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Abstract 

The Easter Rising: Pearse, Print, and the Modern Irish Elegy 

Thomas Barrett Ward, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

Supervisor: Elizabeth Butler Cullingford 

 The 1916 Easter Rising was the watershed political moment of the modern Irish 

Nation. Padraig Pearse, along with his co-conspirators, initiated an event that 

dramatically affected the Celtic Revival literary movement. Prior to the rebellion, Pearse 

left a calculated literary legacy through pamphlets, broadsides, and poems. His most 

notable contribution to print nationalism was the text of The Easter Proclamation, but the 

poems he wrote prior to his execution are important contributions to the modern Irish 

elegiac tradition. Poets took to their work with renewed political fervor and used elegiac 

forms to mourn the dead and subvert the rhetoric of imperialism. This study focuses on 

the modern Irish elegy, but also records the creation and reception of Pearse’s documents 

and actions. Beginning with his political pamphlets, speeches, and poetry, this paper 

examines how Pearse’s legacy in print impacted the elegiac tradition in Ireland. While it 

would be impossible to examine every elegy directly influenced by the Easter Rising in 

this short paper, it is useful to examine disparate elegiac viewpoints on this historical 

event. Initially tracing the historical production of The Easter Proclamation and Pearse’s 



 v 

series of separatist pamphlets, this exploration shifts to Pearse’s self-elegies and the 

elegies written by his acquaintances and contemporaries. Yeats is the obvious starting 

point for Republican elegies, but I will also explore the shifting poetics and elegiac tropes 

present in the poems of AE (George Russell), and Francis Ledwidge. This paper does not 

seek to ignore or discredit the print legacy of the other leaders of the Rising (notably 

Connolly, MacDonagh, and Markiewicz), but focuses on Pearse because of his print 

legacy and political importance.  
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THE EASTER RISING: PEARSE, PRINT, AND THE MODERN IRISH ELEGY 

 

 

 The Easter Rising was the defining political moment in the history of the modern 

Irish Nation. On Easter Monday morning, April 24, 1916, Padraig Pearse led a 

revolutionary contingent
1
 to the Dublin General Post Office (GPO) and initiated an armed 

revolt against the British Government. The violence lasted six days until Pearse, knowing 

the rebels were undermanned and outgunned, and wishing to spare Dublin further 

collateral damage, ordered a general surrender.  He and the other leaders were tried and 

executed by the British Army. The rebellion was a total military failure, but the British 

government mishandled its victory and squandered its tenuous political advantage. The 

rebel leaders’ executions were drawn out over a series of weeks allowing public attitudes 

about the insurgents to shift from initial disdain to patriotic support. A total of sixteen 

men were executed by firing squad, and instantly became national martyrs.  

 Pearse planned for such a result; in the months preceding the rising and up to the 

day of his execution he published a series of pamphlets, poems, and proclamations which 

utilized the rhetoric of religious sacrifice. These documents and poems did not reach a 

wide readership at the time of their publication—they could not as they were 

surreptitiously printed in small quantities—but this seems not to have bothered Pearse; 

his print legacy would be solidified through the public performance of his poetic and 

sacrificial rhetoric. Easter, the sacred liturgical celebration of Christ’s death and 

                                                 
1 Pearse was a member of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood, but the Easter Rising rebels were 

comprised of disparate Nationalist organizations (e.g., Cumann na mBan, Citizens Army). Pearse led a 

mixture of these factions at the rebellion’s headquarters located in the Dublin General Post Office. Tim Pat 

Coogan’s 1916: The Easter Rising (2001) gives an excellent introductory account of the event.  
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resurrection, provided Pearse with the perfect scene for his own passion play. Like the 

crucified Christ, Pearse ensured, through the performance of his rhetoric and his 

subsequent death, that his “word would become flesh.”
2
 The public reaction to the rebel 

martyrdom would not only authenticate Pearse’s political and poetical texts, but change 

Irish attitudes about independence.  

  Studies in modern Irish book history have only recently established a foot-hold in 

the larger discipline of bibliography. With the advent of texts like The Oxford History of 

the Irish Book in English, the critical conversation surrounding Irish bibliography has 

become more accessible to scholars worldwide. As the Easter Rising’s centennial 

commemoration approaches, it is useful to recount the birth of the modern Irish nation 

and to understand the documents that have since come to define its political and literary 

legacy. The political and poetical writings of Padraig Pearse provide a logical starting 

point for exploring the impact of the Easter Rising on the Irish elegy.  Long before Pearse 

was captured and executed by a British firing squad, he lived a life transmitted through 

print. He was a poet, essayist, teacher, and linguist. The Easter Proclamation represents 

the high point of his political writing and the document remains at the epicenter of Irish 

nationalism. The months before the Easter Rising had been busy ones for Pearse as he 

had produced monthly essays and settled numerous financial accounts for his school at 

St. Enda’s in Rathfarnham, Dublin. The impact of his revolutionary activities on Irish 

literature is well known. One can peruse any of the major Irish authors and find traces of 

Pearse’s particular brand of nationalism in their work.  But it should be said that previous 

                                                 
2 John 1:14 New International Version 
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generations of Irishmen and Irishwomen laid the groundwork for Irish nationhood 

(Pearse would be the first to acknowledge the sacrifices of his predecessors). He was not 

a lone wolf and he ensured that he gave credit to the martyr-rebels who preceded him.  

But ultimately it was Pearse and his companions who ignited the Republican movement 

and forced the Irish people into a cycle of violence that ultimately led to independence. 

The Home Rule Act was already on the royal statute book, but was placed on hold due to 

British involvement in The Great War.3 Regardless of the established law and a British 

promise to honor it after the end of hostilities with Germany, the Irish revolutionaries 

used Britain’s preoccupation with the Great War as an opportunity for military action.  

 In his seminal work, Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson argues that the 

rise of print capitalism fostered the creation of synergistic groups devoted to the common 

cause of nationhood.
4
 The Irish people, long committed to the liberation of their island, 

utilized print to combat the Anglicization of their Gaelic speaking culture. Eventually, 

British colonial practices supplanted the language and customs of the majority of Irish 

people. Until his death, Pearse continued to fight against the extinction of Irish culture. 

He excoriated British educational policy in pamphlets and preserved the Gaelic language 

(in which he was fluent) by teaching it at St. Enda’s school. Pearse printed in both Irish 

(Gaelic) and English in order to reach the widest audience, and his literary output 

                                                 
3 See Tim Pat Coogan Easter:1916 (2001). Pp. 58-59.  
4 Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities. Although Anderson’s argument does not focus on the rise of 

print culture in modern Ireland, he successfully points out the systematic Anglicization of the Irish 

Gaeltachts (Gaelic speaking areas) through English foreign policy. Brian Friel’s Translations focuses on 

the demise of the western Gaelic speaking counties and their hedge-schools. Pearse would also lament the 

death of the Gaeltacht and skewer British educational policy in his political pamphlet The Murder 

Machine. 
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systematically increased in the weeks leading up to the Easter Rising. Pearse’s most 

notable contribution was the text of The Easter Proclamation, but the poems composed 

prior to his execution, although crude and hastily written, are important contributions to 

the modern Irish elegiac tradition.  The Easter Rising and the subsequent execution of its 

leaders sent shockwaves through the Irish citizenry, resulting in public validation of the 

rebels as martyrs. Poets, in particular, took to their work with renewed political fervor. 

 Beginning with Pearse’s prose and poetry, this paper examines how Pearse’s print 

legacy impacted the elegiac tradition in Ireland. While it would be impossible to attempt 

to analyze every elegy directly influenced by the Easter Rising in this short study, my aim 

is to examine different elegiac responses to the same event and explore the elegiac shifts 

of political mourning. The variety of elegiac responses ultimately reaffirms the actions of 

the rebels and reifies the rhetoric of Pearse’s pamphlets and proclamations.  

