish Republic and did not only read out the Proclamation, but also 

composed various messages to the citizens of Dublin and his fellows. 

After he surrendered unconditionally, Pearse was brought to the Arbour 

Hill Detention Barracks, where he stayed until Tuesday. On Tuesday 

morning, he was taken to the Richmond Barracks where his court-martial 

took place. There, held a speech in front of the judges, which was inspired 

by one of his heroes, Wolfe Tone. In this speech he explained again his 

motivation for the Rising, which was Irish freedom. He tried to convince 

the judges that he, as the Commander-in- Chief, was the only one to be 

sentenced to death. He also claimed that, in his eyes, the rebels had not 

lost the fight for freedom, as the sole fact that they started to fight for their 

independence means a victory. Despite the emotional impact of this 

speech on the spectators, he was sentenced to death and transferred to a 

death cell in Kilmainham Gaol, where he was shot one day later.191 

 

 

7.3.2. Characterisation in the Chosen Works 

 

In all of the three books discussed, Pearse is mentioned, but the reader is 

only provided with details about his ideas, his thoughts and his 

background in The Patriot Game. In scene 2 the narrator mentions that 

Pearse is:  

 

The son of an Englishman- The mother was Irish all right, 
but he’s the son of an Englishman- Yeh?192 

 

Furthermore, the narrator also mentions that Pearse was a poet, a lawyer, 

a schoolmaster, an idealist, a pacifist in his early life, and some people 

even called him a saint. She also mentions that he listened to and was 

                                                 
190 Edwards, 1990, 193.197. 
191 Edwards, 1990, 311-318. 
192 Murphy, 1992, 97. 



 85

inspired by the tales of famous old Irish heroes when he was a child. So it 

can be said that the reader is given a lot of authentic information about the 

rebel leader. At the same time, the narrator undermines his heroic status 

by mentioning his failures as well, as is shown in the example below: 

 

(He was) a schoolmaster too, but wasn’t the school he had 
founded up to its eyes in debt?193 

 

Some of Pearse’s poems are used in the play, for example, The Fool194, 

The Mother195, To Death196 and The Rebel197. In all of these poems, 

Pearse’s political position is reflected and the hope for a more glorious 

future of Ireland is expressed. The poems circle around the themes of 

death, an inevitable fate, and self-sacrifice for an improvement of the 

political conditions. The idea of self-sacrifice is always linked to the 

religious theme of Christ’s Passion. The religious component of this 

sacrifice is also evident in the choice of date for the insurrection- Easter- 

the day of Christ’s resurrection, which serves as paradigm for Ireland’s 

renewal. But the poems used do not only provide insight into the political 

position of Pearse, they also show Pearse more as a man of words and 

poetry than a man of action.198  

As it was mentioned earlier, there are also moments in which Pearse is 

questioning his convictions and his plans, especially in scene 11 when he 

is speaking to his mother.  All in all, the reader gains an impression of 

Pearse as being a poet and an idealist rather than a leader and planner of 

an armed uprising.  

 

In Stephens’ diary account of the Rising, the name of Pearse only occurs 

in connection with two instances. The first one is the reading of the 

Proclamation. Here, he is referred to as “Pearse, of St. Enda’s”199, but at 

this point, Stephens is not entirely sure if it was Pearse, who read out the 
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Proclamation, because he can only rely on the rumours he hears in the 

streets of Dublin. The second instance, in which Pearse is mentioned, is 

when Stephens is informed that two of the rebel leaders, namely Pearse 

and Connolly, were shot during their attempt to relocate into Moore Street. 

Although this incident happened on Friday, Stephens is not confronted 

with this rumour until Sunday. It is brought to him that Pearse and two 

hundred of his men died when they tried to leave the Post Office and were 

heavily bombarded with machine guns. Stephens notes that the news 

turned out to be only partly true and that, instead of Pearse, it was the 

O’Rahilly who had been killed. Stephens adds that “Pearse died later and 

with less excitement”200.  

In the diary-part of the book, there is not much importance given to Pearse 

and the other rebel leaders, but, in the second part, a chapter is dedicated 

to the leaders of the insurrection. Stephens knew Pearse in person but he 

still does not know how to assess his character. In his eyes, Pearse was 

the greatest idealist among the rebel leaders but, at the same time, the 

one who was less suitable for leading an armed insurrection. 

 

If there was an idealist among the men concerned in this 
insurrection it was he, and if there was any person in the 
world less fitted to head an insurrection it was he also. I 
never could ‘touch’ or sense in him the qualities which other 
men spoke of, and which made him the military commandant 
of the rising. None of these men were magnetic in the sense 
that Mr. Larkin is magnetic, and I would have said that 
Pearse was less magnetic than any of the others. Yet it was 
on him and around him they clung.201 

 

Moreover, Stephens thinks that Pearse did not become the leader 

because of his knowledge of militant action, but because he was more 

profoundly emotional in his temperament than any of the other men 

involved. Pearse was emotional in a serious way and he always made the 

impression that he was suffering. According to Stephens, Pearse had the 

power to inspire the men around him and he was able to convince them to 

support his ideas even if this was not in accordance with their own 
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interests. Stephens exemplifies this with the fact that even though his 

school St. Enda’s had no money and could not pay the teachers’ salaries, 

the teachers still were convinced to keep on teaching. Pearse was a man 

who did what, in his eyes, had to be done and to achieve his goals he 

often disregarded logic, economics or force. When he set his mind on 

something, he went straight into the matter.202 

All in all, Pearse was not a suited man for leading an armed uprising 

because he had no experience of how to plan and perform a military 

operation; he was more a man of words and an idealist than a man of 

action. 

