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Introduction

In the Summer of 1993, while employed as a tour guide at Avondale
House in Co. Wicklow, once home of Charles Stewart Parnell, known as
Ireland’s ‘Uncrowned King'. | became perceptive as to how, |, as a guide
was presenting information to visitors at Avondale. An awareness that
essentially enticed an interest in pursuing an analysis of how the nation’s
heritage is presented to the public.

This thesis will be based on an investigation into how the nation’s
heritage is portrayed to society and Avondale House will serve as an
object for analysis. Avondale, for over two hundred years has been
subject to the exploration of it's beautiful, botanical and silvicultural
grounds. With so much attention on it's botanical setting there is
consequently a serious lack of information presented on the house itself.
And if mentioned few links were made between it and the political leader
Charles Stewart Parnell. Most of the information obtained contained little
information on the House or it's architectural features, it tended to focus
on Parnell and the political aspects of his life. Various ‘touring about
Ireland’ books from the eighteenth century proved useful and provided
an insight into Avondale and it's locational layout. Information was also
gathered from The National Museum of Ireland, newspaper articles on
our heritage and from interviews with Avondale's proprietors.

Chapter one will establish how Avondale House was presented prior to
the current ownership of The Irish Forestry Board. An analysis of how the
Forestry proposes to present the various dilemma'’s inherent at Avondale
and also an investigation into the adherence to their proposed aims and
objectives, will be further discussed.

The Forestry’s renovations to Avondale in 1991 will provide the bases for

discussion in chapter two. It would be my intention to put forward an

unbiased interpretation of the proprietary and an analysis of their goals
ZCE
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in their renovation and presentation of Avondale House will be the focus
of investigation. An exploration into the architectural merits inherent in
the dining room at Avondale will be the main emphasis of this chapter as
this is the only room within the House that renders such exploration.

The focus of Avondale as an educator to the public and an evaluation of
it's classification as a museum, as well as the neglect to exploit the levels
of educational avenues inherent at Avondale, form the discussion in
chapter three.

The final chapter will look at The lrish Forestry Boards' proposed
introduction of a visitors centre and the effects of this development on our
heritage at Avondale.

This thesis will evaluate the wealth of cultural and historical heritage
encompassed at Avondale and will establish the significance and
importance of Avondale to the public.
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Chapter 1

How our heritage has been presented at Avondale.

Ireland’s native heritage can be interpreted on numerous different levels.
Emphasis on various aspects of history is dependent on the focus of
analysis. In this instance Avondale House in County Wicklow provides
the object for investigation. It's function to society is reliant on the
embodiment of judgments, interpretations and evaluations made by it's
proprietary in their role as custodians for the nation. Avondale
encompasses a collection of past histories which essentially needs to be
identified by it's proprietors in order to present an accurate interpretation
of it's past . It's synonymous association with Irish Forestry and Charles
Stewart Parnell ‘The Uncrowned King of Ireland’, proffers the dilemma
of two past histories of different cultural meaning, within one house.
While also linked to social, national, historical and educational issues.
This amalgamation of dilemma’s and the levels inherent in these issues
all present the problem of selecting which is of greater significance to
portray to the Irish nation. In order to understand the importance of these
levels of classification linked to the House a brief history of Avondale is
therefore necessary. Consequently an analysis of the managements
interpretations and evaluation of such issues will provide the basis for
investigation.

Avondale House is a late Georgian house built in 1779. It had an early
association with forestry as its owner Samuel Hayes had a keen interest
in afforestation. Hayes, a barrister who represented Wicklow in the Irish
House of Commons between 1790 - 1793 was a true enthusiast who in
fact wrote a book in 1794 on tree planting in Ireland. After his death in
1795 he bequeathed his beloved Avondale to his cousin the Right
Honourable Sir John Parnell, Baronet and Chancellor of the Irish
Exchequer in Ireland. He was an excellent farmer and continued to
-3-






improve the estate in the same way as his predecessor. The fruits of
which can still be seen at the grounds in Avondale, Co. Wicklow.
Eventually this “most beautiful and interesting demesnes in the kingdom”
was passed on to one of the greatest political leaders of modern Irish
history, Charles Stewart Parnell (1846 -1891) who, also like his
grandfather before him further developed the magnificent 222 acre
estate. (Wright, 1827, p.76) Consequently, after his death his birthplace
now, a heavily encumbered estate was sold by his brother John Howard
in 1891 to a butcher from Phibsborough who planned to knock down the
house, but fortunately he ran into financial difficulties. The entire
property was then purchased by the State in 1904 and acquired by the
Department of Agriculture and has since remained in the hands of the
organisation subsequently known as the Irish Forestry Board: Coillte
Teoranta.