 Peter Sacks’s
5
 and Jahan Ramazani’s

6
 important studies on the elegy are the basis 

for my literary explorations. Sacks uses psycho-analysis to explore the elegiac genre and 

the “work” of mourning. Ramazani expands Sacks’s psycho-analytic approach to focus 

on group mourning, the self-elegy, and the political elegy. My contribution extends 

Ramazani’s analysis to examine the Easter Rising’s effects on private, public, and self-

elegies.  

 The Easter Proclamation is, first and foremost, a political document, but its 

importance expands conventional political boundaries. It is also a document designed to 

                                                 
5 Peter Sacks. The English Elegy. (1986) is a fundamental analysis on the work of Elegiac mourning. 
6 My argument draws heavily from Ramazani’s Yeats and the Poetry of Death and Poetry of Mourning 

(1990).  
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be read aloud, to be proclaimed. Performativity marks Pearse’s writings, his success as an 

orator and teacher are anchored in his rhetorical mastery of persuasion.  

 Like The Easter Proclamation, elegies are designed to be read aloud by the 

mourner. Ramazani classifies the modern elegy as a response to the privatization of death 

where the elegy “often representing itself as private utterance…offers refuge from the 

social denial of grief; yet as published discourse, it carries out in the public realm its 

struggle against the denial of grief.”7  Reciprocal elegiac responses from Pearse’s 

contemporaries engage with his political and poetical rhetoric, ultimately validating the 

rebel leader’s sacrifice. Yeats is the obvious starting point for Republican elegies, but I 

will also explore the shifting poetics and elegiac tropes present in the poems of AE 

(George Russell) and Francis Ledwidge. This paper does not discredit the print legacy of 

the other leaders of the Rising (notably Connolly, MacDonagh, and Markiewicz), but 

focuses on Pearse because of his productivity and political effect upon his 

contemporaries.  

The Birth of The Easter Proclamation 

 On Good Friday, April 21, 1916, James Connolly summoned Michael Molloy, 

Christopher Brady, and W.F. O’Brien to a Summit Wharfdale Stop Cylinder Press in a 

secret printing office located at Liberty Hall, Dublin. Connolly informed the men that a 

hasty print-job was required and that the document, “in the nature of a proclamation,”
8
 

                                                 
7 Ibid., Pg. 15-16. 
8 Bureau of Military History, 1913-1921. Statement by Witness. Document No. W.S. 716 Witness: Michael 

J. Molloy Identity: Member of ‘E’ Company, 2
nd

 Battalion, Dublin Brigade Irish Vol’s 1914. Compositor in 

Office of “The Irish Republic 1914-16. Digital Facsimile accessible via Irish National Archives website 

http://www.nationalarchives.ie/topics/1916/WS716/1.html 
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needed to be ready for distribution by dawn on Monday morning. As a bibliographical 

item The Easter Proclamation is remarkable for the speed with which it was composed 

and printed under difficult conditions, and the speed with which it was censored. Once 

Pearse and his fellow members verified that the Rising would indeed begin in the 

morning on Easter Monday, Connolly walked Pearse and MacDonagh over to the 

printing room in Liberty Hall:  

 When the meeting ended (Connolly) took MacDonagh, with the text, to meet the 

 three compositors who did the printing there, Christopher Brady, Michael Molloy 

 and Bill O’Brien. The three had difficulty, because their equipment was 

 inadequate. The type, a mix of fonts, was deficient in Es; the press was old and in 

 disrepair and it was impossible to maintain even pressure. Working through the 

 night they produced about 2500 copies.9  

Molloy, a compositor by trade, and since the winter of 1913 a member of the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood, had been recruited by Connolly to oversee “The Irish Republic” 

newspaper. This press work was risky as “The Irish Republic” was one of a series of 

publications circulating around Dublin that the British authorities labeled as seditious. 

The paper had a small, but important, list of subscribers (among them Sean O’Casey) and 

was characteristic of the type of nationalist materials appearing in Ireland at the time. The 

Defense of the Realm Act
10

 granted Dublin Castle authorities [censorship] power to 

prevent the printing of seditious materials. British agents actively sought the location of 

                                                 
9 Liam De Paor On the Easter Proclamation and Other Declarations. (1997)  pg. 30. 
10Created to Protect British Interests abroad and to grant extraordinary censorship powers, the Defense of 

the Realm acts of 1914-1915 provided British authorities extraordinary censorship powers. See Paul 

Fussell. Abroad. (1980) Ch.1.  
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Connolly’s press but were misled as to its whereabouts. This particular press had been a 

constant source of revolutionary nuisance for the authorities, and in one particularly 

memorable instance of Republican sang froid, Constance Markiewicz had convinced the 

authorities to take their search for the press elsewhere. Molloy recounts the tale:  

 The Countess Markiewicz and Helena Moloney ran a Baby Clothing Stores on 

 Eden Quay and it was known as the “Co-operative Stores”. At the back of this 

 shop you could get direct to the room where the printing in Liberty Hall was 

 carried on. Several times the  Co-Operative Stores were raided by plain clothes 

 detectives. While the reason given for the raids on these stores was to search for 

 pamphlets and literature regarded as illegal and seditious the main purpose was to 

 locate the exact position of Connolly’s printing press. They were not successful in 

 this because the search party never got past the Countess Markiewicz who 

 prevented them at the point of a gun from entering Liberty Hall through her 

 premises. Liberty Hall at that time had 99 rooms and men of the Citizen Army 

 were always there on guard.
11

 

Despite Dublin Castle’s best efforts, the press remained in operation until the early hours 

of Easter Monday. Molloy had in his hand a manuscript written in unfamiliar 

handwriting.  As the compositor, he would set the type of the document which would 

change the course of Irish nationalism.  

 Written by Padraig Pearse, and revised by James Connolly and Thomas 

MacDonagh, The Proclamation of the Irish Republic, the now iconic document of Irish 

                                                 
11 O’Molloy Witness Statement, Pg. 2.  
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nationhood, was to be ready for distribution prior to the beginning of hostilities on Easter 

Monday. Although large amounts of the 468 word document are attributed to Pearse, it is 

not clear precisely how much of the document was his. Liam de Paor cautiously surmises 

Connolly’s impact on the document, “Connolly had been pointedly critical of a 

nationalism that aimed merely at a change of flags. He wanted social revolution and 

within the week of this meeting (which lasted three days) had published his view on the 

matter.” Pearse would incorporate the older Connolly’s socialist rhetoric in the final 

document.  

 Molloy provides a thorough account of that night’s work. As no other detailed 

statement survives regarding the printing of The Easter Proclamation,
12

 we must weigh 

Molloy’s testimony against probability.  The Summit Wharfdale Stop Cylinder press was 

capable of producing large quantities of printed material in a short amount of time. While 

Molloy and W.H. O’Brien set the type, Chris Brady, the machinist, worked the press; it is 

a safe assessment that all three men worked in concert to produce the document in one 

night.
13

 Each man would need to check the type setting and run proofs before using up 

large quantities of paper.  Obtaining suitable sizes and amounts of type proved difficult 

but Molloy testifies that he managed to beg (or coerce) just enough type from local print 

shops to set the manuscript. The amount of type was insufficient to set the entire 

proclamation, so the document had to be printed in halves. This was accomplished in two 

                                                 
12 My study is largely indebted to Dr. James Moseley’s (University of Reading) detailed bibliographical 

investigation about facsimile reproductions of The Easter Proclamation. The study may be accessed via his 

scholarly blog at http://typefoundry.blogspot.com/2010/01/image-of-proclamation-of-irish-republic.html. I 

have yet to find another source that provides a detailed account of the printing of the Easter Proclamation.  
13 See Phillip Gaskell’s detailed technical explication on Cylinder Press operation in A New Introduction to 

