
THE IRISH POLITICAL CARTOON
FINAL YEAR THESIS
JOAN TORSNEY



FORWARD

J

1
f

i'
I would, consider this thesis to be at the prelimin­
ary draft stage. The subject had not been researched 
before and although adequate visual material was 
available no other references could be found. I 
had therefore to devote a considerable amount of 
time to preliminary research. It took time finding 
out nothing had been written on the subject! Because 
of this I had to compile my own history of Irish 
cartoons. Originally I had intended the history to 
be ancillary to the main body of the thesis but due 
mainly to lack of time there appears to be an 
emphasis on the historical aspect© I have only 
touched on the present day cartoonist although I 
?iad hoped to investigate him more and have only 
begun to analyse t e cartoon.
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All over the World the cartoon has become a major 
form of mass communication, a potent force in moulding 
public opinion often overcoming language barriers to 
be understood internationally. In the journalism of 
politics the cartoonist has always had a certain edge 
over the writer. His statements are be definition 
unequivocal, without ambiguity; they can be the 
ultimate simplification. Nobody asks for arguement 
from a drawing. Cartoonists can synthesise a mo..d in 
a moment, and the easiest mood for any artists to 
encapsulate is that of indignation. Politics therefore 
provide lots of scope.

” The comic mechanisms inherent in allegory 
are transformed by the apparently simple 
formal means of caricature where realism 
is ...aintained under the cloak of exagger­
ation and distortion.”

Ireland would appear to be a country ripe for the 
political commentator .specially the political 
cartoonist but n study of our cartooning history 
was to disprove this.
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The political climate in Ireland was also responsible. 
Political parties and thus their ±iihx respective 
periodicals were becoming established,, The ’’Freeman’s 
Journal” although established first in 1780 was 
really in its stride in the 1880’s. It was the first 
to produce an illustrated suppliment and was followed 
closely by the pUnited Ireland’s’ almost identical 
publication. They were both jJationalistxs: papers and 
the suppliaments contained political cartoons and 
nothing else. They were extremely popular and ’’were 
eagerly awaited and often carefully preserved ” in 
Irish homes.

Although the political satirist/cartoonist had become 
well established in Europe by the late 17th Century 
Irish cartoons were only begining to emerge as late 
as the 1880’a. Our visual tradition, in the field 
of painting, sculpture and engraving had not been 
significant up to this period either and would have 
had an influence on our reluctance to use visuals 
as a means of communication. Of course this would 
not have been the only reason. Engravings were being 
mass produced in England for sale to an increasing 
population. Printing presses.were being adapted all 
the time and it would only have been the larger 
more elaborate press that would have printed detailed 
illustrations? including the cartoon© Ireland had 
no such large readership and it was only when the 
actual printing presses were being mass
produced and were cheaper that we -were able to print 
line drawings.
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The style of illustration was very similar to that v. 
adopted by their English counterparts namely the 
’Illustrated L ndon News’, ’Graphic’ and’Punch’. 
They were basically academic drawings mostly bad 
academic drawings. They were heavily Nationalistic 
and the message was always blatantly clear. The 
illustrations appeared with an explanatory footnote 
often further supplemented with several lines of 
erse. The pictures were littered with symbolism.

The usual issues involved were Home Rule, Co-Ercion, 
Evictions etc. and these were spelt out clearly on 
all the props uses. They were mostly quite serious 
and did not indulge in the subtlies of satire.

Apart from these comparatively short lived supplement^, 
they lasted about 20 years, Irish newspapers did not 
believe in fostering the cartoonist. A search t rough 
the files of our daily papers, ’The Irish Times’ 
founded 1859, ’The Irish Indepencent’ 1905 and 
the ’Irish Press’ 1931 proved disap oil.ting. The 
Irish Times in particular produced pages after pages 
of arid grey type rarely relieved by nny graphics. 
Until quite recent years like English’quality’ 
newspapers they rarely i .eluded pictures not to mention 
t e ’vulgar’ cartoon. No doubt a hangover of a 
Victorian tradition of literacy which decreed pictures 

T.ey did not demand the same 
fort as words to make t eir commun- 

They encouraged perhaps mental la iness 
w ich in time could lead to more serious moral coll­
apse! Their English counterparts with their passion 
for c mpartmenta izing, the middle-class
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Victorian let the Illustrated London hews 
take care of the w ek's news pictures an Punch 
the humorous ones.