Initially the Department of Agriculture engaged in planting a series of
experimental silvicultural plots laid out in the grounds by A.C. Forbes the
then director of forestry and professor Augustine Henry between 1904 -
1913. Further developing the Hayes concept on the preservation and
cultivation of trees in Ireland, a bill he presented in parliament in 1788.
Thus creating a site rich in educational afforestation information which is
unmatched in Ireland to-day.

Avondale House was also used as a forestry school from 1904 - 1923
and from 1933 - 1957. The Department carried out some light
maintenance and repairs to the decaying building in 1935 to facilitate
members of the forestry staff and trainees who took up residence in the
House. However, in 1968 the Office of Public Works, (O.P.W.) the body
responsible for the purchase or devise of sites and buildings in Ireland
to be held in perpetuity for the public carried out a more extensive job of
adapting the House. This was to accommodate necessary dining and
kitchen facilities for the forestry school’'s needs as well as supposedly
“preserving and highlighting the main features of the old house.”
(Forestry services booklet, p.5) The House was then opened to the
public in a small capacity under the management of the O.P.W. Only
4
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three rooms were adapted to facilitate the visitors at Avondale, the blue
room (the dining room), drawing room and the main hall. The remainder
of which were used to facilitate the forestry school.

The adaptation of the house to accommodate the Forestry's needs
illustrates the Departments lack of appreciation and evaluation of this
historically political associated eighteenth century house. The dilemma
of presenting the functional use, characteristic of a house takes
precedence over Parnell's significant association to Avondale.
Consequently making Avondale House “a machine for living in” as it's
functional aspects are of greater importance to the Irish Forestry.
(Naylor, lecture, 1994)

The An Taisce (1) report in 1977 on the ‘Heritage at Risk’ views the “loss
of house, through decay, vandalism or neglect as a waste the Country
cannot afford” and it also believes the house is of great historical
importance.

Offering an introduction into Ireland's great artistic
wealth and enriching people with an aesthetic
experience with an insight into the social history
and a better sense of own cultural identity.

(Mc Parland, 1977, p.10)

Unfortunately the Department of Forestry would prefer to offer an
introduction into Avondale’s surrounding lands as opposed to the
House, as the education of afforestation ranks highest in the battle of
which is of greater historical importance. Although their endeavours to
expand and develop the existing parklands at Avondale is not
necessarily a bad thing as the preservation of the garden, “which is a
much smaller but equally significant part of our heritage” is also a “waste
the country cannot afford.” (Mc Parland 1977 p.10) It is a fine example of
where nature and its environment takes precedence over the historic,
artistic, educational and architectural merits evident at this House.

(1) A voluntary organisation founded in 1948 to advance the conservation and
management of Ireland's natural and built endowments in a manner which are

sustainable.

-5-
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Avondale House continued to remained under the management of the
O.P.W. until 1988 when the Department of Agriculture subdivided and
became the Department of Forestry, Coillte Teoranta. The management
of the House was subsequently passed onto Mr. Paul Byrne, company
secretary of Coillte. The House continued to be managed in a manner
consistent to the O.P.W.'s guidelines except for the fact that the
centenary of Charles Stewart Parnell's death was fast approaching. The
Forestry Board's primary objective at this stage was to mark the occasion
by refurbishing a further three rooms within the House. Their initial
long-term objectives in 1991 was to restore Avondale completely which
included the plan to restore the kitchen and restaurant area. In fact Jean
Costello the present curator of Avondale House believes it was Coillte’s
intention to restore the House from top to bottom thus giving a sense of
how an eighteenth century house looked and functioned. (Costelloe,
interview, Oct. 1994) At present these plans have been put on the long
term pause button due to the authorisation of Board Faillte grants, issued
every three years. They received their allocation for their refurbishment
in 1991 and are currently applying for grant assistance to develop a
Land League project. This project will be discussed further in chapter
four.