Bibliography pp. 252-260. 
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steps by [sequentially] setting and printing the top half of the Proclamation then re-setting 

the type for the bottom half of the document and then inserting (laying on) the half 

printed documents into the press to print the bottom half. Copies were then distributed in 

bundles by Helena Moloney, a member of the Citizens’ Army. After she completed the 

distribution of the Proclamation, Moloney reported for duty with her revolver and 

participated in the attack on Dublin Castle later that Monday.
14

 Molloy took his post at 

Stephen’s Green just outside the College of Surgeons.
15

 The Easter Proclamation found 

its way into the hands of Padraig Pearse while he and his men made their way to the 

Dublin General Post Office. Ultimately, William Molloy would survive the violence. He 

was imprisoned after the Rising, but had one more role to play in the narrative of the 

Easter Proclamation. He recounts his experience:  

 The second and final half of the Proclamation was not printed until about 

 midnight on Easter Sunday night. I do not know what became of the manuscript 

 of the proclamation but signatures of the Proclamation were appended on a 

 separate piece of paper in the  order in which they were required. I took this with 

 me and put it in my pocket and had it on my person when I was later a prisoner in 

 Richmond barracks. Realising how dangerous it would be if the document 

 containing actual signature of the Proclamation was found, I destroyed it by 

 chewing it up into small pieces and spitting it out onto the floor. Actually the 

 suggestion came from a fellow prisoner. When he saw that I was beginning to 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Molloy Witness Statement Pg. 5.  
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 tear this document he advised me that the best thing to do was to chew it up 

 into small bits.
16

  

The original signatures were destroyed, and Molloy’s action may have saved his own life. 

While the complete bibliographical narrative cannot be recovered, it is clear that The 

Proclamation of the Irish Republic became the documentary impetus for a new 

nationalist representation. 

Presenting The Easter Proclamation, Enacting Independence 

  In order to give substance to the proclamation’s rhetoric, Pearse physically 

performed, both orally and through violence, the text into existence. Pearse, standing on 

the steps of Dublin’s General Post Office, initiated the Republican revolution. These are 

the words he read out: “IRISHMEN AND IRISH WOMEN: In the name of God and of 

the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, 

through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.”
17

 In Pearse’s 

performance of The Easter Proclamation, print culture collided with political action and 

the modern Irish nation took its first steps toward independence.  In the end, The Easter 

Proclamation set an important agenda: “The present Irish state owes, if not its being, at 

least its shape to it.”
18

  The Proclamation’s very existence represents an act of political 

violence against the British Government, which explains its rapid confiscation and 

destruction by the British forces. After the Easter Rising ended and its sixteen Republican 

leaders were executed, the Irish nation inherited, whether it wanted to or not, the cause of 

                                                 
16 Ibid.  
17 The Easter Proclamation. Facsimile reproduction. See De Paor. 
18 Ibid., Preface. 
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Pearse and the Republican martyrs. While the Easter Rising initially confounded many 

Irish people, Claire Hutton notes, “The Easter Rising was a watershed in Irish cultural 

and political development. The people were so shocked by the event, and the response to 

the event by the British Authorities, that politics came to play a more central role in their 

actions and thought.”
19

 Someone who had paid attention to Pearse’s earlier revolutionary 

pamphlets would not have been shocked.  

Pearse’s Political Pamphlets 

 Prior to writing The Easter Proclamation, Pearse released a series of pamphlets
20

 

which telegraphed his violent intentions and served to foment Republican rebellion. The 

final four pamphlets were released in monthly installments from Christmas 1915 to early 

April 1916. Pearse’s writings increased not only in frequency but in intensity prior to the 

uprising and his subsequent execution in May 1916. A separate and polemically titled 

essay, “The Murder Machine,” originally written in 1912, was re-released in January 

1916 as part of the Bodenstown Series of pamphlets. In it, Pearse attacks the British 

educational system in Ireland.  The preface deploys the rhetoric of a prophet; it is to be 

taken seriously, “This pamphlet is not, as its name might seem to import, a penny 

dreadful, at least in the ordinary sense. It consists of a series of studies of the English 

education system in Ireland.”
21

 The “machine,” as Pearse defines it, derives from a 

calculated British policy that destroys the Irishness of education in Ireland. If the machine 

                                                 
19 Claire Hutton. “The Extraordinary History of the House of Maunsel” Oxford History of the Irish Book in 

English 1891-200  Vol. 5.Ed. Claire Hutton. 548-561.  
20 I am grateful to the reading room staff at the Harry Ransom Center for access to this collection of 

Pearse’s pamphlets. 
21 See Padraig Pearse “The Murder Machine” Preface. 
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succeeds then England will have Anglicized Irish citizens, ensuring their colonial 

servitude to the British Empire. Pearse does not mince his words, “I have spent the 

greater part of my life in immediate contemplation of the most grotesque and horrible of 

the English inventions for the debasement of Ireland. I mean their education system.” He 

continues, “One of the most terrible things about the English education system in Ireland 

is its ruthlessness. I know no image for that ruthlessness in the natural order. The 

ruthlessness of a wild beast has in it a certain mercy—it slays.”
22

 As a schoolmaster and 

champion of Gaelic studies, Pearse was appalled by the malevolent educational policy of 

the British Empire. He alternately describes British policy as a beast and as cold 

machinery: 

 It has in it certain grandeur of animal force. But this ruthlessness is literally 

 without pity and without passion. It is cold and mechanical, like the ruthlessness 

 of an immensely powerful engine. A machine, vast, complicated, with a multitude 

 of far-reaching arms, with many ponderous presses, carrying out mysterious and 

 long-drawn processes of shaping and moulding, is the true image of the Irish 

 education system. (Murder Machine, 5)  

Brian Friel’s Translations captures the essence of Pearse’s argument. In this important 

play an Irish country district is invaded by an English topographical unit sent to Anglicize 

the established Gaelic geographical names. Subsequently the Gaelic hedge schools of the 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 1.  



 13 

countryside will be replaced by formal English speaking schools.
23

 Where Friel is deft 

and eloquent on the page and stage, Pearse’s prose acts as a sledgehammer:  

 Our common parlance has become impressed with the conception of education as 

 some sort of manufacturing process. Our children are the “raw material” ; we 

 desiderate for  their education “modern methods” which must be efficient but 

 cheap; we send them to Clongowes to be “finished”; when “finished they are 

 “turned out” ; specialists “grind” them for the English Civil Service and the so-

 called liberal professions; in each of our great colleges there is a department 

 known as the “scrap heap,” though officially called  the Fourth Preparatory—the 

 limbo to which the debris ejected by the machine is  relegated. (MM, 5) 

Pearse invokes the language of refuse, turning Irish children into “material” that will 

eventually end up on a “scrap heap.” Pearse then shifts his argument to explain the style 

of education befitting an empowered Irish nation. In an Irish system, the young student 

would be a product of a nationally inflected revival:  

 In a true education system, religion, patriotism, literature art and science would be 

 brought in such a way into the daily lives of boys and girls as to affect their 

 character and  conduct. We may assume that religion is a vital thing in Irish 

 schools, but I know that the other things, speaking broadly, do not exist. (MM, 6) 

Pearse, the teacher, has devoted his adult life to the formation of national Irish identity. 

The Irish school ought to be the foundation of a liberated country, but the “machine” 

grinds on. Pearse sums up his disdain, “The English thing that is called education in 

                                                 
23 See Brian Friel’s Translations. London: Faber, 1981. 
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Ireland is found on a denial of the Irish nation” (MM, 6). “The Murder Machine” operates 

differently from his final four pamphlets. This was a private address to the British 

Educational system, one that the schoolteacher Pearse took personally.  

