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This article seeks to examine what is meant by visual culture in the context of provincial
Ireland between 1896 and 1906. The author argues for a particular conception of its mean-
ing, range and influence that recognises the complex interplay between the images produced
and circulated within a culture, the viewing apparatus(es) by which such images are made
available, and the cultural consciousness, competences and preferences that accompany and
influence our viewing experiences. By surveying the reception of Magic Lantern entertain-
ments in rural Ireland between 1896 and 1906, it becomes possible to suggest a distinction
between historically and culturally grounded ‘ways of seeing’. In presenting evidence of a
complex of receptive patterns, it is argued that the exhibition and reception of such media in
conjunction with cultural repertoires and ideological influence form the basis from which the
era’s visual culture can be described and mapped.

This article seeks to examine what is meant by visual culture in an historical Irish context
and to argue for a particular conception of its meaning, range and influence through a
study detailing the exhibition of the Magic Lantern in provincial Ireland between 1896
and 1906. By surveying its reception, as indicated in the reviews published in a
representative sample of provincial newspapers, it becomes possible to examine the
potential for the production and maintenance of a distinctive interpretation of such
images as an historically and culturally differentiated ‘way of seeing.’

In concerning itself primarily with the reception of Magic Lantern exhibitions, this
research looks to other kinds of evidence than a simple re-viewing of the surviving,
partial collection of slides that were produced and shown. As a body of material, the local
newspaper provides not just the greatest repository of daily and weekly happenings in
provincial Ireland, but a key resource in determining the availability of projected screen
entertainments and their place in the general popular culture of the epoch, of accounts
of what happened when imported amusement hit the provinces, and the ways in which
the Magic Lantern was marketed and consumed in towns large and small across Ireland.

The newspapers chosen (at random) for this study quite comprehensively cover
local, national and international politics, court reports, Boards of Guardians reports,
agricultural news, sport and entertainment news. Selection of material was determined
primarily by availability. From the newspaper collection of the National Library of
Ireland, a list was compiled of all newspapers of which a complete run existed for the
period in question. From this preliminary list, ten publications were chosen at random
(Table 1). While I do not assume that these newspapers fully and accurately spoke for,
to and about all people in the community, between the editorials, advertisements and
regular columns, I found a great deal of information, read through an interpretative
content analysis framework, about how entertainment figured in the social history of

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 L
ib

ra
ry

 a
t Q

ue
en

s]
 a

t 0
7:

35
 2

0 
A

pr
il 

20
14

 



E A R L Y  P O P U L A R  V I S U A L  C U L T U R E248

provincial Ireland during the period in question and about the prevailing social, cultural
and political influences that may have informed its reception.

For the purposes of this research, Janet Staiger’s claim that newspaper reviews consti-
tute ‘traces’ of events and thus a legitimate way of reconstructing reception practices is
of particular interest.1 Reviews are a particular kind of public discourse that although
mediated provide insights into the textual, extra-textual and cultural determinants of
readings. The reviews that comprise the data corpus for my research are taken from local
newspapers in the period 1986–1906, written by locals who attended the entertainments
under review in the company of the public for whom they were commenting. Matthew
Smith insists that such reviews ‘must be seen not only as journalism, but also as genuine
audience reactions. … Reviewer’s perceptions, like those of their readers, were fresh
and untainted by prior experience … reviewer and audience alike began at page one and
had similar experiences.’2 Thus, I propose that it is likely that their authors could not be
considered experts or critics in the contemporary sense. Their accounts of Magic Lantern
exhibitions read not as those of the trained critic or taste police, but as those of the every-
man, of ordinary newcomers to a novel form of entertainment, presenting their views
and opinions, evaluating the content and aesthetic value of Magic Lantern presentations
from a socially, culturally, historically and locally determined perspective.

While Staiger acknowledges the difficulty in absolutely determining the cultural
meaning of a text and the circularity of interpreting interpretations, she is nonetheless
convinced that the examination of reviews is a useful discursive resource in an attempt
to illuminate the cultural meanings of texts in specific times and social circumstances.
Nonetheless, she cautions that such souvenirs of interpretations and viewer experience
are ‘tainted with power struggles, contradictions and overdeterminations in the
superstructure. Evidence exists or does not exist partially by the whims of chance and
also because of the strategies of dominant ideologies.’3 This becomes evident through-
out the case study as strategies of selective reporting and criticism reveal the ideological
orientation of the publications surveyed.

