
1. The Art of Protest: the Poets of the 1916 Easter Rising  
  
  
In modern times poets and other artists, especially those whose work is emotional or speaks of 
peace in society and individuals’ rights, are often perceived as weak. But throughout history 
many artists have doubled as social activists, and largely because of their emotional nature. One 
example of this is the poets of the 1916 Easter Rising in then British-occupied Ireland. 
 The Irish people had always been poets and warriors. All archaeological evidence and 
stories passed down for generations tells us this. The Celtic people had a warrior culture and had 
long exhibited a fighting spirit. “The Celts were a proud, brave people, quick to defend their 
honour and warlike in spirit.” (McMahon, 56.) They also had a long tradition of having poets and 
poetry play a large and important role in their society. Not only did poets write new works but 
they carried on the oral traditions of the people, their stories, and their history. “A man had to 
study for years to become a poet (file) because he had to learn all the traditional stories and 
poems by heart. However once he had done this he became a very respected man in society.” 
(McMahon, 58.) As the prologue and first chapter of Hegarty makes clear, the Irish managed to 
avoid colonization by the Romans, and despite the introduction of Christianity before the 5th 
Century CE (Current Era), originally by Christians other than Patrick, their culture remained 
largely untainted for centuries, except for the Christian introduction of writing which quickly 
began to replace the old oral tradition. 
 Then, as is made clear in pages 104-122 of Moody And Martin, in the 1100’s the roughly 
800 years of English rule in Ireland began when an army of English barons (actually 
Cambro-Norman, being a mix of Welsh and Norman nobles) landed in Wexford and began their 
conquest of Ireland. And, “by 1300 there was a drawn battle, with the Normans controlling most 
of the country.” (Moody and Martin, 122.) 
 But, as Hayes-McCoy makes clear in Moody and Martin, full colonization did not really 
begin until the mid-1500’s to the early 1600’s, with the Tudor Conquest. This era saw the full 
conquest of the island by England and its colonization with Protestant settlers from Britain. This 
established two central themes in future Irish history; subordination of the country to 
London-based governments and sectarian animosity between Catholics and Protestants. This 
period also saw the transformation of Irish society from a locally driven, intertribal, clan-based 
Gaelic structure to a centralised, monarchical, state-governed society, more like those found 
elsewhere in Europe. The period is bounded by the dates 1536, when Henry VIII (the 8th) of 
England deposed the FitzGerald dynasty as Lords Deputies of Ireland (the new Kingdom of 
Ireland was declared by Henry VIII in 1541) and 1691, when the Irish Catholic Jacobites 
surrendered at Limerick, thus confirming British Protestant dominance in Ireland, and includes 
the atrocities of Oliver Cromwell and his army, 1649-53, as covered by Clarke in pages 163-175 
of Moody and Martin. 



 The Irish of course resisted over the centuries and fought many battles in an attempt to 
throw off the invaders. These battles and uprisings included the Nine Years’ War of 1594-1603 
led by Hugh Ó Neill, Hugh Ó Donnell, and allied clans; the Irish Rebellion of 1641 led by 
Phelim Ó Neill, Rory Ó Moore, Conor Maguire, and Hugh Óg MacMahonn; the Irish Rebellion 
of 1798 led by the Society of United Irishmen; the Irish Rebellion of 1803 led by the Society of 
United Irishmen; the Young Irelander Rebellion of 1848 led by the Young Irelanders; the Fenian 
Rising of 1867 and the Fenian Dynamite Campaign waged in Great Britain in 1867-85 led by the 
Fenian Brotherhood. (Hegarty, 110-114; 128-9; 175-181; 182-183; 210-11; 221; 223-236) All of 
these actions, campaigns, wars, and uprisings failed to cast off British colonial oppression yet the 
Irish would not give up; their fighting spirit remained. 
 In 1916 the Irish tried once again to cast off British colonial oppression with a militant 
uprising. The Irish nationalists knew they were outnumbered and outgunned by the British. And 
they were counting on a shipment from Germany of 20,000 rifles, ten machine guns, and 
500,000 rounds of ammunition to Ireland, via an arrangement with then Sir Roger Casement 
(who was already famous for exposing colonial atrocities and slavery in the Congo region of 
Africa and the Putumayo region of South America). But the shipment was intercepted by the 
Royal Navy. (Cottrell, 31.) They went ahead without the shipment; once again the Irish bravely 
fought for independence, despite a lack of support from much of their own people, many of 
whom were loyal to the British Crown and indeed fighting for it in Europe in World War I 
(1914-1918) (Ireland: Achieving Freedom.) 
 One could wonder why they would take on the British, the most powerful nation and 
empire at that time (Go, 4) given the great likeliness of defeat, imprisonment, and death. There 
are a few reasons we can reasonably assume they pursued this course of action; there’s never a 
really good time for a small and impoverished nation (or would-be nation) to take on the largest 
and most powerful empire in the world, the British were distracted by and beleaguered with their 
WWI obligations, even if they didn’t win the Rising they might get a stalemate that could lead to 
negotiations for Home Rule, if all else failed they could make a big and very public statement 
even if it had to be made with their own blood or the loss of their lives. In the end there would 
always be reasons not to go ahead with such actions but they thought and felt that they couldn’t 
do nothing and they couldn’t wait any longer. They thought and felt that action must be taken, 
and it had to be big or drastic in order to show Britain how serious they were about the idea of 
Home Rule. Legislation had passed to support it but had been halted at the start of WWI. Many 
Irish doubted that the British would follow through on their promises (Pipe, 10.) 
 After the Rising of April 24-29, 1916 (Ross, 596) many people were arrested, from a vast 
array of backgrounds and vocations, many of them artistic (Ryan, 11.) “In the immediate 
aftermath of the Rising the authorities arrested 3,430 men and 79 women thought to be so-called 
‘Sinn Féiners’. The accuracy of the intelligence on which the arrests were based can be judged 
from the fact that, “1,424 were released within a fortnight and that all but 579 were subsequently 
released as posing no danger to the state.” (Hegarty and O’Toole.) 16 men were executed by 