 Pearse’s final four pamphlets were carefully titled and represent a transfer from 

rhetoric to action. The titles are progressive: “Ghosts”, “The Separatist Idea”, “The 

Spiritual Nation” and “The Sovereign People”; each represents a shift from Ireland’s 

failed rebellions of the 17
th

, 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries to 20
th

 century sovereignty. What will 

make the difference in the 20
th

 century?  It is Pearse; he ranks himself as the 

revolutionary inheritor of the “ghosts” of Tone, Davis, Lalor, and Mitchel. I will not 

analyze Pearse’s historical analysis of Ireland’s rebellious martyrs, but instead will focus 

on how Pearse positions himself as the inheritor of revolutionary martyrdom.
 24

   

Comprised of only twenty-two pages each, the pamphlets succinctly assess the impact of 

Wolfe Tone, Thomas Davis, Fintan Lalor, and John Mitchel on Irish independence. 

Packed with historic allusion, Pearse makes his arguments in the pamphlets utilizing 

messianic language, language which manifests the spirit of sacrifice that would be needed 

on Easter Monday. 

  Pearse’s idealism is closely linked with the Celtic revival, as his recollections in 

“The Spiritual Nation” reveal: 

 When I was a child I believed that there was actually a woman called Erin, and 

 had Mr. Yeats’ “Kathleen Ni Houlihan” been then written and had I seen it, I 

                                                 
24 See Joost Augusteijn. Padraig Pearse the Making of a Revolutionary. New York: Palgrave, 2011. Print. 

Pp. 289-296.  Augusteijn’s recent biography of Pearse sufficiently covers the four pamphlets’ political 

themes. 
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 should have taken it not as an allegory, but as a representation of a thing that 

 might happen any day in any  house. This I no longer believe as a physical 

 possibility nor can I convince myself that a friend of mine is right in thinking 

 that there is actually a mystical entity which is the soul of Ireland, and which 

 expresses itself through the mind of Ireland. But I believe that there is really a 

 spiritual tradition which is the soul of Ireland, the thing which makes Ireland a 

 living nation, and that there is such a spiritual tradition corresponding to every 

 true nationality.
25

 

Yeats’s Kathleen, while reconsidered by the adult Pearse, still represents the “spiritual 

tradition” of Ireland. Kathleen is an accurate representative of the spirit of sacrifice that 

Pearse inculcates: “They that have red cheeks will have pale cheeks for my sake; and for 

that, they will think they are well paid.”
26

  

 Pearse’s prose rises to revolutionary fever pitch in his final pamphlet, “The 

Sovereign People.” His preface hints that action will soon follow: “This pamphlet 

concludes the examination of the Irish definition of freedom which I promised in 

‘Ghosts.’ For my part, I have no more to say.”
27

 The preface is dated 31 March and 

indicates that Pearse indeed was done talking. He had two weeks to solidify the plan and 

execute the rising. Augusteijn recounts how Pearse pressed his printer, Whelan & Sons 

                                                 
25  P.H. Pearse “The Spiritual Nation” Pg. 4. 
26 W.B. Yeats, Cathleen ni Houlihan. W.B. Yeats’s Poetry, Drama, and Prose. Ed. James Pethica. (2000) 

Pg. 138. 
27 P.H. Pearse. “The Sovereign People”. Preface.  
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(ironically located in Belfast), to ensure that the pamphlets were published by 17 April.
28

 

“adding that ‘if they are after Good Friday, they will be too late’”.
29

 

Pearse’s final words in “The Sovereign People” are a prayer of thanksgiving: 

 John Mitchel did not live to see it. He died, an old man, forty years before its 

 dawning. But the day of the Lord is here, and you and I have lived  to see it. 

  And we are young. And God has given us strength and courage and 

 counsel. May He give us victory.
30

  

His political pamphlet series complete, Pearse had successfully laid out his rhetorical 

rationalization for Irish independence.  

Prison Poetics 

 While his prose and poetry bear the marks of haste, Pearse’s poetics of action 

solidified his martyr’s legacy.  During the Easter Rising, Pearse continued to craft letters 

and read exhortations to the volunteers at the Dublin General Post Office. A small 

broadside manifesto was printed, dated 25 April 1916, which Pearse read out loud to 

those citizens of Dublin who were close enough to the Post Office to hear it. O’Buachalla 

describes the manifesto, which “was printed as a small broadside and was read by Pearse 

to the G.P. garrison on Tuesday afternoon. It was intended to acquaint the citizens of 

Dublin with the events and to boost the morale of the Volunteer forces. The words 

‘Sovereign Independent Irish State’ in the opening paragraph are printed in capitals and 

                                                 
28 Auguseijn, 296.  
29 Ibid. 
30 P.H. Pearse, “The Sovereign People” Pg. 20. 
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occupy one line.”
31

 Pearse thus informed anybody who could see the document, that the 

words “Sovereign” and “Independent” were the crux of the issue and the reason for the 

violence erupting around Dublin and the Irish countryside. The citizens of Dublin were 

less than enamored with the inconveniences of war and the destruction of their city. 

Pearse’s rhetorical attempts at alleviating such stress may have seemed feeble given the 

amount of violence he and his men had precipitated. Nevertheless, shock and anger 

would eventually give way to sympathy. Later, when Pearse was captured and faced 

execution, he continued to develop and refine his political legacy through letters and 

poems. The material that he left behind would eventually be appropriated and used to 

enhance the power of his martyrdom.  

 Pearse’s most well-known poems are famous not for their prosody or rhyme, but 

for the circumstances in which they were written. These are self-elegies written to ensure 

a continuing connection between the dead and the grieving. The poems can be seen in 

light of Ramazani’s concept of elegiac economics which “suggests that the elegy as a 

form is self-consuming: an elegy undermines its own basis by healing the psychic 

wounds that generate it, by paying off the debt that sustains it.”
32

 Pearse would not have 

to imagine death or create poetic death in order to self-elegize; his death was imminent 

and so his poetry seeks to quickly succor the mourner. One can imagine the level of stress 

Pearse must have been under as he awaited execution. Rather than losing his head, he 

maintained a steady stream of correspondence and poetry. In his final letter, written on 

                                                 
31 Text reproduced from broadside dated  25 April, 1916. The Letters of P.H. Pearse. Ed. Seamus 

O’Buachalla. 
32 Jahan Ramazani, Yeats and the Poetry of Death. (1990). Pp. 40-41.  
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the eve of his execution, Pearse reveals to his mother that he is quite happy to meet his 

death at the hands of the British: 

 I have just received Holy Communion. I am happy except for the great grief of 

 parting with you. This is the death I should have asked for if God had given me 

 the choice of all deaths, - to die a soldier’s death for Ireland and for freedom.
33

 

Pearse’s patriotism gives way to thoughts of family. The last three poems Pearse drafted 

are for his brother William Pearse and for his mother.  

 “To My Brother” was written two days before Padraig’s execution. As 

O’Buachalla points out, it is clear that Pearse believed that his brother would be spared 

by the British authorities, but he was not. “To My Brother” seems even more somber if 

we consider that Pearse thought William would be alive to read it. The poem celebrates 

fraternal solidarity and praises William’s commitment to Pearse, not only as a brother, 

but as a partner in the revolution: 

 Own brothers: through good repute and ill,  

 In direct peril true to me,  

 Leaving all things for me, spending yourself  

 In the hard service that I taught to you  

 Of all the men that I have known on earth,  

 You only have been my familiar friend,  

Nor needed I another.  