The Magic Lantern

The Magic Lantern has received comparatively little attention from historians of the
projected picture. Beginning with Christian Huygens 1659 invention of a lanterne

TABLE 1 Newspapers surveyed

Newspaper title County

Anglo-Celt Cavan
Ballymoney Free Press Antrim
Carlow Sentinel Carlow
Clonmel Chronicle Tipperary
Drogheda Argus Louth
Kerry Sentinel Kerry
Longford Independent Longford
Sligo Champion Sligo
Tuam Herald Galway
Wicklow Newsletter Wicklow
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magique, over a period of more than 200 years the Magic Lantern developed from basic
projectors such as the Sturm Lantern, capable of producing small, dimly lit images, to
elaborate trinunial lanterns, capable or simulating changes in time, climate and mood.
With increasing technological sophistication, mechanically moveable hand-painted and
later photographic glass slides were placed in front of a lens and light source, usually an
oxy-acetylene or oxy-hydrogen lamp fuelled by incandescent calcium oxide (limelight)
gas, and their images projected onto a screen. The advantage of converting to these
gases, according to John Fell, was not only that they gave a brighter light, but more
importantly, they could be controlled on cue from a single source.4 Charles Musser
argues that such refinements made possible the ‘new era of travelling exhibition …
these exhibitors were soon touring Europe, presenting their entertainments at fairs—a
pattern of exhibition that continued into the twentieth century’.5

Later, lanterns were developed with moving parts, and screenings began to feature
multiple lanterns to give impressions of depth, sequence and colour and dissolve wheels
to indicate scene transitions. By the 1890s, Stephen Bottomore argues, the Magic
Lantern had become an important medium of entertainment and instruction with ‘an
entire industry of firms producing slide sets, projectors and associated paraphernalia’.6

With the availability of increasingly elaborate equipment, a new style of exhibition
emerged as ‘Professors’ repackaged the image of the lantern show, adopting the device
for providing pictorial amusement, education and illusion in public halls, theatres and
upper- and middle-class homes.

Though it is unclear when the Magic Lantern was introduced in Ireland, it was both
a well established and regular feature of provincial entertainment programmes by 1896.
Its primary use was to provide illustrations for lectures, but there is evidence that scenic
views, illustrated songs, comic and trick slides also enjoyed a measure of popularity. In
spite of the technological complexity achieved by many lantern manufacturers and
practitioners, the standard of equipment and performance in provincial Ireland rarely
attained the level of sophistication of European and American counterparts. The vast
majority of Irish lantern entertainments featured a single apparatus and special effects
such as colour and dissolves are rarely noted. For the most part, the device was deployed
for illustrative rather than illusory purposes.

The exhibition of the Magic Lantern in Ireland of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries offers the opportunity to examine a unique visual culture set apart from
the European mainstream in which a distinctive complex of patterns of appropriation
and customisation of the apparatus emerges. The absence of a well established and
vibrant visual culture in Ireland during the period has been confirmed by many writers
and theorists across a broad range of disciplines. Much of the literature on this field has
reached a consensus that little of note was produced between the monastic period and
the early twentieth century in the Irish visual arts, with the exception of modest produc-
tion by the colonial ascendancy.7

The dominant position of handcrafts in the nation’s art culture underscores Lelia
Doolan’s comment that, traditionally, ‘we are not as literate visually as we are
verbally’8 and that Irish visual culture, having ‘missed’ the Renaissance,9 favoured
forms that did not require familiarity with, or competence in, a visuality predicated on
‘Renaissance’ principles.10 In this context, cultural expression and significance simply
took other forms—notably ‘words and traditional music’.11 In conjunction with an
efficient complex of overlapping and mutually reinforcing interests, it seems likely that
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the lack of an established and robust visual culture may have served as an impediment to
notions of visual pleasure.

Careful examination of the exhibition and reception of Magic Lantern screenings
supports this contention, providing evidence of a distinctive pattern of appropriation in
a particular cultural and political climate. An examination of provincial Ireland’s
interest in and interpretations of Magic Lantern pictures allows us to tap into a highly
selective process of cultural reception in which five overlapping and mutually reinforc-
ing considerations emerge. The first concerns a marked ambivalence to the quality and
impact of Magic Lantern images, particularly with respect to the realism of their repre-
sentation. Second, a strong preference for the exhibition of pictures and slides featuring
local people, places and events emerges. Third, I identify a tangible bias in favour of the
‘oral’ qualities of entertainment at the expense of the visual, which I argue may have
resulted from a complex of interests, including the relative absence of a visual vernacu-
lar. Fourth, I examine the prevailing political landscape and its influence in influencing
responses and finally, I consider the influence of direct, intervention by the confluence
of interests, religious, political and cultural, that culminated in the Gaelic Revivalist
Project of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.12