firing squad, which the poet W.B. Yeats famously wrote about in his poem “Sixteen Dead Men”. 
(Ryan, 11.) Of those 16, four were poets; Patrick Pearse (who also wrote plays (Ryan, 83)), 
Thomas MacDonagh, Joseph Plunkett, and Roger Casement (Colum and O’Brien). (And five 
others were notably artistic; William Pearse had some experience as an actor and was a sculptor 
(Ryan, 83-83), Michael O’Hanrahan was the author of two novels (Ryan, 100), and Michael 
Mallin and Éamonn Ceannt were talented musicians (Ryan, 144-145; 157-158.) Thomas Kent 
became involved in teaching Irish language, music, and dancing classes (Ryan, 183.)) 
 One could argue that it was these artists’ inherently emotional natures which inspired 
their unwavering nationalism, caring for the suffering of their people, and need to take on the 
cause of Irish independence, no matter the odds against them. These learned men were generally 
well-educated and could have led comfortable lives in the nicer neighbourhoods of Ireland 
within the establishment. They even could have supported the nationalist cause by writing about 
the plight of Ireland, or writing works in Irish-Gaelic to keep the language alive. They did not 
have to do anything else. They chose to risk their lives, and for some of them indeed lose their 
lives, for a cause they believed in, a cause of social justice, a cause about human suffering that 
affected the poor and uneducated in a way that it didn’t affect the learned. 
 They wrote to their families, and anyone else who would listen, from prison (Kilmainham 
Gaol in Dublin, except for Casement, who was kept at Pentoville Prison in London (Schmuhl, 
xiv)), using their exceptional artistic talents and emotional spirits to illicit sympathy for the Irish 
cause. This was particularly effective in garnering support from Irish Americans (Brundage, 
146). In fact, it seems this effort seems was their backup plan in case the Rising failed. 
 Despite the modern idea that poets and other traditionally emotional types of people are 
weak these artists showed themselves to be incredibly courageous and strong, besides incredibly 
crafty and intelligent, for even in their losing the Rising they won the battle. Ireland became the 
Irish Free State, an independent state established in 1922 under the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 
December 1921 (Knirck, 1.) And on Easter week 1949 the Republic of Ireland Act, 1948 was put 
into effect through the Oireachtas (parliament), at the behest of Easter Rising hero Éamon de 
Valera. This declared that Ireland be officially described as the Republic of Ireland (McCabe, 
184.) (Though the question of the six counties in Northern Ireland that chose to remain 
Protestant, and loyal to the crown, or nominally loyal, continued to cause serious problems into 
the late 1990’s (Gillespie, 125-36.)) 
 The poets live on in their artistic and social justice efforts as Ireland remains an 
independent nation and one that continues to be famous for its writing and literature and 
writing-related degree programmes (Holden), and its global social justice work through its 
United Nations peacekeeping army (Burke.) In a sense, it was a nation of social justice-minded 
poets that overthrew the colonial oppression of the most powerful empire the world had ever 
known. 
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