 

The verse reads as a praise poem. Rather than following elegiac form, Pearse deflects 

notions of his own death and recompenses the presumed survivor (William Pearse) with 

[the rhetoric of] gratitude. This poem would not, as Ramazani suggests, “pay off the debt 

that sustains it” and fails to support the mourner (even if he even had a chance to read it, 

                                                 
33 P.H. Pearse. Letter dated May 3, 1916. Letters. Ed. O’Buachalla. 
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he probably did not). Pearse lauds his brother’s sacrifice “leaving all things for me, 

spending yourself”. Utilizing the panegyric, Pearse avoids mention of his own death, but 

his high praise of his brother conveys a sense of finality. In this poem the absence of 

death is substituted with false optimism. This is a strange elegy, but fits the modern 

elegiac paradigm by displacing grief with praise.34  

 In his final letter to his mother, Pearse takes special care to leave instructions 

regarding his literary estate, “I have written two papers about financial affairs and one 

about my books, which I want you to get. With them are a few poems which I want added 

to the poems of mine in MS in the large bookcase. You asked me to write a little poem 

which would seem to be said by you about me. I have written it, and one copy is at 

Arbour Hill Barracks with the other papers and Father Aloysisus is taking charge of 

another copy of it.”
35

 The first of the two maternal poems is “To My Mother.” Written as 

an ode to her Marian sacrifices, “To My Mother” is about twice as long as “To My 

Brother” and demonstrates Pearse’s concern for his mother’s emotional state. Pearse 

laments,  

 My gift to you hath been the gift of sorrow,  

 My one return for your rich gifts to me,  

 Your gift of life, your gift of love and pity,  

 Your gift of sanity, your gift of faith. 

 

Pearse pours out his emotions, listing ways that he has hurt his mother, but maintains his 

discipline and reaches for some higher “gift” that he may yet be able to provide for her:  

                                                 
34 See Ramazani Poetry in Mourning pg. 16: “Even so, the modern elegy’s complicity in the denial of 

death and mourning should not be exaggerated, since its persistent and sensitive attention to loss makes a 

strong cultural counterstatement to the pornographic display, the pervasive stifling, and disciplinary 

ordering of death and grief.”   
35 P.H. Pearse. Letter dated May 3, 1916. Letters. Ed. O’Buachalla.  
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 Sorrow and Tears: and yet, it may be  

 That I have brought you something else besides –  

 The memory of my deed and of my name 

 A splendid thing which shall not pass away.  

 When men speak of me, in praise or in dispraise,  

 You will not heed, but treasure your own memory  

 Of your first son. 

 

Yeats echoes Pearse’s sentiments in “Easter, 1916”:  

 That is Heaven’s part, our part  

 To murmur name upon name,  

 As a mother names her child  

 When sleep at last has come  

 On limbs that had run wild.  

 What is it but nightfall?  

 No, no, not night but death;  

 Was it needless death after all?36  

 

Yeats hints that perhaps Pearse and his colleagues were over hasty in their actions, “for 

England may keep faith.” Despite the political qualifications in these lines, however, 

Yeats focuses primarily on the mother’s loss, a loss with which Mrs. Pearse was all too 

familiar.  

 In “A Mother Speaks,” Pearse ventriloquizes a prayer for the lips of his mother. In 

doing so, he appropriates a messianic position as he compares his relationship with his 

mother to that of Jesus with Mary: 

 Dear Mary, that didst see thy first-born Son 

 Go Forth to die amid the scorn of men 

 For whom He died,  

 Receive my first-born into thy arms,  

 Who also hath gone out to die for men,  

 And keep him by thee till I come to him.  

 Dear Mary, I have shared thy sorrow,  

                                                 
36 See Yeats “Easter, 1916”  from The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. Ed. Richard J. Finneran. Pp. 182-

184. 
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 And soon shall share thy joy. 

 

The poem fashions the poet as more self-aware, politically speaking, than Yeats; Pearse’s 

awareness of the self, as a man-of-action and martyr, is more acute than the philosophical 

and theoretical Yeats. It seems likely that Pearse knew of the Dublin citizens’ anger. 

Either this anger was transmitted to him by his British captors, or he assumed that his 

countrymen would not understand the rebellion. To cope with his circumstance, Pearse 

assumes the role of Christ effectively taking on the “scorn” of Irishmen “for whom he 

died.” In order to comfort his mother, the martyr-son casts the mother in a Marian role. 

Pearse assumes that his mourning mother will find solace by equating her pain with the 

most famous (Catholic) mother. Mrs. Pearse will “share sorrow” until she re-unites, like 

Mary, with her martyred son.  

 Pearse exercises similar awareness of his culpability in his court martial 

statement, where he accepts the full weight of British punishment stating: “I fully 

understand now, as then, that my own life is forfeit to British law, and I shall die very 

cheerfully if I can think that the British Government, as it has already shown itself strong, 

will now show itself magnanimous enough to accept my single life in forfeiture and give 

a general amnesty to the brave men and boys who have fought at my bidding.”
37

  Of 

course, they did not. 

 

 

                                                 
37 Court Martial Statement dated May 2, 1916. P.H. Pearse. The Letters of P.H. Pearse. Ed. Seamus 

O’Buachalla. 
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Polite Meaningless Words? 

 The Easter Rising’s effects on the Irish elegy are famously enshrined in the work 

of Ireland’s greatest poet. W.B. Yeats’s totemic poem about the Rising’s participants, 

“Easter, 1916,” reveals, among many things, Yeats’s total surprise at the actions of 

fellow members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. What Yeats defined as “terrible 

beauty” was actually a political motive that his poetic sensibilities could not grasp. 

Terence Brown argues that Yeats’s elegy is “a poem of occult imagining. It seeks to 

penetrate beneath the appearances of history to comprehend the mysteries of destiny.”
38

 

While Brown hints at an established theme in Yeats’s poetic oeuvre, “Easter, 1916” sets 

itself apart as an elegy of misunderstanding and longing. The poet positions himself 

against the men and women of action who participated in the Rising. The poet, “being 

certain that they and I / But lived where motley was worn,” lives on in lukewarm stasis. 

He is not “changed utterly” and remains peripheral to the political struggle initiated by 

the people he commemorates. And it is a strange commemoration [too]; Yeats manages 

to indict as well as memorialize his subjects. “Easter, 1916” questions the sacrifice that 

the rebels have made, “And what if excess of love / Bewildered them till they died?” 

These questions force Yeats into a cycle of poetic reflection where he vacillates between 

his desires to live the poet’s life rather than taking up arms for a patriotic cause. “Easter 

1916” captures Yeats’s struggle to find some validation for the rebels. In the end, Yeats 

chooses to accept the severity of his contemporaries’ sacrifices and “write[s] it out in a 

verse,” inscribing their sacrifice in the annals of Irish history. Consequently, Yeats coined 

                                                 
38 Terence Brown. The Life of W.B. Yeats. (2001) pg. 229.  
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a phrase which has since become a cliché. “A terrible beauty is born” became a battle cry 

for Republican factions throughout the twentieth century. The phrase can be found even 

today on the walls of Republican neighborhoods in Belfast and Dublin. 

 The nationalistic fervor created by the Easter Rising put Yeats in an awkward 

position.  Two of the rebel poets, Thomas MacDonagh and Padraig Pearse, though not as 

capable with a pen as Yeats was, were more than capable when it came to political action. 

Yeats examined his own lack of commitment in numerous poems which reveal his envy 

of such men of action. Pearse and MacDonagh are generously preserved in song: 

 This man had kept a school  

 And rode our winged horse;  

 This other his helper and friend   

 Was coming into his force;  

 He might have won fame in the end,  

 So sensitive his nature seemed,  

 So daring and sweet his thought. 