Realism, recognition and local content

In considering the impact of the first projected screen pictures on audiences, it has been
common in the relevant literature to consider their exhibition in the context of evolving
fidelity in visual representation and to emphasise their ‘uncanny’ realism as a primary
draw.13 A survey of Magic Lantern exhibitions reveals an unresolved ambivalence
regarding the audience’s reaction to, and acceptance of, the realism of the images with
which they were presented. On the one hand, a significant number of reviews discuss
the ‘vivid and lifelike’ and ‘singularly realistic’ nature of Magic Lantern slides.14 On the
other, a broad range of reviews of exhibitions comment upon the perceived poverty of
the images screened relative to the known, or speculated, reality. In reviewing an illus-
trated lecture on Japan in 1901, the Drogheda Argus reports that: 

The next scene was Nara, with its deerpark surrounding the temple. The deer
looked rather fierce … but were not so in reality. … [Kyoto] is a very old city and
the streets [in the slides] do not look much, but they are picturesque when you go
there and see them in detail. … A person could form no idea of the splendour in
this locality.15

The Ballymoney Free Press of 1902 prints the apology of a lecturer presenting a talk
on his travels in Gibraltar who ‘said truth constrained him to apologise for their [Magic
Lantern slides’] crudeness and poverty which did no justice whatever to the clear atmo-
sphere and delicate tints characteristic of the Peninsula’.16 A related criticism of the
purported realism of lantern pictures concerns the extent to which they could reliably
be considered genuine records of the events they represented. The reviewer of the Sligo
Champion considers photographic images to be ‘counterfeit presentments’—a telling
description found also in the reports of the reviewer of the Tuam Herald, indicating a
suspicion of their indexicality.17
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In spite of such ambivalence regarding the realistic qualities of slides, a key pleasure
of such entertainments for early Irish audiences was that of recognition. This observation
seems particularly paradoxical considering that the recognition of persons, events and
places depends for its success upon the realism of the relevant images. Uli Jung charac-
terises the objective of producing local views as ‘cover[ing] as many local people as possible
in order to make them attend a show and watch themselves on screen’.18 While, typically,
a Magic Lantern programme may have included scenes from international travel, proto-
newsreels of political and military significance, events concerning the royal family and
so on, a typical reaction to such a programme was published by the Sligo Champion in
1902: ‘There may have been too much of the Coronation pictures but the local scenes,
including Lough Gill regatta, Cattle Show, etc., made up for the “loyal” displays.’19

The Tuam Herald published the following account of the local scenes exhibited
during a Magic Lantern display: 

[M]any of the audience noticed their counterfeit presentments in moods that
showed them as they are, not what they might think themselves to be. To see
ourselves as others see us was a consummation much desired by an overestimated
Caledonian bard, but here before us was the life of the denizens of Tuam in all
faithfulness enthralled. Tuamites in their everyday habits, at Athletic sports, on far-
famed Gurranes and the eventful locality of the railway station was not forgotten in
its life-like representation of hurry and scurry, leave-taking, pathetic and
humorous, all vividly pourtrayed [sic].20

Yuri Tsivian, in his study of the reception of late Imperial Russian cinema, found
that familiar faces on the screen would ‘evoke the motif of doubles and duality with the
traditional accessories of magic mirrors and haunted portraits’.21 Tsivian explains this
reaction in terms of the Symbolist language of the dead, popular among Russian critics
of the period. Bottomore suggests that this aspect of projected screen entertainments
‘may even have had religious implications with its potential for revealing guilt and
perhaps leading to very public shame’.22 By contrast, provincial Irish audiences appear
to have been, first and foremost, amused by the depiction of themselves on screen,
‘creat[ing] rounds of laughter as those in the audience recognised themselves or their
neighbours in the living pictures … ye gods! How we laughed.’23

A number of critics have foregrounded the role of (intertextual) foreknowledge in
the reception of early projected screen entertainments, but the popularity of local films,
in this study, I would suggest, signals a more culturally embedded trope of reception.24

The viewer of local material is solicited on the basis of their local knowledge; while a
stranger, watching local images and films, could produce no more than a general,
undifferentiated meaning. For locals, the appeal to a public recognition encourages a
searching participation with the images, simultaneously an intellectual and an emotional
engagement. In an entertainment environment in which films were produced and circu-
lated on an international scale, yet leisure for the most part was community based (and
oriented) and participatory, local slides could function as a highlight, distinguishing the
programme from that of other venues and occasions and fulfilling its requirement to
reference the community attending its exhibition.