 

Looking at O’Flaherty’s Insurrection, Pearse is mentioned for the first time 

when Madden is waiting in the crowd in front of the GPO and a woman 

tells him that “the gorgeous poet”203 Patrick Pearse is going to read out the 

Proclamation of the Irish Republic. Shortly after, Pearse starts to inform 

the public about the purpose of the insurrection and to read the 

Proclamation “in a voice of great beauty”204. The words spoken by Pearse 

cause rapture, passion and enthusiasm in Madden, and the idea of Irish 

freedom is implanted in Madden’s mind, even though he does not fully 

understand the content of the Proclamation. As in The Insurrection in 

Dublin, Pearse is shown as a character, which is able to inspire people 

and to win them for his ideas.  

Besides Madden’s admiration for Pearse, a critical view on Pearse is given 

voice as well through a man that Madden encounters after the crowd in 

front of the GPO had dissolved. The man criticises Pearse because of his 

financial difficulties out of which he could only be rescued through German 

money. The fact that he partly descended from an English family is 

criticised as well. 

 

In any case, the bloody fellow is an Englishman’s son. What 
right has he to start trouble in our unfortunate country? His 
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breed has done us enough harm already, from Cromwell 
down.205 

 

Pearse does not appear again in the novel until the last but one chapter. 

Madden watches a scene in which Pearse comes out of a house and 

before he marches silently to the British barricades in order to surrender, 

he embraces a wounded man who is carried on a stretcher. As they see 

Pearse passing through their streets, the watching people bow down 

before “this lordly man”206 and nobody has the heart to speak. When he 

returns from the barricades, many of the people kneel down, cross 

themselves and also ask for his blessing as if he was a saint or a priest. 

In O’Flaherty, the character of Pearse is not given as much attention as in 

Stephens’ and Murphy`s account of the Rising. He functions as the source 

of Madden’s inspiration and as the reason to join in on the Rising. Another 

function of his is to lead the other rebels towards the British barricades at 

their surrender and consequently towards their deaths. 

 

In Stephens’ and O’Flaherty’s books, Pearse appears in connection with 

the reading of the Proclamation at the beginning of the novels and he is 

portrayed as the main leader of the insurrection and a gifted and 

convincing speaker. At the end of the novels, Pearse appears again as the 

subject of a rumour in the case of The Insurrection in Dublin, and as a 

God-like figure that surrenders silently to the British troops in the case of 

Insurrection.  

With regard to Stephens’ account of Pearse, it can be said that during the 

Easter Week, he had to rely on rumours completely because he 

apparently did not have any information about the rebellion and its 

leaders. Thus, he was not aware of the important role Pearse played in the 

scenario. After the executions had taken place and more information about 

the Rising was available, Stephens wrote a short evaluation of the 

insurrection’s central figure.  

O’Flaherty, on the other hand, uses Pearse as the main inspirational 

source for Madden and is not interested in further description of his life 
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and convictions, even though, by the time Insurrection was written, the 

course of the Rising and Pearse’s importance in it were commonly known. 

Pearse is shortly criticised by a Dublincitizen at the beginning of the novel, 

but on the whole, Pearse is described as a poet and somewhat holy 

person, who makes the people fight in a war without understanding its 

purpose and kneel down in front of him asking for his blessing. In both 

books, the reader only gains limited insight into Peare’s background, his 

personality and his ideas on Irish politics. 

On the contrary, there is a lot of information about Pearse present in The 

Patriot Game. Pearse is, besides Connolly, the only character that is 

looked at more closely. Due to the way he is presented in the play and due 

to the use of his poetry, the picture of a man with strong beliefs and an 

imperturbable will to gain Irish independence is painted. At the same time, 

the discrepancy between his idealism and reality is pointed out by the 

comments of the narrator.  

 

 

7.4. James Connolly (1868-1916) 

 

7.4.1 Life and Work 

 

Connolly was born in Edinburgh as the son of Irish immigrant parents. The 

concepts of Irish nationalism were brought to him by an uncle, who was a 

Fenian. In his youth, Connolly experienced the troubles of the working 

class and this, together with extended reading of Marx and other 

socialists, made him turn to socialist theory. Connolly came to Ireland for 

the first time in the 1880s as a soldier in the British army, but returned to 

Edinburgh at the age of 21. A few years later, in 1896, he was invited to 

Dublin again in order to help with the organisation of the Irish Socialist 

Republican Party (ISRP). In this function, Connolly set up the newspaper 

The Workers’ Republic, which became the party’s organ and to which he 

also contributed as a journalist. Unfortunately, the party failed to address 

the people of Ireland and to increase its membership, and therefore, no 

political progress could be made. This is why the disillusioned Connolly left 
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Ireland and moved to America with his family in 1903. After his departure, 

the party collapsed.207 

During his years in the U.S., he came into contact with the American 

socialist political scene, founded the Irish Socialist Federation and 

published another newspaper called The Harp. The contact with the 

American socialist scene also made him add a more internationalist 

dimension to his socialist thinking. In 1910, he returned to Dublin to work 

in the newly established Socialist Party of Ireland, which grew out of the 

former ISRP and in which he worked closely together with James Larkin. A 

year after his return, Connolly became the organizer of the Irish Transport 

and General Worker’s Union in Belfast. Another year later, Connolly and 

Larkin founded the Irish Labour Party.208  

Connolly played an active role in the Dublin lockout from 1913, which was 

the peak of the battle between the labour movement in Dublin, led by 

Larkin, and the Dublin employers, led by William Martin Murphy. The battle 

had started after the foundation of the ITGWU in 1909, which tried to help 

the labourers of Dublin out of their economic crises. Murphy and the 

organised employers were not willing to take part in discussions with 

Larkin and in August 1913, the employers demanded a written statement 

from their workers that they would not join a union; otherwise they would 

be fired. The ITGWU reacted by calling out a strike and approximately 

20,000 workers answered the call. Soon, the strikers were attacked by the 

police and Connolly, Larkin and other leaders were arrested. In November 

1913, Connolly founded the ICA to protect the workers from attacks of the 

police but still the labourers lacked the resources for an extended dispute. 