 

Pearse astride his winged horse soars above the “shrill” Constance Markiewicz and the 

“drunken vain-glorious lout” MacBride. Yeats makes MacDonagh a sacrificial aide-de-

camp to Pearse. MacDonagh’s poetic fame is exchanged for eternal glory. The opposite is 

true for Yeats; he kept his fame and lived the rest of his life isolated from the violent men 

and women of the Republican movement. While his own heart was never “enchanted to a 

stone,” Yeats displays his struggle with political commitment throughout his later poetry. 

We find this troubled conscience in “Meditations in Time of Civil War,” as he debates 

whether he could “have proved [his] worth” as an Irish patriot. Stuck in an ancient 

Norman tower, Yeats encounters partisan Republicans and Nationalist soldiers. Between 

the visits from a “heavily-built Falstaffian man” and “a brown lieutenant and his men,” 
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Yeats chooses neutrality opting to count moor-hens “to silence the envy in my thought.”
39

 

Yeats continually subverts his impulse toward action by choosing the way of the poet. 

Pearse, less diffident than Yeats, made his point clear in the text of The Easter 

Proclamation:  

 In every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national freedom 

 and sovereignty; six times during the past three hundred years they have asserted 

 it in arms. Standing on that fundamental right and again asserting it in arms in the 

 face of the world, we hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign 

 Independent State, and we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades-in-

 arms to the cause of its freedom, of its welfare, and of its exaltation.
40

  

“The cause of freedom” is an abstract goal, but one that defines Pearse’s rhetoric and 

actions. What Yeats considered the “motley” musings of a band of foolhardy clowns are 

instead the very real sentiments of a group of Irishmen and women determined to act for 

the cause of liberty. Yeats, outside the decision cycle of the rebels, attempts to elegize the 

rebels in “Easter 1916,” but remains ideologically distant when compared to the mournful 

poetry of Pearse’s self-elegizing in “To Death:”
41

 

 I have not gathered gold;      

 The fame that I won perished;     

 In love I found but sorrow,       

       That withered my life.      

         

                                                 
39 See Yeats “Meditations in Time of Civil War” from The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. Ed. Richard J. 

Finneran. Pp. 204-209. 
40 See De Paor’s facsimile of The Easter Proclamation. 
41 “To Death” By P.H. Pearse. From Padraig Colum, Poems of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood : 

Thomas MacDonagh. P.H. Pearse, Joseph Mary Plunkett, Sir Roger Casement. Boston: Small and 

Maynard, 1916. Print. Pg. 24.  
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 Of wealth or of glory       

 I shall leave nothing behind me 

 (I think it, O God, enough!)      

       But my name in the heart of a child. 

 

Death is the most likely outcome for the revolutionary, a fact that Pearse learns to 

embrace and use for Ireland’s political gain. For Pearse, death was not the end of the 

revolution; on the contrary, a martyr’s death would, he hoped, inflame public opinion and 

spark a deeper commitment to Irish Independence. Yeats was affected; in Michael 

Robartes and the Dancer he remembers the Easter Rising in several different poems. 

“Easter, 1916,” while his most famous poem about the event, is not the most visceral. 

“Sixteen Dead Men” is a poem whose very title confronts his readers and reminds them 

of the executions perpetrated by the British Government. For the contemporary Irishman 

reading this poem, there could be no mistaking Yeats’s reference to the “sixteen dead 

men.” Eschewing the political uncertainty of “Easter, 1916,” Yeats invokes a “boiling 

pot” to represent the acute political situation. The political stew needs tending and Yeats 

reminds the reader that “those dead men are loitering there/ to stir the boiling pot.” Yeats 

also uses anatomical imagery, turning the sixteen martyrs into grotesque figures for Irish 

independence. The “bony” specters merge with Irish patriots of earlier revolutions: 

 How could you dream they’d listen  

 That have an ear alone  

 For those new comrades they have found  

 Lord Edward and Wolfe Tone,  

 or meddle with our give and take  

 That converse bone to bone”
42

  

 

                                                 
42See W.B. Yeats “Sixteen Dead Men” The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. Ed. Richard J. Finneran. Pp. 

184-185.  
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Even though the poem’s title refers to sixteen dead men, only two, Pearse and 

MacDonagh, are named. The images of Pearse and MacDonagh are drastically different 

from those in “Easter, 1916.” Yeats alters their previously lofty image: 

 But who is there to argue that 

 Now Pearse is deaf and dumb?  

 And is their logic to outweigh MacDonagh’s bony thumb?
43

  

 

These are very different representations from the Pearse who “rode our winged horse” 

and MacDonagh who was “so sensitive.” For Yeats, the fact that MacDonagh and Pearse 

were poets as well as soldiers set them apart from the other fourteen dead men.  Yeats 

reaffirms Pearse’s self-styled rebel inheritance by placing his name next to Wolfe Tone’s. 

In Yeats’s Michael Robartes and the Dancer, “Easter 1916” and “Sixteen Dead Men” are 

juxtaposed, thereby connecting two poems that refer specifically to Pearse and 

MacDonagh. In the next poem in the sequence, Pearse and Connolly are granted speaking 

voices. In “The Rose Tree,” they have a discussion about the care and feeding of their 

“withered” rose tree, a symbol for Irish nationalism. In their conversation Pearse is 

characterized as a man of action: 

  O words are lightly spoken, 

  Said Pearse to Connolly,   

  Maybe a breath of politic words 

  Has withered our Rose tree.  

 

This is perhaps Yeats’s most accurate poetic representation of Pearse. Either empty 

politicking or “a wind that blows / Across the bitter sea” from England is destroying the 

green leaves of the tree. Connolly gives a simple answer to Pearse, “It needs but to be 

                                                 
43 Ibid., Pg. 185. 
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watered” in order “To be the garden’s pride.” Pearse comes up with what is for him a 

logical solution,  

 O plain as plain can be  

 There’s nothing but our red blood  

 Can make a right Rose Tree.
 44

 

 

Blood is substituted for water and simultaneously atones for the empty political words 

and rhetoric at home and from across the Irish Sea. Ramazani accuses Yeats in “Sixteen 

Dead Men” and “The Rose Tree” of overzealously aligning ideology with the ballad 

form.45 And he is correct; seeking to redress Yeats’s earlier doubt in “Easter 1916,” the 

two ballads shift wildly toward affirmation of the rebel cause. Even though Yeats is 

successful in capturing the essence of Pearse’s sacrifice, the oscillation between doubt 

and patriotic fervor belie any singularity of thought that he may have had for the rebels. 

Other Irish Poets, Other Irish Elegies 

 Padraic Colum recalls an image of Pearse that is quite different from the Pearse of 

Yeats’s poems. In an anthology dedicated to the poets of the Irish Revolutionary 

Brotherhood, Colum states: “His [Pearse’s] ideas were so composed that, when he 

addressed you in conversation, parts of what he said might go into lectures. He talked 

programmes. But nothing in his speech was dry or pedantic—so much enthusiasm—

grave enthusiasm was in all he said.”
46

 Colum’s edition of poetry, which was published in 

the United States shortly after the leaders of the Rising were executed, is an interesting 

                                                 
44 See W.B. Yeats “The Rose Tree” from The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. Ed. Richard J. Finneran. Pg. 

185. 
45 Jahan Ramazani Yeats and the Poetry of Death (1991). Pg. 67.  
46 Padraic Colum. Poems of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood : Thomas MacDonagh. P.H. Pearse, 

Joseph Mary Plunkett, Sir Roger Casement. Boston: Small and Maynard, 1916. Print. Preface. pp x-xi.  
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example of the surge in republican literature of the time. The appearance of this 

Republican collection of poems in the United States lends weight to The Easter 

Proclamation’s claims of support from the new world, “the Irish Volunteers and the Irish 

Citizen Army, having patiently perfected her discipline, having resolutely waited for the 

right moment to reveal itself, she now seizes that moment, and supported by her exiled 

children in America…” Colum hoped to find a supportive market for his collection 

among Ireland’s “exiled children.”  