Coillte’s knowledge of running and maintaining a country estate prior to
this was limited. 1991 was fast approaching and time was of the
essence. Their dilemma in presenting an eighteenth century house as
well as the presentation of the nation's heritage and political history
were crucial factors to contend with. There is no manual in existence
that dictates how heritage should be presented, although it is a widely
debated topic of discussion prompting books on methods of museology
and presentation of historical information, with many an art historian
taking an enthusiastic interest in the debates. Desmond Guinness, a
member of the Irish Georgian Society believes that a house loses its
character and the entire impact alters when the exterior or interior is
changed. In fact he propounds when a house “loses it's contents it also
loses it's soul”. (Guinness, 1971, p.35) Itis evident that Avondale is a
prime example of such a house which has lost it's soul and character as
-6-
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few pieces of the original furniture remains following an auction in 1898.
Consequently the forms of presentation for Avondale House should be
of a general nature taking into consideration the conservation of
remaining original material.

The National Museum of Ireland were responsible in assisting Coillte in
an advisory capacity as to the forms of interior layout and loaning
furnishings to create an aesthetic atmosphere. Mr. Byrne, of Coillte also
sought assistance form Mr. Jack Wiley who was then currently involved
in setting up the ESB House at Number 29 Fitzwilliam Square, Dublin.
Subsequently under Mr. Byrne's recommendation Coillte employed the
same architect as employed at Number 29, namely Arthur Gibney and
Partners, Dublin. Mr. Gibneys at the time of the renovations to the ESB
townhouse, was the then president of The Royal Institute of Architects for
two years from 1988 to 1990. His views on eighteenth century classical
buildings differed considerably from Guinness's. He tended to focus on
the methods of reconstructing the architectural structures of the beams
and trusses of the houses, hoping it will form a useful framework for
architects involved in the conservation and restoration of Georgian
buildings. In fact the concepts of his dissertation were put to use while
remedying a sagging roof at Avondale in 1991. He now believes that the
presentation of the ESB townhouse was a mistake and believes “the
only answer in eighteenth century streets is conservation”, which is the
preserving of the existing features, which “is possible no matter how bad
the buildings are”.(Mc Donald, Irish Times,3 Feb.1988) Unfortunately, it
seems he did not employ his conservation concepts at Avondale as he
and his team of architects were also heavily involved with the restoration
of the interior decor to the period of 1850. Remembering that Avondale
was refurbished in 1991 nearly three years after Gibney admitted that
conservation was “the only answer to eighteenth century buildings” and
not the restoration which is to restore to it's former self or the renovation
previously carried out on the ESB House. (Mc Donald, Irish Times, 3
Feb.1988) In light of his concepts on conservation one must also
assume that Avondale’s ‘renovations’ were also a mistake.
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The detailed documentation that exists on Avondale's refurbishment
illustrates that the renovations were carried out according to stipulations
by Gibney and Partners. The decision to restore the house to 1850 was
a group decision between John Teehan of the National Museum, Arthur
Gibney and Partners and Paul Byrne of Coillte. Although the essence of
the decision lay with Byrne who admitted to having “very strong and
nationalistic” views on the presentation of the House. (Byrne, interview
Nov.1994) The period chosen to restore the house cannot solely lie with
Arthur Gibney and Partners but their involvement with the refurbishment
of rooms and its contents is a direct reiteration of past misdemeanours
carried out at Number 29 Fitzwilliam Square.