By the end of January 1914, most of them had returned to work and the 

lockout ended but the ICA remained in existence.209 

From 1914 onwards, Connolly took over the leading position in Dublin’s 

labour movement from Larkin, who had departed to America. He revived 

the newspaper The Worker’s Republic, which was later suppressed by the 

authorities. At this time, he criticised the Volunteers in an article for their 
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inactivity which shows his growing impatience. As mentioned before, he 

was eager to perform an uprising without the support of the Volunteers but 

could be held back by the Military Council. On Easter Monday, he led his 

ICA into the Rising and was severely wounded on Friday. After the 

surrender, he was sentenced to death by a Military Tribunal and was 

executed sitting in a chair on May 9th, 1916.210 

Connolly did not just hope for the Rising to pave the way for a socialist 

republic in Ireland, he hoped that the Irish rebellion would be a role model 

for socialism in Europe. He believed that World War I could be the perfect 

opportunity for the working class of Europe to lean against capitalism, so 

he linked the Irish struggle with a more international perspective. He also 

believed that nationalism and socialism were complementary forces which 

should be combined in the Irish socialist republic.211  

 

 

7.4.2. Characterisation in the Chosen Works 

 

Being the second most influential personality of the Easter Rising, 

Connolly was mentioned in all the three books, but to a different extent.  

In Stephens’ diary, Connolly is only shortly mentioned in the last diary 

entry, in the same instance Pearse is mentioned, which is in the rumour 

that he and Pearse had been shot when leaving the GPO. Connolly was 

indeed shot during the Rising, but this happened on Wednesday in a 

heavy fight on O’Connell Street, as mentioned in chapter 1. According to 

the rumour, Connolly was treated in the Castle Hospital for a fractured 

thigh.212 

In the analytical part of the book, the chapter Labour and the Insurrection 

deals with the employment of the ICA in the Rising and also with a portrait 

of its leader James Connolly. Stephens declares that the labour movement 

has not yet gained a significant role, especially outside of Dublin. 

Furthermore, the people of Ireland think of the personalities of Connolly 
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and Larkin when labour problems are mentioned, but they hardly know 

anything about the party they stand for. According to Stephens, the labour 

movement in Dublin was too small to have influence on the Volunteers 

and instead the labour ideal disappeared into a national one. The leaders 

of the rebellion, including Connolly, were first and foremost, nationalists 

and except for Connolly, they were not highly interested in the concerns of 

the labour movement. Concerning Connolly’s character, Stephens 

mentions that during the few times he met him, he scarcely said a word 

because he was by nature a rather silent person. He also stresses his 

intelligence and his ability to add new perspectives to his thinking:  

 

James Connolly had his heart in both the national and the 
economic camp, but he was a great hearted man, and could 
afford to extend his affections where others could only 
dissipate them.213 

 

Connolly attempted to combine nationalism with socialism and he was 

convinced that a nation-state had to be established in Ireland in order to 

achieve social and economic progress.214 

At the end of the chapter, the story of Connolly’s execution is told. After he 

was wounded during the last day of the fighting, he was sentenced to 

death and brought to Killmainham together with the other leaders. There 

he was tended, according to Stephens, so that he would be able to stand 

up in front of the firing squad at his execution. The story was told that his 

last visitor, a doctor, asked Connolly if he would, at the moment of his 

execution, say a prayer for those who are going to shoot him. Connolly 

replied that he would say a prayer for every man who is doing his duty. 

Stephens ends the chapter by praising Connolly’s dedication for the labour 

movement and the work he did to help others during his lifetime.215 

Stephens draws the picture of Connolly as an intelligent and dedicated 

man, who was a nationalist as well as a socialist. The circumstances of his 

execution, namely the fact that he could not stand straight without help 
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and was shot tied to a chair, are seen as especially cruel and did not only 

disgust Stephens but also the whole Irish public. 

 

In Insurrection, Connolly is given hardly any attention and is only shortly 

mentioned three times, together with Pearse. He appears with Pearse in 

front of the GPO and Madden is informed by a woman in the crowd:  

 

That’s James Connolly to his right. A great writer, too, and a 
noble friend of the poor.216 

 

She refers to his fight for the right of the workers of Dublin and his leading 

role in the Irish labour movement. She also mentions that he was a writer 

because he was working as a journalist and wrote books on socialist 

theory and Irish history, including Socialism Made Easy (1909), Labour in 

Irish History (1910) and The Rre-Conquest of Ireland (1915).217 

A little later in the novel, after the reading of the Proclamation, a man says 

about Connolly:  

 

Then there’s Connolly, the socialist, a damned ne’er-do-well 
that has been here and there, preaching the gospel of Karl 
Marx. He was going to be kicked out of his job as a 
secretary of the Transport Workers’ Union. That was his 
trouble. The Union gave him a fortnight to clear out of Liberty 
Hall with his Citizen Army. So he joined Pearse.218 

 