Recalling the antipathy of certain reviewers to the ‘counterfeit’ nature of Magic
Lantern representation, might it also be persuasive to think of the preference for local
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content as a guarantee of authenticity? Mobilising local knowledge as confirmation of
the image as genuine requires that the audience attend to the images and evaluate their
authenticity. The provincial Irish preference was clearly for viewing local material. This
encouraged engagement and involvement rather than distanced and anonymous appre-
ciation of a mass cultural spectacle and signals a cultural preference for entertainment
marked by participation rather than spectacular distance.

Oral bias

The composite nature of early screen projections involving image, music, commentary
and sound effects has been highlighted by such writers as Norman King, André
Gaudreault and Charles Musser.25 Though increasingly recognised as a hybrid medium,
the spectacular effects of the projected image have been foregrounded in narratives that
situate their emergence and popularity within the teleological evolution of the drive
towards visual realism. As detailed above, provincial Irish audiences rarely evinced
astonishment or appreciation in the face of the realistic marvels of the Magic Lantern.
Rather, they were more likely to re-appropriate the received images back into a
hermeneutic frame in which the voice was foregrounded.

While a majority of critics consider the appearance of a lecturer to be widespread,
his function is considered an ‘adjunct’ to the images on screen.26 As a mediator of the
images on screen, lecturers explained the narrative line of the images, filled out what
was seen and improvised a discourse based on the pictures—an activity that was not
perceived as compensatory. Speaking directly to their audience, the lecturer mediated
the images; thus, the quality of their oratory was paramount. In the evaluation of Magic
Lantern presentations, the content and delivery of the lecture is subjected to detailed
description, analysis and comment beyond the visual impact of the images cast upon the
screen.

A lecturer of recognised ability was frequently the primary attraction of an enter-
tainment. The Drogheda Argus reports that the ‘reputation of the [Magic Lantern]
lecturer … and the attractiveness of his subject … were potent factors in arousing the
interest of the people’.27 The Ballymoney Free Press of 1896 offers the following opinion
on the address of an illustrated travelogue: 

The people came in crowds for miles around to hear the eloquent words that flowed
from the lips of this prince of Irish orators … for almost two hours he held the audience
spellbound. It has seldom been our privilege to hear a more magnificent oration.28

Where detailed description of the content and quality of projected screen images is
sporadic, the eloquence and style of the lecturer’s address was of paramount
importance. ‘Research, lucidity of style and vividness of narration’ were expected.29

‘Delicacy of touch and charm’30 were appreciated, ‘brilliant flashes of wit and
humour’31 admired, and fluency and the ability to speak ‘entirely from memory’
preferred.32 The ability of a lecturer to embellish dull material is commended: 

Much was expected of Mr Glynn, but the splendid way in which he treated the
subject … was a pleasant surprise. Such subjects, when treated with the usual
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dry-as-dust style that the antiquarian has from time immemorial made us disgust-
ingly acquainted with, lose all their charm by reason of method in which facts and
statistics are marshaled. Mr Glynn treated his subject, however, in a far different
manner.33

Ineptitude and ineloquence are not tolerated. The Sligo Champion comments on the
inadequate performance of one such cinematograph lecturer: 

From the commencement, Mr M’Carthy gave evidence that lecturing was not his
forte. He may be a very practical man, and we believe he is … but as a lecturer, he
is not in it. The matter of his lecture may have been excellent … but he read the
Manuscript in such a low tone of voice as to make his utterance unheard beyond a
limited space in the front seats.34

A later report demonstrates a long memory on the part of Sligo audiences: 

Owing to the former miserable failure on the part of a party who advertised himself
as a lecturer … the people [were] rather wary of trusting another. … But Mr Lynd
as the opposite to the first fraud, for he knew what he was speaking about and could
impart his knowledge in a most attractive and receivable form. … Mr Lynd
possesses all the characteristics of a popular lecturer.35

This particular example suggests that the reputation, personality and performance of the
lecturer in combination contained the capacity not simply to anchor the images he
presented, but to determine and control the reception of the ‘text’ he delivered. Above
all, it appears, the audience needed to both respect and trust the lecturer, the veracity
of the content of his address and his ability to deliver it well. In this context, it is
noteworthy that a significant number of lecturers were members of the clergy whose
social authority was immediately visible.