Coillte’'s evaluation of the situation and their decision to restore the
House to that particular period of the nineteenth century while
preserving it's historical attributes and it's presentation to society is one
for concern. Their obvious focus is on the surrounding forest and
parklands, the house and its contents still presents a dilemma which
they neglected to consider when presenting Avondale House to the
nation in 1991. The importance of which had already been emphasised
by An Taisce fourteen years previously. Yet, Coillte continues to
evaluate the importance of the House based on an aesthetically visual
level. Not to mention the insufficient portrayal of Parnell's association to
the House, Coillte maintains, that since the refurbishment of Avondale
IS “now a museum to Charles Stewart’s memory”. (lrish Forestry,
introductory pamphlet, 1991)

The Irish Forestry has neglected to consider the forms of presentation or
indeed labelling of the House, which is most probably due to the short
timescale of the project. This timescale has lead to a lack of awareness
as to the dilemma of presenting a museum within an historical house.
As Charles Saumarez Smith in the “New Museology” points out there
are differences experienced when visiting period rooms within a
museum, compared to the completely different experience of visiting an
historic house. He believes that,
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It is never possible in visiting historic houses,
to see and compare the features of room
of different historical periods in strict sequence.

(Vergo, 1989, p.18)

This conclusions applies not only to the presentation of eighteenth
century houses but also to other periods of history. While | agree with
Mr. Saumarez Smith's statement that the experience’'s derived are very
different but | feel compelled to disagree with the notion that “it is never
possible” to see features of rooms of different historical periods in
sequence within an historic house. By merely taking Avondale as an
example, | believe it is possible to illustrate how the concepts of his
statement are not quite apparent. Previous to Charles Stewart’'s
residency Avondale was already of historical importance, incorporating
the fusion of architectural adaptations with the juxtaposition of artifacts
collected from era to era, with the style and decor of the house most
probably echoing Samuel Haye's personal taste. Not to mention the
generations of ancestors after Hayes and the potent vernacular
preferences of his outspoken American mother Delia. These were then
amalgamated with Parnell's own personal choice of artifacts with which
to surround himself. Therefore, this sequence of ancestral preferences
Is a representation of the different historical periods at Avondale.
Admittedly the rooms are not solely dedicated to the 1780s of Hayes
days or indeed the bygone days of Parnell's ancestral family. Periods of
history can be presented by way of an amalgamation of architectural
alterations, changes in style of furniture, modifications to the hard
furnishings as well as changes to the soft furnishings within a room.
These all illustrate the possibility of seeing and comparing features of
rooms of different historical periods in sequence. Thus, Mr. Smith's
argument in my opinion appears to have unstable grounding when
associated with an ancestral home on examination.

After analysing how Coillte has presented Avondale House to the public,

it appears that they have neglected to consider the dilemma’s inherent

within the House. Emphasis was essentially placed on the preservation

and presentation of the forestry and the surrounding parklands
-0O-



‘_ ! r\--ﬁv ——p—- i
5 o
m-;s..ut_._-.t-.-_ i}
el s,

i e 1 J‘ - P, 4 =
-y e . .3
B s o .‘,..-'f reairsi sy ol
t—,\.q.-j,.-ﬁr-" ‘-r-qp---n»-‘ﬁ" gt
y 3 B

: rr‘l W I-ln-ﬂl'(

A "
.;-).r WA ‘n
-

-1

....A“h SOt 4

B . v 4 -
3 ¥ . = P SIS IR R W, S-S s A
Lot ",::E" H_‘dt." ‘l'iu t’,: ot et v .-.._‘_. etk --.‘ N

v - g Vi

’ 4T o

] .;‘ q- B {--ﬂn'.\-.t-.ﬂl
= e

;:?-:'wua-_w -l'ﬂ-r m Mc-_f,

L et

_.- i
....,'1.-.&1”-% .--t‘ J;P‘:‘

.b.——‘-—v-}hJ :

S, ul .,,"‘ ;-.. ‘t'

f-l;-ea.:%.‘:r_.. g =t -3 S
= - il w r * 1 .
' s e o ‘a";u JW% «ﬁi

4 S - .
£ ,_y..‘- Hawperds A
A S

(A s e
d s oA
y v e

Pt 3
Ry oy gyl v g
] _.‘«.p.-." ety ‘1 ‘1.,::’;’:::»* ‘\'\ﬂ

Ak W
Cu

g i
TP
o .- l‘r...- ok




The adaptation of the House to accommodate the Forestry school by the
O.P.W in 1968 illustrates a lack of appreciation of Avondale's historical
attributes. Coillte continues to maintain this flaw in appreciation for
Avondale House. The Forestry's lack of knowledge in the portrayal of a
museum within a historical house has resulted in an aesthetic
presentation of an interior. Consequently, leading to the presentation of
a nineteenth century interior within an eighteenth century house without
sufficient focus on Parnell and his links to the House.