Connolly reappears later in the novel when Madden and Kinsella are trying 

to reach the GPO and are passing through a very narrow lane called 

Henry place. This passage is obstructed by a large number of people 

needing assistance, among them the severely wounded Connolly, who 

had been crippled by a leg wound and had to be carried on a stretcher. He 

is referred to as “the military commander of the whole insurgent force in 

Dublin”219. At the very end of the novel, in the scene of the rebels’ final 

surrender, Pearse is accompanied by all the other leaders, among them 
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Connolly, who is carried on a stretcher as he was not able to recover from 

his injury.220  

As it was the case with Pearse, Connolly as a historical person was not 

described by O’Flaherty.  He is mentioned as one of he rebel leaders and 

as a participant of the Rising but is not given any significance. This is due 

to the fact that the novel Insurrection is not concerned with the Easter 

Rising as historical event, and, therefore, the actual rebels, except for 

Pearse, were not important for the development of the story.  

 

On the contrary, Connolly is given a very significant role in The Patriot 

Game. When he enters the stage for the first time, he is calling for the 

need of a world revolution and the narrator calls him an internationalist, 

but she also knows that the nationalist side of his character has taken 

control of him. The narrator then shortly looks back at his youth as the son 

of a poor worker’s family. Connolly is convinced that the time is ripe to 

summon the various military organisations and prepare for an uprising, 

which should be aiming at taking control of Ireland and giving the food of 

Ireland to the people of Ireland. MacNeill responds to his demands as 

such: 

 

MACNEILL. You’re too aggressive for us and you haven’t 
much support anyway. Really, Connolly, you used to be 
such a pacifist.  
CONNOLLY. Constitutional action in normal times, 
revolutionary action in exceptional times: these are 
exceptional times.221  

 

In scene 4, Connolly reappears and again the narrator comments on 

Connolly’s change of interest from an international revolution to a national 

one. At first, Connolly still thinks the working class of Europe should not 

fight each other but should take the opportunity of World War I to pursue 

their own interests rather than the interests of kings and financiers. 

Furthermore, he imagines that Ireland could serve as an example for the 

other European countries. The ordinary people to whom Connolly speaks 
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in this scene, do not understand these internationalist thought and keep 

asking “What about Ireland?!”222. Connolly answers: 

 

CONNOLLY. (angrily). Ireland as distinct from her people 
means nothing to me, and the man who is bubbling over with 
love and enthusiasm for ‘Ireland’ and can yet pass unmoved 
through her streets and witness all the wrong and suffering, 
the shame and the degradation wrought upon the people of 
Ireland- yea, wrought by Irishman upon Irish men and 
women- without burning to end it, is a fraud and a liar in his 
heart, no matter how he loves that combination of chemical 
elements he is pleased to call ‘Ireland’. 
(…) 
CONNOLLY. (to himself). So be it, then. Let us forget 
Europe and clean up this mess of nationalism first. Yeh, 
what about Ireland.223 

 

In this statement, Connolly differentiates between the country of Ireland 

and its people, giving more importance to the actual men and women 

living in Ireland than to the construct of the Irish Nation. In addition, the 

pure idealistic approach of Irish nationalism is criticised as it does not 

regard the necessary change of the social and political system, and also 

lacks a human aspect. Although Connolly is not naming anybody, it is 

suggested that the man he criticises in this speech is Pearse.224  

Connolly still does not know anything about the plans of the Military 

Council in scene 10 and he is becoming more and more impatient. In his 

eyes, World War I is Ireland’s opportunity to strike against the British, but 

he feels now doomed to watch this opportunity vanish. In this moment, the 

narrator informs him that the Volunteers had already made plans for a 

rebellion. Connolly wants to speed up their plans and also wants to add a 

working class aspect to the Rising. To drive the plans forward, Connolly 

ostensibly calls the ICA to rise without the Volunteer’s support. He 

expresses his belief that freedom cannot be achieved without having 

fought for it. Again, he criticizes Pearse and the other men involved in the 

planning of the Rising by saying: 
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Too many would-be Wolfe Tones, too many hysterical 
perfervid patriots, too many comic-opera revolutionaries 
preaching revolution and practicing compromise and doing 
neither thoroughly.225 

 

After this statement, Connolly is kidnapped by the IRB whose members 

want to form an alliance with him. Once more, Connolly brings in his 

concern for the working class and says he would only accept an alliance if 

the other leaders would abolish their distrust in the working class. Still, he 

wants to discuss the further plans: 

 

PEARSE. (trying to control himself). Elaborate plans are 
already in operation for the liberating of Ireland and the 
proclaiming of a republic. 
CONNOLLY. What kind of republic? 
PEARSE. Oh call it our ‘independence’ then. The country 
cannot be anything until it’s free.  
CONNOLLY. Political and social freedom are not-  
PEARSE. Unrelated things, we know that! 
CONNOLLY. Well since no one has ever heard your policy 
other than something based on a morbid idealising of the 
past. 
PEARSE. (shouting). The establishment of an Irish Republic 
by force of arms- our brief and sufficient policy for now! If 
you are worried about later, I can assure you that the new 
army of Ireland will be last to suppress the Labour 
Movement.226 

 

In this passage, the difficult relationship between Pearse and Connolly, 

whose political convictions are very different from each other and whose 

distrust in each other is depicted on various occasions, is revealed. 