Did the newspapers actively avoid the political cartoon? 
It could not/4 efB8:cnwant of suitable material. With 
an evolving political system happenings of the day 
cried out to be commented on. Were the papers being 
extremely cautious? The ’Press’ for instance was 
founded by Eamon De Valera the ’Chief’ of the Fianna 
Fail party* The paper of course was to toe the 
proverbial party line and perhaps dared, not risk 
letting a political cartoonist draw attention to. 
t e political arena in which .Fianna Fail was attempt­
ing to carve for itself a secure niche*

It was founded by Art ur ooth and Charles Kelly
in M'-rci: 1922* Its policy was a cle-re and simple one 
and one which it adhered to (very successfully)
through the years of publication. It wished to ’’interest 
and amuse our readers and if there must be ’Free 
Staters and ’Republicans’ we hope our pages may be
as entertaining for the one as for the other”

•THE DU3LIL' OPINION’ 1922 - 1968

Whereas the Irish Times continued until recent yeas 
to avoid using graphics the ’Press’ and ’Independent’ 
were a little bit more adventurovs, and did have 
a token sense of humour. They ran cartoon strips, 
American syndicated cartoon strips. One particular 
series they ran was particularly funny. It was by 
an American strip cartoonist, Carl Anderson and was 
distributed by'King Features Syndicate Inc.' which 
though written in English had, seemingly to satisfy 
our cultural needs, te captions translated into 
Irish!
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By attempting to please all of the people all of the 
time it has been critised for being too soft centered 
It never did provide an outlet for the hard hitting 
political cartoonist• There was a kind of inverted 
constructiveness in humorous opposition but only so 

long as that opposition has good-will for its base.

saw itself as a mildly scathing journal following the 
basic principle t lat humour is the safety valve of 
a nation and that a nation which has its values right 
will always be able to laugh at itself:

One of the most famous of the Cartoonists to emerge 
from this journal was the prolific Charles E. Kelly 
(C.E.K.) one of the founders of ’Dublin ©pinion’. He 
produced an enormous amount of highly topical and 

very funny drawings and in many ways his work person­
ifies the essense in style of’Dublin Opinion’. He

Nevertheless through the years 1922 - 1968 it established 
for itself a style and type of humour all its own which 
proved extremely popular. On could hrve been led to 
believe up to its publication that Irish cartoons 
almost non-existent and had suddenly ’emerged’ 
overnight. But there is no doubt that talent did 
exist to comment with wit and clarity on Irish affairs.

” We ave always an unfailing belief in Ireland, 
all of it, and in the people of Ireland, all 
of them, and we wanted to make ’Dublin Opinion’ 
a journal that could come only out of Ireland. 
A humo rous Journal in the nature of things, 
in humorous opposition to whatever government 
may be in pow r. That is, we think, as every­
body would wish it to be”
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Rowel Friers, for many years a contributor to the 
Dublin Opinion, will stand out for his deft draftsmanship 
and illustrative ability and of course his fertile wit. 
Originally his cartoons were non-political but in 
more recent years he has become more and more of a 
political animal due no doubt to the fact that he lives 
in Northern Ireland. His earlier works have a cheerful 
inconsequenciality - overcrowded beaches, forgetful 
elephants, garden parties at Stormont.

His most famous contribution it would be agreed would 
be ’Celli in t .e Kildare Street Clubhis series 
on the Government’s new ministrys would be a close second. 
They were produced during the tentative stages in 
the establishing of Governmental Departments in the 
1920’s -nd 30*s fig. . 2 to fig.? The teething
troubles are depicted beautifully. A few other gems 
are worth including figs.7 - 12



CONCLUSION
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The foreword pointed out that this document must be 
considered as a preliminary thesis. The major short­
age of prior research and the difficulties of acquiring 
information are the main reasons for this. Similarly 
the conclusions must be considered as preliminary.

My interest in taking up this particular topic was 
based on a desire to consider the indigenous Irish 
visual tradition - an e tremely inadequate tradition. 
With a rich history of music and dance and a 
comparitively modern, but equa ly strong, literary 
and theatrical tradition. Ireland seems remarkably 
deplete in the area of plastic arts. Only recently 
has Irish fine art escaped from the restrictions of 
sterile academism (as represented by the B.H.A.) and 
now’ seems 
American art.

dominated by current trends of British and 
There would appear to be very little 

Irish fine art which could be described as indigenous. 
This clearly h s had a major effect on Irish design. 
Combined with this deplete visual tradition has been 
the domination of expanding Irish industry by foreign 
capital meaning that most goods made in Ireland are 
designed abroad.

Opinions to explain the visual illeteracy of the Irish 
range from accusing them of being basically lacking 
as a race in visual sense (shades of Eysenck) to the 
concept that objective oolitical conditions of domination 
by Britain had meant that plastic arts had an associat­
ion with Britain and a consequent weakness in tradition 
and in authority in independant Ireland..
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It was my basic premise in starting t is thesis that 
it should be possible to trace an identifiably Irish 
visual tradi ion in the context of Irish political

So fa.r I have only been lirnitedly 
In broad terms the conclusions that 

can be cr^wn would be that Irish cartooning in 
general is comparitively poor, that the main 
responsibilit for developing Irish cartoons lies 
with the political newspapers (e.g. Irish People, 
United Irishman etc.), that the single major contrib­
ution to Irish cartooning must be the Dublin Opinion, 
that despite their base in political cartooning 
modern-day Irish cartoonists are not concerned with 
their limited traditions or in general with political 
cartooning (see addended interviews)
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CARTOON SUPPLEMENTS 1880's & 1890's
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This is barbarous.

EVICTING LANDLORD.—Hallo, police, warder, stop thief! 
with my own ?