Furthermore, the credentials of a lecturer were routinely listed by the chairman at
the outset of an entertainment, validating his qualification to speak on the topic at hand
and satisfying the demand for authoritative knowledge. In the case of the Sligo audience
addressed by the ‘fraud’ Mr M’Carthy, ineptitude in lecturing resulted in a negative
impact on the reception of the images. It is clear that as an exhibition variable, the
quality of the lecturer and his address could materially affect the exhibition’s reception.

The content of lectures accompanying Magic Lantern presentations focus more on
the specific than the general and abound with anecdotes of personal experience not
reflected in the content of generic (silent) films, or as a means to anchor unfamiliar
material. Rather than operating as a neutral relay of information, the improvisations,
asides and digressions of lecturers were the aspects of their address that drew the most
positive praise. Trading in local knowledge, ‘the most popular lecturers—the ones that
found the greatest praise in the newspapers—were local; popular, therefore, because of
their familiarity with the audience as well as their subject’.36 The audience who knew
the lecturer trusted him to bring knowledge of locale that made images more relevant.
Frequent recourse to local events or personalities is common to the degree that regional
particularities are supplied as a context for, or supplement to, ‘foreign’ texts. The Anglo
Celt, reporting on a Magic Lantern travelogue, comments that ‘a graphic description of
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the various scenes created some amusement by appropriately connecting them with
some clever local hits relative to those assembled’.37 Marta Braun and Charles Keil
recognise in this invocation of local, familiar references that lecturers had the opportu-
nity to alter what on a textual and visual level were products from other nations.38

For provincial Irish audiences, the links between locality and identity were
reinforced by their demand for the exhibition of local slides and films. Furthermore, the
lecturer’s narrative was never considered a compensation or ‘safety net’; it was the
visual images that were ancillary. Specifically, in the case of provincial Irish entertain-
ments, the lecturer mediates the images rather than the other way around, inverting
Gaudreault’s dichotomy between ‘monstration’ (showing) and ‘narration’ (telling).39

The corresponding effect on their reception meant that projected screen entertainments
were received primarily as oral narratives supplemented by ancillary images on screen
in which the lecturer’s text had priority over the latter’s ‘spectacular’ aspect. Prefer-
ence for local content and quality narration were closely intertwined and reinforced one
another as internally produced strategies for appropriating the images exhibited. In the
provincial Irish context, the hybridity of the medium is selectively disaggregated and
the experience of oral modes of communication and culture mobilised to adapt or
customise what was presented.

Politics and reception: The Boer War slides

W. F. Mangle notes that the during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries:
‘Few cultures, at the popular as well as higher levels, were as politicised as that of
Ireland in the period under review. … Politics impinged ineluctably on literature and
language, upon farming and upon religion, upon urban life and upon the everyday
purchasing of goods.’40 A complex political landscape prevailed in which Unionism and
Nationalism, Protestantism and Catholicism vied for ascendancy. From this perspective,
political affiliation and conviction formed an important ideological lens through which
the content of Magic Lantern exhibitions was received.

The outbreak of the Boer War in 1899 provided the subject matter for a wide range
of slide series screened as ‘entertainment’ throughout the Irish provinces. The reception
of Boer War pictures, by far the most common of all topical images exhibited during the
period under review, was a matter of considerable complexity, indicating strongly the
conflicting political and ideological tensions becoming evident in late nineteenth-
century Ireland (Figures 1 and 2). While it is difficult to reconstruct adequately and
accurately the content and order of exhibitions, it appears that Boer War pictures were
screened both as standalone programmes and as elements of a variety programme. The
slides were regularly obtained from centralised sources such as Mason’s and Mayne’s
studios in Dublin or Lizars’ in Belfast and accompanying readings were routinely
supplied along with the pictures, offering a strong pro-British viewpoint.
FIGURE 1 Title slide, The Boer War of 1900 Magic Lantern slide series.FIGURE 2 ‘Surrender of the Boers to General Roberts,’ The Boer War of 1900 Magic Lantern slide series.A binarism of response can be discerned clearly in the published reviews of Boer
slides. For Unionist audiences, such pro-British films and slides were met with wide-
spread approval. Pro-British reviews highlighted the ‘tyranny and corruption of the
Boer Government’41 contrasting, in a lantern lecture, their ‘deceit, injustice and
oppression’ with ‘the finest army Great Britain ever placed in the field’.42 A lantern
lecture held in Carlow in 1899 evoked a similar response: 
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The slide depicting Ladysmith was received with an ovation of applause which was
repeated whenever the lecturer had occasion to mention the gallantry of British
soldiers and sailors in past actions at the Cape. Glimpses of Boer and native life
afforded some amusement and the portrait of President Kruger was greeted in a
manner that indicated clearly the loyal sentiments of the audience.43