 Yeats and Colum were not the only contemporaries of Pearse to elegize the dead 

of the Easter Rising. George Russell, also known as AE, was a friend of both Yeats and 

Pearse. Unlike “Easter 1916,” AE’s poem, “To the Memory of Some I Knew Who are 

Dead and Who Loved Ireland,”
47

 grapples with Irish sacrifices made both in Dublin and 

on the Western Front. AE initially distances himself from Pearse’s “dream” of liberty, 

“Their Dream had left me numb and cold.” Later in the poem, however, he acknowledges 

the powerful effect of their sacrifice:  

 Here’s to you, Pearse, your dream not mine,  

 But yet the thought, for this you fell,  

  Has turned life’s water into wine.  

 

AE exhibits a shock similar to that of Yeats, who like the people of Dublin, for that 

matter, was taken aback by Pearse’s violent and sudden intervention in Irish politics. In 

this line we also see shades of “The Rose Tree” and its blood and water imagery. Wine is 

substituted for blood, simultaneously referencing both Pearse’s death and the first miracle 

                                                 
47 Text found in “The Literary Digest” Volume LVI Eds. Arthur Stimson Draper, Wilfred John. New York: 

Funk and Wagnals, 1918. Pg. 37. Web. Google Books. This poem was originally titled “Salutation”, but 

underwent substantial revisions before it became the poem cited in this text. For a detailed bibliographical 

analysis of the text see Denson’s study George W. Russell (AE): Bibliography (1961). Pg. 32.   
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of Jesus at Cana (always a sacrificial symbol). Symbolically tying two martyrs (Pearse 

and Jesue) together is a useful poetic tactic, but AE goes much further. In alternating 

stanzas, he switches from commemorating the Easter Rising to lamenting the Irishmen 

killed in the Great War. From Pearse, the poem turns to eulogizing Alan Anderson.48 

Thomas MacDonagh is the second Republican to be elegized in the poem. Yeats’s 

fashioning of “polite meaningless words” comes to mind when AE states: 

 I listened to high talk from you,  

 Thomas MacDonagh, and it seemed  

 The words were idle, but they grew  

 To nobleness by death redeemed. 

  

MacDonagh could have also been present at the rose tree with Pearse and Connolly: 

“High words were equalled by high fate / You paid the price, You paid the price.” The 

repetition of “price” and its coupling rhyme “sacrifice” are clear indications of how 

Russell viewed the rebellion. He next puts Tom Kettle’s sacrifice on the Western Front 

on equal footing: “You who have fought on fields afar, / That other Ireland did you 

wrong.” AE continues: 

 You proved by death as true as they, 

 In mightier conflicts played your part, 

 Equal your sacrifice may weigh,   

 Dear Kettle, of the generous heart  

 

Connolly is the final rebel to be remembered in verse, “For labour as a heritage, / For this 

has Ireland lost a son.” Connolly’s socialist leanings are captured through the word 

“labour,” then AE concludes the poem, fanning the flames of sacrifice: 

                                                 
48 A noteworthy bibliographical detail, the text of the Great War sections is in italics whereas the text of the 

Easter Rebellion sections is in standard roman typeface, giving the poem an unusual physical look as it 

alternates between sections. 
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Here’s to you, Connolly, my man / Who cast the last torch on the pile.” Connolly’s last 

torch contributes to the “blaze of blinding light” in the final stanza. Rather than leave 

alternating memorials at the end of the poem, Russell combines the two conflicts into a 

“confluence of dreams”: 

 Here’s to you, men I never met, 

  Yet hope to meet behind the veil,  

 Thronged on some starry parapet  

 That looks down upon Innisfail.  

 

Russell’s hope is that the sacrificed men will be able to look down upon a peaceful united 

Ireland from their place in the heavenly firmament.  The idyllic Innisfail is the ultimate 

goal for rebel martyrs, a sort of Elysian field or Valhalla, something uniquely worthy of 

Irish patriots.  

 The Easter Rising affected others besides the established members of the Irish 

literati. Francis Ledwidge, today remembered as a minor Irish poet, was then a rising 

poetic star from Slane. At the risk of losing his entire journal of poems, Ledwidge mailed 

his work to Lord Dunsany, an Anglo-Irish protestant nobleman who was interested in the 

Celtic Literary Revival. Dunsany took Ledwidge under his patronage and allowed Francis 

to use his extensive library. Eventually, Ledwidge’s poems garnered acclaim among the 

Irish literary elite. He became familiar with AE and Katherine Tynan and attended 

literary parties with Lord Dunsany. Ledwidge was politically active and became a 

founding member of the Irish Republican Volunteers in Slane. Eventually The Great War 

precipitated a split between Republican factions. The Redmondite faction felt that 

Irishmen should fight with the British against the Germans, while the Irish Volunteers 
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(Pearse’s faction) believed that Irishmen should only defend Irish interests and Irish soil. 

The majority of the Slane chapter of Volunteers ended up siding with Redmond and 

enlisting to fight the Germans in a British uniform. Ledwidge, an outspoken critic of the 

Redmondite faction, initially resisted and publicly debated his opponents at local 

meetings, arguing against fighting for the British. Unfortunately, the Volunteer meetings 

turned hostile toward Ledwidge; his manhood was called into question and rather than 

dismiss accusations of cowardice from his peers, Ledwidge bowed to peer pressure and 

signed up to fight in Lord Dunsany’s regiment. He fought at Gallipoli and in Serbia 

before falling ill. He received word of the Easter Rising while recovering from an 

enflamed gall-bladder in a Manchester Hospital in England. Alice Curtayne captures 

Ledwidge’s sentiments, “Always in his heart an Irish Volunteer, he was shaken to the 

depths of his being. First a wild exultation leaped up in him that, despite everything the 

Volunteers had managed to close ranks again.”49  

 Under the literary tutelage of Lord Dunsany, Ledwidge was able to get a volume 

of his poems, Songs of The Fields (1916), published before his death on the Western 

Front. His ode, “To Thomas MacDonagh,” is included in the posthumously printed The 

Complete Poems of Francis Ledwidge (1919). The collection was edited by Lord 

Dunsany, who became Ledwidge’s literary executor. Due to his public position as an 

Anglo-Irish nobleman, Dunsany felt compelled to apologize for Ledwidge’s political 

beliefs: 

                                                 
49 See Curtayne’s Biography Francis Ledwidge: A Life of the Poet. Pp. 148-151.  
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 There follow poems at which some may wonder: “To Thomas MacDonagh,” “The 

 Blackbirds,” “The Wedding Morning”; but rather than attribute curious [i.e., 

 revolutionary] sympathies to this brave young Irish soldier I would ask his 

 readers to consider the irresistible attraction that a lost cause has for almost any 

 Irishman.
50

  

Ledwidge’s elegiac poetics are different from those of Yeats or Russell. Relying almost 

exclusively on symbols, Ledwidge invokes the pastoral in its fullest sense; he avoids 

overt political reference. “To Thomas MacDonagh” would not be recognizable as 

political elegy but for its specific title. MacDonagh’s voice is silenced as the poet 

describes the empty pastures of Ireland: 

 He shall not hear the bittern cry  

 In the wild sky, where he is lain, 

 Nor voices of the sweeter birds 

 Above the wailing of the rain.
51

 

  

MacDonagh will also be deaf to the sound of the “loud March blows” which “flame the 

golden cup / Of many an upset Daffodil.” MacDonagh is buried beneath the “upset” 

daffodil in opposition to AE’s heroes who look down from “starry parapets.” Ledwidge 

suggests that there may be only one animal that MacDonagh can hear from his grave: 

 But when the Dark Cow leaves the moor,  

 And pastures poor with greedy weeds,  

 Perhaps he’ll hear her low at morn  

 Lifting her horn in pleasant meads. 