NEW CHIEF SECRETARY.—Not quite.
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Supplement Gratis with “UNITED IRELAND.” Saturday, Feb. 6th, 1886.
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THE CABINET TRICK.
" ' • •!»’• North, hi hi- n«‘\v and original Cabinet Trick. by Special Command

1 '4'1 ’ i' rin’.itrv R '\al. St. Stephen’s:—How will he get out oV it ?”
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Fig- 3

THE NEW MINISTRY OF SOCIAL WELFARE 
(An imagined by our Grangegorman CurretponArw

NOT AT A*.L , 
1 11 Be QUITE,
VMRM.l
Assume you.

THIS IS THE 
SAD PEST CASE 
WE’VE EVER

15 that THE > 
BLOOD TRANS­
FUSION -SERVICE.? 
THE MINISTER'S . 
HEART IS \ 
BLEEDING A6AIM\ 
FOR THE POOR 1 
AtmP rxSTRE55£D/

—X—
^GE-T ME A FBW

I HANDFULS OF^ 
I PETTY CASH J 
I FOR THES-E
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THE SHOP MUST BE KEPT CLEAN AND THE FOOD COVERED ’ "
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THE MINISTER WANTS THE FILE

Fig. 5



Fig. 6

THE DAIL TAKES PRACTICAL STEPS TO SATISFY ITSELF ABOUT THE 
COST OF LIVING
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THE DETECTIVE DIVISION HOLD THEIR ANNUAL MEETING.
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Fig. 9

fOLfTlCS AT TAB MOMENT ARE AS FIAT M A 
'hild'c nose against a Sweet shot

Cartoonists ARE uvinq MAINLY ON cmbww> 
Pencil . This is unethical, unreasonable amp 
Fairly unwkrdonable. There are many* wavs in 
WHICH OUR PUBLIC MEN COULD RECTIFY THIS .STAFF

Ike Taoiseach might 
Suddenly ado?t A new 
style of wearinu Apparel,

For. instance, a Minister 
MIGHT CPSMLY COMTRAPICT 
tns Taoiseach,

PBPUTY Oliver Flanagan 
M-WWT ASK A question WMICH 
XVOULP EMSAROASS EVEN 
PBPtTTY OliverFLanagan,

- Ok, alternatively, ADMIT 
That he was wroxg in vwat 
K3 SAID ON SOME POINTOKC7MHE.

M&- Sean T. O’Kelly might Make 
ANY REMARK IN WS OLO, D1AYFORM 
STYLE ON ANY MATTER

Or Deputy Dillon might, 
INTME MrpDL* OP A SPEWw, 
KrSJTATE. STAMMER. AND 
FA1LTO FINOTHB RI6HT WORD.

dSnv kit M&rs 
l WMWTVftNU 
A QACrx SIHCB H 
U^^25TO^h?1 
«9K. V

- 1
- ------- r

Ortw whole lot OF TiEAVMi<»4T 
TO SOME. KNAOKBR.X YARD Ab»i MM 
SoMQ -HORSB-S.

OR DEPUTY AFoILLIQAH
MtGHT OPBNLY AGEUE WITH 
HIM, ¥44ICW Ml GMT BE EVEN 
M0^2 CATACLYSMIC f
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“ It’» the bed you were under In 1916 I ••
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FOR TEACHING BUSINESSMEN TO WALK WHO 
OWING TO WITHDRAWAL OF PETROL RATION
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“ Ten past four any time now we ought to know what kind of
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a Budget he’s cooked op



“ BETWEEN OURSELVES, DEV, RUSSIA HAS NEVER QUITE FORGOTTEN THAT 
ARTICLE IN ‘ THE SKIBBEREEN EAGLE.’ ”
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■Arrived all right. string at Gresham.”

I
First the family v- smathered™/ fhe“ 

Duf? got them.”
was decimated by the Normans, then they 
..j Cromwellians, and, finally, the Estate
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{Corer Cartoon, October 1925)
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*• 1 have an ancient name, a reputation for honour and 
integrity, a large and well-ordered estate in the country, and 
eight pounds of tea.”
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NEWSPAPER REPORTER : “And now, Sir, your epitaph?” 
SHADE OF ROBERT EMMET : “ NOT YET 1 ”

(flur First Cartoon, March, 1922.)
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PRESENT DAY CARTOO: FISTS
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QUESTIONAIRE

iWhy did you first begin using cartoons?1.

How did your style develope, any particular influences?2.

How did you begin working commercially as a cartoonist?5o

60

7o
t-

Do you think cartoonists are taken seriously?

10o Why are there so few Irish Cartoonists?

Are cartoonists seen as second rate artists?

13. Any other comments?

Did your cartoons follow a certain theme - e.g.politics, 
caricatures of personalities etc.?

cti

9o

r ■
■

12. What about Ireland’s cartooning tradition - what do you 
know of our history of cartoons?

80

Are political cartoonists particularly political or 
does the abject of cartoons provide the most scope for 
cartoonists?

What about ideas, what are the difficulties. Do re­
occuring themes (in politics for example) cause ideas 
to dry up?

lie

What about art training, any comments?

What is involved with working commercially? What type 
of brief is given, are ideas approved first, rough 
submitted - any censorship? Any backlash from politicians?
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