By contrast, Nationalist Ireland rallied behind the Boers, the challenge to the Empire of
the two South African Republics having inevitable resonance.44 For nationalists, the
conflict in South Africa galvanised national sentiment and audiences routinely articu-
lated their support for the Boers. ‘Demonstrations’ were reported at an exhibition of
Boer War pictures in Drogheda and at a Lantern Lecture in Carlow, in which ‘[c]ertain
self-appointed disturbers of the peace … were present, making such very clever
remarks’.45

For both Unionist and Nationalist audiences, the lecturer was a key mediator of the
content of the images. The potentially mixed composition of audiences for entertainments
in such venues and theatres and town halls appears to have been recognised by Boer War
lecturers. While presenting a pro-British view of the war, the content of their lectures,
as recorded in the published reviews, demonstrates care on the lecturer’s part to temper
the obvious pro-British stance. At a Boer War lantern lecture held in Carlow in 1899,
the lecturer ‘gave his personal experience of the manners and customs of the Boers and

FIGURE 1 Title slide, The Boer War of 1900 Magic Lantern slide series.
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… defend[ed] them as a people from many exaggerated and unfounded charges made
against them in the English press’ yet continued in his lecture to support the British.46

By comparison, the availability of programme material that presented Nationalist
subjects and themes was comparatively limited, though enthusiastically welcomed
among Nationalist audiences. Illustrated lectures commemorating the 1798 Rebellion
were commonly presented prior to and during the centenary year of 1898, often as
benefits for such organisations as the Wolfe Tone and United Irishmen Fund. The Anglo-
Celt reports on one such lecture, illustrated by Limelight ‘Photoramic’ views, in which
‘[t]he Hall was densely packed and, as the pictures of the various stirring battles of the
rebellion were thrown upon the screen, they were received with thunderous applause’.
Among the portraits of the United Irishmen and the scenes of the battles were exhibited
such slides as: 

[A] very affecting picture representing Britain presenting an address of congratula-
tion to Queen Victoria on her Diamond jubilee, and Erin depositing a wreath on the

FIGURE 2 ‘Surrender of the Boers to General Roberts,’ The Boer War of 1900 Magic Lantern slide

series.
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grave of Lord Edward Fitzgerald. … This country, typefied [sic] on the second
picture, was still sorrowing for the loss of the men of ‘98, ‘48 and ‘67; but next
year, please God, they would have a Jubilee of their own.47

Aside from the content of the lecture itself, such entertainments provided a space
and opportunity for prominent Nationalists to contribute their views on the National
cause and to encourage audience members to renew their patriotic commitment: 

The cause for which so many men lived and died is still worth fighting for
(applause). One result of to-night’s [lantern] lecture ought to be the birth of a
renewed spirit of patriotism, of heroic determination to labour in the same great
cause, until our country’s claim to manage her own domestic affairs be admitted
and satisfied (loud applause).48

Audiences attending such lectures were encouraged to ‘take an active interest in prop-
agating the glorious gospel which the United Irishmen preached in life—the gospel of
manly resistance to an intolerable tyranny, and of among love [sic] and good fellowship
all classes and sections of Irishmen. By standing loyally to these principles Irishmen
would show that they were worthy of the blessings of national freedom, and worthy
successors of those who endeavoured to assert the independence of the old land in
glorious and never-to-be-forgotten ‘98 (loud applause).’49

The political persuasion of early Irish audiences clearly functioned as a lens through
which the content of films and slides exhibited was evaluated. Ambiguous or mixed
reactions indicate multiple and often contradictory discourses of meaning related to
political viewpoint. The expansion of the Nationalist agenda outside of the party politi-
cal domain was closely allied to a vision of Ireland shared by the clergy and exclusivist
currents in cultural politics. The heyday of Magic Lantern Exhibition in Ireland
coincided with a period in Irish history in which (Catholic) nationalism was emerging as
the dominant political force in the counties outside of Ulster. From the late nineteenth
century, Irish culture functioned as the focus and conduit for the articulation of identity.
Though founded as a non-sectarian and non-political organisation, the Gaelic League
was unashamedly Nationalist in its convictions. This confluence of ideology concerns
the imposition of an external yet highly influential set of criteria in the evaluation of the
merits of projected screen entertainments.

