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Contribution from Hilary Dully, December 10th, 2022 
 
Because our lives are so enriched by listening to and sharing stories, we can 
take this for granted and forget just how vital storytelling is for the overall 
health and well-being of a nation. Tonight, we have shared in such an 
experience– the story of the birth of our independence from Britain in dance, 
images and words, and, of course, through music.  
 
The eight hundred years long story of Ireland’s subjugation is riven with 
emotion, with conflicting narratives, with sometimes unspeakable tragedy, and 
finally following the signing of the Treaty in late 1921 with the birthing process 
of a nation. But this was a difficult and bloody birth, erupting into a bitter civil 
war. One hundred years later, we continue to bear the scars of that birth, 
fading over time but still visible on our nation psyche.  
 
The writer Hilary Mantel said that history is not the past but is merely the way 
we have devised to organise the past in story form, so that we might 
understand who we are, and where we have come from. Our long history as a 
storytelling nation has been fundamental in the creation of our national 
identity.  
 
Even before the Easter Rising of 1916, a rebellion forged in part by poets and 
writers, the move for change in Ireland was bound up with storytelling in the 
form of the Cultural Revival, also known as the Celtic Renaissance.  The 
reappropriation of our Gaelic past in stories, folklore, music, language and 
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sport was central to the revival of a rich and proud Irish identity in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries. This cultural movement fed into nationalist sentiment 
and moved the nation towards armed rebellion. It is not too big an assertion to 
say that the Celtic Renaissance would change modern Irish history by providing 
the cultural inspiration for revolution.   
 
The poet William Butler Yeats was at the forefront of this movement. His play 
Cathleen Ni Houlihan written with Lady Augusta Gregory and first performed in 
1902, became one of the biggest stories of the Cultural Revival. Set in 1798, a 
year of failed revolution in Ireland, Yeats presents us with an old woman who 
persuades a young man not to marry but to fight for Ireland’s freedom instead. 
The old woman represents subjugated, conquered Ireland. Her transformation 
into a beautiful young queen by the end of the play is an allegory for a new 
Ireland, brought about by the self-sacrifice of her sons. This play had a 
profound effect on some of the men and women who subsequently took up 
arms in the War of Independence. In later life, Yeats himself recognised the 
extraordinary influence that the story of Cathleen Ní Houlihan had in effecting 
rebellion, when he wrote - “Did that play of mine send out / Certain men the 
English shot?”   
 
Was it, I wonder, art imitating life, or life imitating art? 
 
Almost from the get-go the story of the birth of our nation was fiercely 
contested, with all kinds of factions rising up to control the narrative. Was the 
Republican ideal disavowed, or the best possible outcome achieved? Was it 
freedom to achieve freedom as Michael Collins argued, or the betrayal of the 
principles so poetically set out in the Proclamation of 1916? And what of 
partition? The excision of the six Northern counties making the birth of the 
nation partial, and very painful for those left behind.  
 
During the following decades the slow and difficult business of nation building 
went on, and storytellers kept on telling stories about what was happening in 
the new state, and about what had happened in the past. There were stories 
of great achievement and steady progress in the creation of a nation state, but 
there were also repressed stories, covert and overt censorship, and stories that 
just didn’t fit with the bigger story of the new Irish Republic we were led to 
believe. Sometimes we found that our stories were too distressing to tell, or to 
listen to, or that they contradicted other stories we told ourselves. But just as 
stories of triumph and success are part of the expansive tapestry of our Nation, 
so too are those that make us feel enraged, sad, or uncomfortable.  
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The last century has taught us that there is no one great national story, just 
millions of individual stories, which emerge, evolve, co-exist or contradict, 
continuously transforming and renewing the story of Ireland. It is how we 
accommodate our diverse, divergent or contrasting stories that really matters. 
 
The architects of the cultural revival that preceded the revolutionary period in 
Ireland understood the importance of culture and storytelling in the life of a 
nation, and for the creation of national identity. One story that began a 
century ago with the partition of Ireland is now being re-imagined in a new 
way. How different or conflicting national identities might be accommodated 
in a re-united Ireland will be crucial for how this story will play out in the years 
to come.  Whatever the future brings for Ireland in a globalised world facing 
huge challenges, I believe that our storytellers, including those who have 
collaborated in bringing us the story of Breith Saorstát Éireann tonight, will be 
more than equal to the challenge.  
 
Perhaps, one hundred years after the birth of our nation it is time to reimagine 
Cathleen Ní Houlihan as an allegorical woman for our times, wearing a richly 
woven shawl of many stories. 
 
But for now, let us pause to reflect, and to acknowledge what was 
accomplished a century ago, whatever the imperfections. And let us continue 
to do what Ireland is renowned for- Let us celebrate what was achieved one 
hundred years ago and all that has been achieved since. 

 