Connolly stresses the class division in Ireland and is worried about the 

future of the labour movement in the upcoming Irish Republic. He 

additionally criticises Pearse’s idealizing of the past, while he himself 

concentrates more on the future of Ireland. Ryschka (2008) states that 

both, the construction of a shared political past as well as a shared 

political future, are needed to create national identity. Connolly also 

criticizes that Pearse and the other rebels are good at using words but that 

they only have little understanding of the political reality, which is 
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underlined by Pearse’s very vague description of how he imagines the 

future republic.227 

In the quoted passage Connolly appears to be the more rational and a 

more competent leader; throughout the whole play, he is described as a 

realist and is not influenced by the romantic idea of heroism and 

martyrdom like Pearse Still, he is aware that he will probably not survive 

the insurrection but he is willing to take the risk, because he sees an 

armed uprising and the shedding of blood as the only possibility to restore 

Ireland’s dignity and self-respect. Connolly’s nationalist side entirely 

comes to the fore when the actual battle starts. He is able to maintain his 

national spirit, which has also taken over his political priorities, even 

though the rebels are defeated at the end of the Rising.228 

 

Summarizing it can be said that Connolly is seen as a highly influential 

figure in the preparations for and the happenings during the Rising, at 

least in The Insurrection in Dublin and in The Patriot Game. In both works, 

he is portrayed as the more rational, down-to-earth character compared to 

Pearse. Connolly is identifying with the problems of the working class and 

wants to improve their situation. Additionally, both works agree that 

Connolly was in favour of the socialist as well as the nationalist cause.  

 

 

7.5. Public Opinion 

 

It is very difficult to reconstruct the public response to the Rising at the 

time the Rising happened, because there was no concrete objective 

account of the public’s reaction to the rebellion. Newspapers were not 

published during the Rising, which could have reflected the public 

reaction. Only the Irish Times continued publication but due to censorship, 

the reporting was very restricted and no information about the public 

opinion can be found in it. It is generally said that the reactions towards 

the Rising during the ongoing fights were rather hostile and changed into 
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retrospective support, but Lee (1989) argues that this is more a historical 

consensus than an evidence-based historical fact. The reconstruction of 

the public’s reaction towards the Rising also remains a difficult task, 

because, as there was only limited information available to the people of 

Dublin, it cannot be known what the people thought they would be reacting 

to.229  

 

In the following paragraphs it will be explained how Stephens, O’Flaherty 

and Murphy describe the atmosphere in Dublin and the reactions of the 

public during the week of the Rising.  

John A. Murphy (1992) states in his introduction to The Insurrection in 

Dublin that the reaction to the reading of the Proclamation was received 

with hostility among the listening crowd and that, in Stephens diary, this 

hostility also is the dominant feeling among the population of Dublin. This 

is explained with the fact that the majority of the Irish nationalists still 

supported Redmond and the politics of the Nationalist Party at the time of 

the Rising. The anger against the rebels additionally derived from the 

demolition of various buildings in Dublin and the interruption of the regular 

course of daily life. Stephens describes this resentment of the Rising in his 

diary on several occasions. But he also mentions that some people 

appreciate the rebels because of their noble intention, and because they 

lasted longer than expected and at least did not bring shame to the city.230   

It was not easy for Stephens to find accurate information about the 

happenings of the insurrection and somebody who was willing to express 

his/her opinion about the Rising. Most people he met in the streets were 

repugnant in the expression of their personal thoughts about the Rising; 

this may be explained through the lack of information available. Still, 

Stephens managed to gain at least some insight into the public mood. In 

his account negative, as well as positive voices can be heard but all in all, 

it can be said that the negative ones overweigh the positive ones. Among 

the population it is also said that the rebels do not stand a chance to win 
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the battle against the British troops but their action is appreciated in so far 

as they put up a decent fight.231  

An explicitly female attitude towards the Volunteers is also revealed in the 

hope that all of the men taking part in the insurrection would be shot. 

Stephens recalls that the women of all classes were especially hostile 

towards the rebels and were not afraid to express their views. Stephens’ 

explanation is that the women just knew they had less to fear from the 

British troops than this was the case for the men.232 

Stephens tries to present his readers an objective and accurate account of 

the Easter Rising and is thus eager to take the negative as well as the 

positive attitudes towards the Rising into account. His own opinion about 

the Rising had been discussed in an earlier chapter; in summary, he was 

in favour of the rebels and their nationalist cause and he was also sure 

that the resentment of the rebels would turn into a glorification of their 

sacrifice. 

 

Besides the positive, inspiring effect the rebellion has on Madden, the 

hostility towards the rebels is expressed in Insurrection on various 

occasions as well. Right at the beginning of the novel, Madden has not yet 

found out what is going on, he overhears an old soldier saying that all the 

rebels should be shot without trial. He criticizes the fact that other patriotic 

Irishmen are fighting in the British army and dying at the fronts of Europe. 

He also assumes that the rebels are financed by the Germans to cause 

trouble in Dublin.233 

The woman who thinks the Rising means the liberation from slavery and a 

glorious and courageous action, has been mentioned before. She is one of 

the few people who reveal a positive attitude. Another positive reaction 

towards the Rising can be seen in the crowd who is singing “God save 

Ireland” shortly after Madden joins the insurgents. But the negative 

reactions are more prominent throughout the novel, for example, a man in 

the crowd says after the reading of the Proclamation that this is the silliest 

                                                 
231 Stephens, 1992, 39f.  
232 Stephens, 1992, 36. 
233 O’Flaherty, 1950, 8. 



 100

thing he had ever heard and goes on by attacking the rebel leaders and 

their personal failures.234 

Mrs. Colgan is also opposed to the Rising and the rebels, but her 

opposition is clearly driven by the worry about the life of her son Tommy, 

saving his life is her primary concern in the first encounter with Madden. 