The Gaelic League and popular culture

On 25 November 1892, the man who was to become the first President of the Irish Free
State, Douglas Hyde, presented his initial manifesto for cultural revival to the National
Literary Society. Culturally, and in due course politically, it was a subversive and revo-
lutionary statement in which he set out the agenda for cultural nationalism in Ireland.
From this beginning, Conradh na Gaeidhlige, or the Gaelic League, was formed. Claiming
that the Irish people had become ‘a nation of imitators’, culturally indistinguishable
from their English colonisers, mimicking the English ‘in our dress, literature, music,
games and ideas only a long time after them and a vast way behind’, Hyde catalogued a
history of people ‘who drop their own language to speak English’, of generations
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ignorant of Gaelic literature preferring ‘penny dreadfuls, shilling shockers and still
more, the garbage of English weeklies like Bow Bells and the Police Intelligence’, yet para-
doxically ‘protesting as a matter of sentiment that they hate the country which at every
hand’s turn they rush to imitate’. As a result, Ireland was incapable of producing
‘anything good in literature, art or institutions’. Hyde’s castigation of the decline of Irish
language and culture finished with an appeal ‘to cultivate everything that is most racial,
most smacking of the soil, most Gaelic, most Irish because Ireland is and will ever remain
Celtic to the core’. By means of a return to the ethnic remnants of peasant culture and
customs, the League sought to rectify their abandonment for alien English norms, to
develop the intellectual, moral and social life of the Irish people from within.50

The meteoric rise of branches of the Gaelic League, growing from 43 branches in
1897 to almost 600 with a membership approaching 50,000 by 1904, emerges as a
central determining factor in influencing not only the type, structure and popularity of
entertainments, but also the manner in which they were received. Hyde’s initial mani-
festo for the cultural revival in which he called for the de-anglicisation of Ireland, and
the subsequent founding of the Gaelic League according to these principles, forced the
creation of a binary opposition: organic, native peasant culture versus constructed, alien
British culture. Thus, from the very outset of the revival, popular culture in general
tended to be depicted as an unwelcome, foreign force, corroding the purity of Irish
indigenous cultural heritage.

As Gaelic League membership burgeoned, a palpable shift in cultural climate begins
to emerge aligned with the League’s adjustment in attitudes towards recreation. The
rural, peasant, native entertainments so highly praised by the League become the most
common and prominent items on concert bills as local Gaelic League branches became
established and prospered. As a direct response to the encroachment of British cultural
sensibility into the Irish provincial entertainment programme, the Gaelic League’s
objectives began to dictate not only the types of entertainment considered appropriate,
but their goals began to form the content of such entertainments as a more culturally
appropriate alternative to the perceived pollution and vulgarity of British popular
culture.

More importantly for the concerns of this study, the public’s response to those
changes, as reflected in the published reviews, is significant. The League’s antipathy to
British popular culture, so explicitly critiqued by Hyde, became a key concern for
provincial entertainment seekers. The League’s success in cultivating among its
members a pride in native, rural, peasant pastimes had resonance beyond Hyde’s rhet-
oric. The League became, in many districts, synonymous with wholesome, quality
entertainment. The previously popular concert items of comic songs and stage-Irishism
were to receive the most vitriolic and unrelenting criticism as a ‘vulgar English view of
ourselves as uninformed, illiterate buffoons … a picture of obscenity and degradation
… [and] an insult to public taste’.51 In this context, music hall, in particular, became
the bête noire of the League. The variety format was the most common arrangement in
which the Irish provincial public were to witness projected screen entertainments in
which Magic Lantern exhibitions took their place among comic and sentimental songs
and recitations, short plays and skits, instrumental music and dances with whom they
competed and against which they were evaluated. While such exhibitions were not
specifically castigated by Hyde or the League, their implication in a vaudeville or variety
format meant that they too, at least indirectly, suffered in terms of popularity.
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As national sentiment burgeoned, the rhetoric of colonialism, imperialism and
racial/ethnic difference conceived as ‘natural’ found easy translation in reviews of
entertainments. The discourse of contamination and disease versus purity and health
invoked is typical of the type of review increasingly published. Concerts that conformed
to the League’s idea of wholesome national entertainment were widely praised as the
League encouraged entertainments that were ‘thoroughly enjoyable … wholly Irish and
local in character’.52 The enthusiastic participation of the clergy in espousing whole-
some, traditional recreation was widespread, and the Clonmel Chronicle, reporting on the
1903 St Patrick’s Day Mass, remarked on the congregation’s delight at hearing ‘all
through the Mass several hymns sung in Irish by at least 100 children. There were some
… present who appeared to be astonished beyond expression at … the thrilling
sweetness of those Gaelic accents as they fell from the lips of those gifted children.
Happy for those children who have such teachers, Nuns and brothers, Gaelic with their
whole hearts and tireless teachers of Irish music … bless their old land and make it
Gaelic from shore to shore.’53