10






Chapter 2

Renovations to Avondale House.

Avondale House has passed through the hands of many generations of
Parnellite ancestors and like many other similar historical houses, has
been subject to ongoing alterations. It has also been exposed to much
abuse, neglect and adaptations to facilitate the needs of various
institutions. It's two major renovation projects carried out since the
States purchase has resulted in the destruction of certain aspects of
national heritage. An investigation in to the methods of presenting these
alterations and adaptations to the House will provide a basis for
investigation. The sourcing of an inaccurate presentation of information
to the public as a result of insufficient research carried out at the time of
renovation has also given rise to speculation. A possible solution to the
identity of the architect accountable for Avondale's execution and an
examination into the stuccodore responsible for the fine stucco-work in
the dining room at Avondale will be considered. An analysis of
assumptions made by Coillte based on their acceptance of historical
data without query, will also be subject to exploration.

The O.P.W'’s restoration plan in 1968 involving the adaptations to the
architectural features of the house to facilitate the increasing size of the
forestry school, resulted in the destruction of original features within the
house. They would have us believe that the renovations were essential
and the alterations were necessary due to the general state of disrepair
of the house. Generally speaking they employed an aesthetic
preservation policy over a conservational preservation of artifacts and
architectural features. The renovation entailed the preservation of a
rare Bossi mantelpiece which was defaced by forestry members keeping
marble splinters as keepsakes. (Fig.1&2) The replacement of original
floorboards within the house and the addition of a cement surround
=&t =






around the fireplace in the main entrance hall may be attributed to the
O.P.W's “preserving and highlighting of architectural features” policy.
(Forestry Services Booklet, p.5) (Fig.3) All of which were deemed
necessary to meet the requirements of the forestry school. The provision
of a residential centre located not fifty yards from the facade of the House
was considered necessary for living accommodation. A 1970s style
wooden structure that disrupts Avondale’s artistic landscape setting,
while automatically interfering with the historical links associated to the
location. (Fig. 4) The project also involved the destruction of an
eighteenth century dower house, to make way for a coach park. It is
believed the dower house was utilised by Parnell and his family after his
father died. Alas, no known visual information exists of the casino. It -
was most probably that same rustic dwelling , “quite superior to any little
rustic residence” that G.N. Wright “ever saw in this country”, when he
wrote his book on touring Co. Wicklow in 1827. It is a superior example
of Irish architecture possibly designed by its ambitious owner and
architect Samuel Hayes”. (Wright,1827 p. 76) A blatant destruction of
history which is lost for future generations.

The Irish Forestry Commission were responsible for the next major
adaptation to the House. The refurbishment plan was considered a
century after Parnell’'s death, when Leinster House leaders were
discussing how to commemorate his “centenary in an appropriate
manner.” (John Bruton, Dail papers,18 Dec. 1990) Charles J. Haughey,
the then Taioseach, assured the Government that Coillte were
completing a refurbishment plan for Avondale, once home of Charles
Stewart Parnell with assistance from the National Museum of Ireland
that would “greatly enhance the ambience of the Parnell Museum®. (An
Taioseach ,18 Dec. 1990)

Coillte’s involvement at Avondale prior to 1988 was limited apart from

their involvement with the forestry school and the lands connected to

Avondale. With assistance from the National Museum of Ireland and

Arthur Gibney and Partners, Coillte defined a brief that bore fruit in a very

short space of time. Just two years prior to Parnell’s centenary year of
=125
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1991 the Irish Forestry Commission had launched ‘Coillte’ as a new
company at Avondale. The event was so successful that the Irish
Forestry Commission only then began to realise the vast “potential of
developing Avondale as a facility for corporate events.” (Byrne,
interview, Dec. 1994) The refurbishment plan was essentially geared to
commemorate his death but it also provided Coillte with the opportunity
to develop the House to facilitate their own alternative objectives
simultaneously.