She praises Pearse and Connolly and assures Madden that they will be 

very happy to have him among their soldiers, but this is only one of her 

tricks to lure him into the Rising. When Madden meets the old lady again 

in the butcher’s shop, she is still worried about her son but she is also 

attacking the actions and methods employed by the rebels. Moreover, the 

shop owner tells Madden that nobody in the house wants anything to do 

with the Rising and is constantly showing his hostility towards the intruder 

Madden and his cause.235 

In another instance, the same people who were singing “God save Ireland” 

at the beginning of the insurrection are later singing marching songs of the 

imperial soldiers. The crowd is shouting insults at the rebels and pray that 

they will be captured soon.236  

The public opinion can also be seen in the reaction of the people in the 

streets at the time they are first informed about the surrender of the 

insurgents. When they see the woman holding up the white flag, they are 

not sure about what is going on at first. A woman who watches the scene 

asks whether the fight is over but she does not receive an answer. 

Another woman remarks angrily that it is about time and that the rebels 

had been torturing the ordinary people of Dublin long enough. As the 

woman with the white flag marches on, she is assaulted by the people in 

the streets. It is furthermore mentioned that most of the voices are hostile 

and only a few people are sympathetic towards the young woman.237 

The atmosphere suddenly changes when Patrick Pearse appears and 

walks towards the British barricades. As previously mentioned, the people 

are impressed by this appearance, kneel down before him, pray and ask 

for his blessing, because they somehow understand that he is walking to 
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his death. This incident hints at the events following the Rising, namely 

that all the rebel leaders were executed and made into martyrs. Their 

blood-sacrifice was often seen in connection with the Christian concept of 

sacrifice and resurrection, and the reaction of the public also shows the 

transformation of a negative attitude towards the Rising into support due to 

this sacrifice. The description of this situation anticipates the change of 

mood towards the Rising after the executions.238 

 

In The Patriot Game, the public opinion comes to the fore whenever the 

characters of the ordinary people (Molly, Mick, Biddy, Jim and the Farmer) 

appear, which is in scenes 3, 4, 21 and 22. At first, their reaction to 

Pearse’s graveside oration at O’Donavan Rossa’s funeral is described: the 

spectators think that Pearse is a lovely speaker but at the same time they 

are suspicious of the rebels’ intention. They are asking themselves what 

the Volunteers are up to. Then, they are having a short conversation about 

the improvement of the stock and grain prices since the beginning of 

World War Iand the possibility to enlist to the British troops. So far, they 

have profited from the World War and want it to go on. The Farmer 

expresses his concern about an eventual insurrection initiated by the 

Volunteers because this would change their fortunate situation. In this 

scene the ordinary people are more concerned with the problems of their 

daily life and the funeral is rather irrelevant for their world. The speech by 

Pearse misses the expected impact on the spectator, which was to raise 

the national spirit among the Irish population. Instead, the ordinary people 

think about enlisting to the British army fighting in Europe. The speech 

only has an effect on Biddy, who takes up the slogan “Ireland unfree shall 

never be at peace”239 in the following scene when talking to Connolly. 

These words were used by Pearse to conclude his graveside speech.240  

The representatives of the ordinary people re-enter the stage in scene 21 

as the crowd in front of the GPO, listening to the Proclamation of the 

Republic. According to the stage directions, they are watching the 
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happenings in front of the GPO like an audience watching a spectacle. 

Through humorous comments, as well as through the use of swear words 

taken from Irish slang, the situation is ridiculed, for example:241  

 

MICK. Weren’t we lucky we hadn’t the money to go to the 
races: There’ll be fun here yet.242 

 

The group is excited when the Irish tricolour flag is presented to them and 

the rebels appear in front of the GPO, but they do not understand the 

importance of this symbolic act. Jim is only worried that Pearse’s speech 

will last as long as his speech at O’Donavan Rossa’s grave.  

 

FARMER. Whist on ye, he’s going making a speech! 
JIM. Jasus, an‘ I hope ‘tisn’t as long as his last one!243 

 

The humorous comments are contrasted to the severity of Pearse and the 

content of the Proclamation of the Republic, and the importance of this 

symbolic act for the future of the Irish nation is undermined as well. The 

severity of Pearse’s words and the reaction of the ordinary people show 

again the discrepancy between the rebels’ intentions and the opinion of 

the population.244 

In the course of the Rising, people come together again in front of a pub 

and exchange the rumours, which have been spreading through the city. A 

little later in the play, the ordinary people re-appear as looters in Sackville 

Street. They are drunk, singing the rebels’ anthem, stealing from each 

other and fighting with each other as well as praising the new Republic, 

which brought them the opportunity to enrich themselves: 

 

LOOTERS. Up the Republic!- It’s a great day for the poor!245 

 

In this statement the severity of the events is undermined again and it can 

be seen that the representatives of the Irish population are not interested 
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in the Rising itself and the ideals behind it, but only in the consequences 

the Rising has for their own daily life. Thus, a part of the importance and 

the symbolic character of the new Republic are taken away. This notion is 

enforced when the reaction of the population alters according to what 

orders are given out. The following quotation illustrates the changing 

attitude of the population and that it is not important to them which 

authority gives them orders:246 

 

NARRATOR. Keep off the streets said Dublin Castle. 
LOOTERS. Up the Republic! 
NARRATOR. Keep off the streets said the Rebels. 
LOOTERS. Up the Crown, up the King! 
 PEARSE and CONNOLY watch the scene in horror. 
PEARSE. Don’t disgrace us! Don’t disgrace yourselves! 
Don’t disgrace the Rising! Don’t dishonour what we’re 
fighting for! 247 

 

Pearse realizes in this passage that the rebels lack solidarity among a 

large part of the Irish population. Once more the difference between the 

interests of the rebels and the interests of the ordinary people is illustrated. 