 

                                                 
50See Ledwidge The Complete Poems of Francis Ledwidge.  Ed. Lord Dunsany, Pg. 15.  
51 See Ledwidge “To Thomas MacDonagh” The Complete Poems of Francis Ledwidge.  Ed. Lord 

Dunsany, Pg. 206.  
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The “Dark Cow” represents Ireland and Ledwidge hopes that MacDonagh’s sacrifice will 

allow her to leave the weed laden pasture (Ireland under English Rule) and move to more 

“pleasant” and green (Irish) meads. Ledwidge avoids the “bony thumbs” of the dead 

revolutionaries. Instead, he focuses on Irish myths to inculcate a sense of longing felt by 

“Poets, pale for long ago.” In the next poem in the sequence, “The Wedding Morning,” 

Ledwidge likens the rebels to an unfortunate bridegroom. The poem sets the stage for a 

wedding feast that will not be. It begins by ordering the wedding party to prepare for the 

arrival of the king’s son who is betrothed to “a maiden of the streams.” As the wedding 

party begins its music, the harpers and poets are told to stop,  

 But, harpers, leave your harps aside, 

 And, poets, leave awhile your dreams.  

 The storm has come upon the tide  

 and Cathleen weeps among her streams. 

 

Ledwidge uses numerous caesuras to slow down the pace of the meter and halt the 

preparations for the party. The “maiden of the streams” is revealed to be Cathleen ni 

Houlihan, a recurring trope in Irish nationalism, and one whom Lady Augusta Gregory 

and Yeats made famous in their stage play for the Abbey Theatre. Cathleen is the 

weeping bride and her bridegroom could be any one of the executed rebels whose 

“cheeks have gone pale.” “The Wedding Morning” has now shifted to mourning during a 

wedding, the poem’s title becomes an effective double entendre.  
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 Ledwidge’s third Easter Rebellion poem, “The Blackbirds,” invokes a Shan Van 

Vocht52 like figure to speak about the loss of her blackbirds, “Who loved me well thro’ 

shame and blame.”  The singing blackbirds may be seen as symbols for the sixteen 

executed martyrs. The old woman laments, “No more from lovely distances / Their songs 

shall bless me mile by mile.” She describes how the angels will “mark for the skylark the 

places they fly” and how the birds will come to sing at the next dawn. The final quatrain 

provides the ultimate sense of loss while simultaneously locating the old woman 

geographically:  

 But in the lonely hush of eve  

 Weeping I grieve the silent bills. 

  I heard the Poor Old Woman say   

  In Derry of the little hills. 

  

Derry’s position in the loyalist province of Ulster separates the old woman from the 

republican south, condemning her to wander among foreign hills of English controlled 

Ireland.  

 Ledwidge was eventually given furlough to Ireland after recovering from his 

illness in Manchester. During this time he brooded over his duty he had to Ireland and the 

commitment he had already given to Britain. Ledwidge applied for an extension of his 

leave due to slow transportation from Manchester. He was denied an extension but opted 

to stay in Derry despite being in violation of army policy. He was court martialed and 

                                                 
52 Literally a poor old women, the Shan Van Vocht was a ballad made popular during the 1798 Rebellion 

against England. The old woman represents the loss of the four provinces in Ireland: Ulster, Leinster, 

Connaught, and Munster.  Yeats and Lady Gregory based  the play Cathleen ni Houlihan on The Shan Van 

Vocht. See Antoinette Quinn’s essay, ”Cathleen Ni Houlihan Writes Back,” for detailed explanation.  
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reduced in rank.53 Around this time he also wrote a number of poems which reveal his 

struggle to reconcile his war service with the independence movement in Ireland.  In 

“Ireland” Ledwidge reveals his disappointment at missing the rebellion: 

 And then I left you, wandering the war 

 Armed with the will, from distant goal to goal,  

 To find you at the last free of yore,  

                        Or die to save your soul. 

 

 And then you called to us from far and near 

 To bring your crown from out of the deeps of  

  time, 

 It is my grief your voice I couldn’t hear  

  In such a distant clime54 

 

Distraught that he could not contribute to the freedom of his nation, Ledwidge continued 

to mine his feelings about the rebellion. In “At Currabwee,” Ledwidge imagines that 

“little men” are sitting around talking about the impending (so they think) freedom of 

Ireland. This poem references Joseph Plunkett and Pearse by name:  

 Louder than a cricket’s wing 

 All night long their hammer’s glee 

 Times the merry songs they sing 

 Of Ireland glorious and free. 

 So I heard Joseph Plunkett say,  

 You know he heard them but last May. 

 

Plunkett “heard them but last May” as he was executed along with the other fifteen 

leaders of the rebellion. In the next stanza, Ledwidge places Pearse “among the stars” 

elevating the martyr to the firmament: 

 And when the night is very cold 

 They warm their hands against the light 

                                                 
53 See Curtayne. Pp. 159-168. 
54 From “Ireland” pg. 245. The Complete Poems of Francis Ledwidge. Ed. Lord Dunsany. 1919. Print.  
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 Of stars that make the waters gold 

 Where they are labouring all the night. 

 So Pearse said, and he knew the truth, 

 Among the stars he spent his youth. 

 

The inclusion of “labouring” may be a nod to Connolly’s influence on Pearse. Ledwidge 

agrees that Pearse “knew the truth” about Ireland’s destiny to be free setting up the final 

stanza. Instead of indicting himself for missing the insurrection, Ledwidge applauds 

himself for maintaining patriotic fervor for his country while wearing the British uniform:  

 And I, myself, have often heard 

 Their singing as the stars went by, 

 For am I not of those who reared 

 The banner of old Ireland high, 

 From Dublin town to Turkey’s shores, 

 And where the Vardar loudly roars?55   

Although he missed out on the Easter Rising, Ledwidge seems to have reconciled his 

patriotism with his wartime service.  

 A final example of Ledwidge’s elegiac poetics happens in “To One Dead”. In this 

poem Ledwidge eulogizes himself. A blackbird’s song is lodged in the poet’s mind: 

 A blackbird singing  

 I hear in my troubled mind,  

 Bluebells swinging  

 I see in a distant wind.  

 But sorrow and silence 

 Are the wood’s threnody,  

 The silence for you  

 and the sorrow for me.  

 

Francis Ledwidge, “the blackbird” poet, left his threnody through verse. Even though he 

did not take part in the Easter Rising, he could number himself among the other sixteen 

                                                 
55 From “At Currabwee” pg. 250. The Complete Poems of Francis Ledwidge. Ed. Lord Dunsany. 1919. 

Print. 
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“blackbirds”. He was an Irish volunteer at heart but he would not have the chance to 

commit his poetic services to the new-born republic; his death at the Battle of 

Passchendaele on July, 31 1917 came too soon. 

CODA 

 To conclude, Pearse’s political action and print legacy radically altered the course 

of Irish history. Literary interpretations of the Easter Rising shifted the Irish elegy toward 

public and political mourning altering the psyche of Ireland’s poets and authors. Thanks 

in no small part to the performance and response of these poets, The Easter 

Proclamation, initially a misunderstood piece of revolutionary rhetoric, has secured its 

position as an Irish textual icon. The most immediate literary effects are found in the 

elegies of Pearse’s contemporaries.  The varied elegiac responses range from 

bewilderment, to sorrow, to outright approval. Pearse’s own poems were elegies to 

himself; his writings make it clear that he never expected to make it through the Easter 

Rising alive. Padraig Pearse’s final days can be seen as a continuous performance; his 

actions were an extension of his rhetoric. In turn, the elegiac response gave voice to 

public mourning and solidified sympathy for the cause of independence.  
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