In this context, it is reasonable to argue that the League’s broad influence on Irish
culture and leisure, bolstered by the participation and approval of the clergy, produced
an antipathy towards any entertainment content that could not be considered ‘national,’
‘local’ and ‘Gaelic’. Highlighting the importance of the local as manifested in specific
programming demands corroborated and reinforced the objectives of the organisation
and functioned as an opportunity to remake or customise screen presentations in such a
way as to militate against potential revivalist criticism and censure, if not directly
corroborate the aims of the League. The influence of the Gaelic League in moulding the
entertainment patterns of the period is undeniable: The Longford Independent reports in
1903 that: ‘The English music hall absurdities, coon songs and all the productions of the
Saxon have run their course and their place—thanks to the exertions of the Gaelic
League—have been supplanted by good Irish and Anglo-Irish songs and dances.’54

Furthermore, their intervention provides a salient example of a situation in which both
the exhibition and reception of visual media were shaped and positioned by the larger
forces of Irish history.

Fearful of the encroachment of imported entertainment and of a mass culture in the
making, the League appointed itself to the role of cultural gatekeeper or authorising
‘agent’ and determined which cultural activities were invested with significance and
which were unworthy. The Gaelic League’s direct intervention in the provincial leisure
timetable emerges as a calculated and tactical response to the cultural encroachment of
‘West Britonism’ in which the project of cultural revival exerts itself as a form of
cultural control. Not only were the remnants of oral culture continuing to influence
reception of projected screen entertainments, as discussed above, but the intervention
of the Gaelic League and encouraged by the clergy ensured their resurrection to the
forefront of the entertainment agenda.

The reception of projected screen entertainments in Ireland centred round the key
principles of participation and a shared political consciousness. As a culturally appropri-
ate means of interpreting Magic Lantern representations, the approach of provincial
Irish audiences was to restructure the content of the entertainments exhibited, to inter-
pret them in manner consistent with their political and ideological conviction, and to
remake them according to their particular ‘horizon of expectation’ or ‘cultural
tropes’.55 The influence and exercise of cultural preference as a central determinant of
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the relationship between spectators and screen functions to reinforce these principles.
The relative durability of the cultural forms and figures of orality and participation,
whether spontaneous and organic or imposed and encouraged by the revivalist
programme, has much to do with their practical decoupling of (spoken) narrative and
(visual) image and the assigning of greater emphasis to the former. Thus, the impact and
affect of the visual is leached away and the informational yield of oral elements of the
media foregrounded. The complex of meanings appropriate to the visual legibility of
projected screen entertainments effectively was sidestepped and remade functionally
according to familiar perceptual templates and competences. This of course does not
mean that images were ignored or dismissed. While articulating a preference for the
oral elements accompanying Magic Lantern exhibitions among Provincial Irish audi-
ences, the danger of imposing an overly rigid binarism between the ‘oral’ and the
‘visual’ arises. As noted above, the visual qualities of such entertainments were
recognized, appreciated and demonstrated as owing much to prevailing ideological and
political affiliations.

Thus it remains a possibility that the relative emphasis on the spoken may have been
the result of a complex of determinants, including the bias and interests of the journalists
and editors who reported on the screenings and the clergy whose approval was required.
Furthermore, it would be overly simplistic to argue that early Irish audiences were
illiterate visually. In the prevailing cultural climate, it seems likely that a complex of
interests conspired to foreground the oral over the visual in the evaluation of the relative
merits of the Magic Lantern. The elements of the entertainment that more closely
agreed with their privilege of spoken narrative, or in recognising the faces and places on
screen, resulted in the creative remaking of projected screen entertainments according
to participatory and collective cultural repertoires.

Of course, certain elements of reception that have been identified here in the
provincial Irish context have, to varying degrees, been identified by writers outside of
the particular context examined here. In their combination, however, the distinctive
complex of receptive patterns of provincial Irish audiences for which I have argued
supports the conclusion that visuality should be understood in terms of cultural continuity
as well as change, in relation to practices of adaptation as well as adoption. To approach
visual knowledge from this perspective provides the opportunity to avoid the imposition
of generalisations about visuality and the homogeneity of specific scopic regimes.56
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