 

In conclusion, the attitude of the Irish population is described in all three 

works to some extent. In both, Stephens’ and O’Flaherty’s work a contrast 

is drawn between the positive and the negative reactions towards the 

rebels and the Rising, whereas Murphy focuses more on the contrast 

between the rebels’ intentions and the reality of the populations’ daily life. 

On the one hand, no representative of the ordinary population can be 

found in The Patriot Game that is clearly in favour of the rebels’ cause. If 

someone comments positively on the Rising, it is done because of the 

economic advantages that arise in course of the Rising. Apart from that 

the reaction towards the Rising is a negative one. On the other hand, 

negative and positive reactions to the Rising are represented in The 

Insurrection in Dublin and Insurrection, even if it should be mentioned that 

the negative attitudes outweigh the positive ones in these two works as 

well.  
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Stephens and O’Flaherty point forward to the transformation of the 

people’s attitude from a negative one to a positive one after the end of the 

Rising and, especially, after the executions of the rebel leaders. Whereas 

the transformation of the public opinion is only one of Stephens’ 

speculations for the future of Ireland, this transformation had already taken 

place by the time O’Flaherty wrote his novel and the heroism of the rebels 

and their actions had entered the people’s minds. Murphy looks at the 

public opinion from a different, revisionist angle and it is suggested that 

this is why positive attitudes towards the ideals and the intentions of the 

Rising do not find entrance into his play.  
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8.0. Conclusion 
 
 
Even though the Easter Rising clearly was a failure from a military point of 

view, it has been shown in this thesis that its success lies in the increase 

of nationalist thinking among the majority of the Irish population. Especially 

the executions of the rebel leaders caused a strong and lasting 

resentment against the British Empire and raised anti-British feelings in 

Ireland. The rising membership in the nationalist Sinn Féin Party was a 

direct consequence of the Rising which finally led to the Irish War of 

Independence, the Anglo-Irish Treaty and the establishment of the Irish 

Free State. Therefore, the Rising had a huge impact on the ensuing 

development of Irish politics and the achievement of an independent 

Ireland. 

 

There is no doubt about the importance of the Rising for the history of 

Ireland and about its entrance into the national memory of the country. 

The rebels were, even though they lacked support during the Rising, 

turned into heroes and martyrs right after their executions and were 

praised for their sacrifice in poems and songs. The Rising was glorified 

and its leaders were idealised, which enabled the use of the Rising as a 

propaganda tool for the Irish nationalist movement 

 

The evaluation of the Rising from a historical point of view did not set in 

until the late 1940ies, when the historian F.X. Martin published documents 

written by O’Neill, which revealed new information about the events and 

actions surrounding the Rising. This publication increased the interest of 

other historians, and also of the public, in the Easter Rising but it did not 

change the reception of the Rising as a glorious and heroic act. Only after 

the fiftieth anniversary of the Rising in 1966, historians started to look at 

the events of the Rising from a new, revisionist perspective. This change 

of perspective is often linked to a condemnation of the recurring IRA 

terrorism, because the terrorists were said to have used the actions of the 

Rising as justification for their own actions. The revisionist view influenced 
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the reception of the Rising profoundly and remained the most influential 

force in the interpretation of the Rising up to the present.  

In the books discussed, this change of reception can be observed very 

well and was depicted in the analysis of these literary works by Stephens, 

O’Flaherty and Murphy. 

 

The diary account of the Easter Rising, written by James Stephens in 

1916, is especially interesting because it is the report of an eye-witness, 

composed only a few days after the Rising actually happened. Stephens 

manages to provide a picture of the situation in Dublin during the Rising 

and the reactions of the general public, who has only limited information 

about the happenings and is forced to rely on rumours. In his analysis of 

the events, Stephens gives the readers a very accurate account of the 

political situation in Ireland of his time. At the time he wrote The 

Insurrection of Dublin, the glorification of the Rising has not started and 

this enables Stephens to look at the events in a rather objective way.  

 

An assessment of the Rising as a historical event was not O’Flaherty’s 

main objective when he wrote Insurrection in 1950, and it only serves as 

the background scenario for the story. Nevertheless, the attitude of the 

author, which is strongly influenced by the nationalist narrative and 

national imagery, is revealed and concords with the general public 

reception of the Rising of his time.  

 

In his documentary drama The Patriot Game (1991), Thomas Murphy tries 

to reconstruct the history of the Rising. To do so, he uses various 

authentic sources, songs, poems and letters, which are critically 

commented on by the narrator. This leads to a de-construction of the 

event as a heroic act and encourages the reader to re-evaluate the 

traditional view of the Rising.  Murphy’s account of the Rising has clearly 

moved away from the traditional, nationalist perspective of the Rising 

towards a revisionist perspective.  
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In the last part of this thesis, certain aspects of the Rising and the 

description of events in the works discussed are compared. The different 

points of view presented in the three books are influenced by the time they 

were written, the prevailing narratives of the Rising at the time of writing 

and the closeness of the authors to this event.  

In all the works, nationalism and national identity are important themes 

and the three main aspects of Irish national identity, namely being 

Catholic, rural and Gaelic, can be found in all three works. Whereas 

Stephens and O’Flaherty support Irish nationalism, a more critical and 

ambivalent perspective is presented in The Patriot Game. This is due to 

the fact that, by the time the play was written, the revisionist 

deconstruction of the Easter Rising and a decline of Irish nationalism have 

taken place.  