The brief focused on the refurbishment of three rooms within the House,
the nursery, the library and the master bedroom. An additional
renovation was also made to turn an old church in the courtyard into a
conference hall to facilitate over one hundred people. This aided
Coilite’s desire to develop facilities for corporate events. Mr. Byrne's
views on the forms of presenting Avondale were very defined, so strong
that it lead to his dissolving of the committee whose immediate task was
to ascertain their objectives for the centenary year. It is therefore difficult
to determine precisely who was responsible for this decision to renovate
the House to the style and decor of 1850, currently evident at Avondale.
An unusual choice to select when one considers it's significance in
relation to the House. Parnell would only have been four years old and
also attending school in England at the time. The period chosen would
also have had no historical association to Hayes. The decor and style of
the House in 1850 would have been evocative of Parnell's parents
personal preferences, presenting no reflection on Parnell himself and
his lifestyle. 1850 would also have had no association to the prominent
political achievements that Parnell is best remembered for. It is an
unusual choice particularly since Avondale is a museum dedicated to
Parnell's memory and his toddler days are far from vivid memories.

Even if one were to accept the renovations dedicated to the period of the

1850s. It is still possible to see numerous inaccuracies in it's

presentation. Very little consideration appears to have been given to

conveying a childhood atmosphere even in the nursery. Figures 5, 6

and 7 shows the newly refurbished room with a serious lack of artifacts
13-






associated with a childhood environment as few personal items are on
display. The acquisition of original artifacts may have been difficult to
obtain. It appears that Coillte neglected to research Parnell's childhood
days, as playing with toy soldiers was an activity Parnell and his sister
Anna appeared to have been fond of.

The nursery alone was well garrisoned with lilliputian
soldiers, of whom Charles commanded one well
organised division, while his sister of another and
opposing force. (Sherlock,1982,p31)

The renovation fails to maintain the character of 1850 throughout the
House even in the library, also renovated in 1991. The Parnell library
complete with fine classical furnishing and an 1840s Carera marble
fireplace are supposedly evocative of the 1850 decor but the “sashes,
shutters, cases, dado and panelling all call up the neoclassical taste of
the original owner” from the previous century. (Coillte, 1991 renovation
pamphlet, p.2) Arthur Gibneys associate, Ann-Cuffe Fitzgerald who was
responsible for the renovations says, “the whole treatment” of this
gentleman's room has been copied from a La Touche, sketch. Figures
9,10,11,12 and 13 show the actual drawings used which date from 1839
almost a decade previous to the desired 1850s decor. They also bear
no significance to the fashionable trends of the original owner Hayes,
who by 1850 was long since dead. The damask and voile drapes are
the only features that are in an way representative of La Touche’s
drawings. The curtaining and drapery in the master bedroom appear
also to have been copied from her sketches. (Fig.14) A presentation of
an audio visual was also part of the renovation project, although it was
not completed for the centenary year. An analysis of the video
presentation is further discussed in chapter three.

A closer exploration of Coillte’s renovations to the House has prompted

further investigation into the chosen presentation of the period 1850. As

a former tour guide of the House | became aware of the presentation of

questionable inaccuracies to the public. And a visit to the Victoria and

Albert museum in London proved beneficial after a conversation with
oy






Francis Collard from the furniture department, brought to light the
questionable classification of some period furniture. Coillte's lack of
familiarity with Avondale’s architectural attributes as well as its interior
treasures has led to a debatable presentation of our heritage. An
acceptance of historical information based on an investigation by the
O.P.W. and stories according to local folklore has provided the basis for
their presentation. The identity of the architect at Avondale is the most
intriguing acceptance of information presented to Coillte and
subsequently to the public. The architect James Wyatt is believed to be
solely responsible for the execution of Avondale House. An Englishman
who made his architectural Pantheon debut just s