 

Patrick Pearse and James Connolly are seen as the two main figures in 

the Rising by all three authors. In the description of these characters the 

transformation from nationalist glorification of the sacrifice of the rebels to 

a more critical characterisation of the discrepancy of their ideals and the 

Irish reality can be observed.  

 

The reactions of the general public towards the rebels and the insurrection 

are described as well in all of the books. In The Insurrection in Dublin, the 

Dublin population can only rely on rumours but is in general hostile 

towards the rebellion. Nevertheless, Stephens predicts that due to the 

executions the negative attitude is going to change in the future and the 

rebels will find support among the population after their deaths. Similarly, 

O’Flaherty presents almost only negative reactions towards the Rising 

among the Dublin citizens, but at the end of the novel, the rebels are 

already treated like saints. This points forward to the future martyrdom of 

the rebel leaders. Murphy, in contrast, concentrates on the fact that the 

rebels intentions do not correlate with the realities of the daily life of the 

Irish citizens. This is why they are more interested in their personal 

problems and the rebels fail to gain widespread support of ordinary 

people.  
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In conclusion it can be said that The Insurrection in Dublin, Insurrection 

and The Patriot Game look at the historical event of the Easter Rising from 

the given perspective at the time of writing. The alteration of the reception 

of the Rising throughout the twentieth century can be observed in the 

books discussed, and the prevailing public opinion and narratives of their 

time find entrance into these different accounts. 
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11.0. Abstrakt 
 

 

Die vorliegende Diplomarbeit behandelt den irischen Osterausand von 

1916, dessen Rezeption in der irischen Öffentlichkeit und dessen 

Aufarbeitung in drei verschiedenen literarischen Werken, die im Laufe des 

20. Jahrhunderts entstanden sind. Diese Werke sind The Insurrection in 

Dublin von James Stephens (1916), Insurrection von Liam O’Flaherty 

(1950) und The Patriot Game von Tom Murphy (1991). 

 

Der Osteraufstand von 1916 war ein einschneidendes Ereignis in der 

irischen Geschichte, das die politische Landschaft Irlands nachhaltig 

beeinflusste. Am Ostermontag 1916 marschierte eine kleine Gruppe von 

Rebellen in Dublin ein, besetzte strategisch wichtige Punkte in der ganzen 

Stadt und rief die Irische Republik aus. Bereits nach wenigen Tagen 

mussten sich die Rebellen den übermächtigen britischen Truppen 

ergeben. Obwohl der Aufstand zunächst keine Unterstützung in der 

Bevölkerung fand, änderten sich die Meinungen nach der Hinrichtung der 

Rebellenführer und die Mitgliederzahl der republikanischen Sinn Féin 

Partei stieg stark an. Dies wiederum führte letztlich zum Ausbruch des 

irischen Unabhängigkeitskrieges. 

 

Der geschichtliche Kontext, die vorausgehende Planung und die 

Auswirkungen des Aufstandes, dienen als theoretischer Hintergrund für 

die vorliegende Diplomarbeit und werden im ersten Kapitel beschrieben. 

Danach folgt ein Überblick über die öffentliche Rezeption des Aufstandes 

und die Veränderung der öffentlichen Meinung über die Geschehnisse im 

Laufe des 20. Jahrhunderts. Seit 1916 wurde der Osteraufstand in 

zahlreichen geschichtlichen Werken, Liedern, Gedichten und Artikeln 

bearbeitet. Diese Diplomarbeit basiert ebenfalls auf der Annahme, dass 

jeder literarische Text Einblick in die vorherrschenden Normen und 

Meinungen seiner Entstehungszeit gewährt. 

 



 116

Angesichts dessen werden in der vorliegenden Diplomarbeit drei 

literarische Werke, die sich mit dem Osteraufstand beschäftigen, 

analysiert und verglichen, um festzustellen, ob eine Veränderung in der 

Einstellung zu den Geschehnissen beobachtet werden kann und ob diese 

eventuelle Veränderung im Zusammenhang mit den in der Gesellschaft 

vorherrschenden Narrativen steht. 

Jedes der drei Werke wird zuerst einzeln analysiert und die Biographien 

der Autoren, die Inhalte der Werke, sowie die Präsentation von 

historischen Fakten werden besprochen. The Insurrection in Dublin wurde 

von James Stephens, der zur Zeit des Aufstandes in Dublin lebte, in Form 

eines Tagebuches verfasst und die unmittelbaren Reaktionen der 

Bevölkerung auf die Geschehnisse werden beschrieben. Der Roman 

Insurrection von Liam O’Flaherty handelt von einer Gruppe von Rebellen, 

die an den Kämpfen in den Strassen Dublins beteiligt sind. Das Drama 

The Patriot Game von Tom Murphy rekonstruiert die Ereignisse vor und 

während des Aufstandes in dokumentarischer Form. 

 

Im letzten Teil der vorliegenden Diplomarbeit werden verschiedene 

Aspekte, die im Zusammenhang mit dem Osteraufstand stehen und die in 

allen drei Werken behandelt werden, beschrieben, diskutiert und 

verglichen. Diese Aspekte sind die Charakterisierung der Rebellenführer 

Patrick Pearse und James Connolly, die Behandlung von Nationalismus 

und nationaler Identität, sowie die Frage nach den Reaktionen auf den 

Aufstand in der breiten Bevölkerung.  

Das Ziel dieser Arbeit ist es, herauszufinden, in wie weit die Präsentation 

von historischen Fakten in den drei behandelten Werken die 

vorherrschende öffentliche Meinung ihrer Entstehungszeit wieder spiegelt. 
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