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From the 20th-23rd of June 2016, the University of Notre Dame sponsored an 
international conference on ‘Classics and Irish Politics 1916-2016’ co-hosted in 
Dublin at Royal Irish Academy and Trinity College Dublin. The conference addressed 
for the first time, in an academic context, how models from Greek and Roman 
antiquity have permeated Irish political discourse over the last century. The 
centenary of the 1916 Easter Rising provided a natural point for reflection on Irish 
politics, and the aim of this conference was to highlight an under-appreciated 
element in Irish political discourse, namely its frequent reliance on and reference to 
classical Greek and Roman models. There were twenty-six speakers from 
universities in Ireland, Britain, continental Europe, and North America, and a total of 
over seventy-five registered delegates including senior and emeritus academics, 
mid-career and junior colleagues, graduate students, and members of the public. 
The conference drew considerable interest from European colleagues in particular. 
It has been featured in a news report by the Classical Association of Ireland 
(https://issuu.com/classicalassociationofireland/docs/cai_july_2016/1), and the 
conference organizer, Isabelle Torrance, has been invited to submit a proposal for 
an edited volume of selected papers by the series editor of Classical Presences for 
Oxford University Press, Lorna Hardwick, who was a conference delegate. The 
proposal is due to be submitted by early October 2016. 

As the papers in the conference made clear, Irish engagement with classical 
models is complex. Rome, for example, could easily serve as a model for imperial 
domination, and thus could represent Britain in Irish thought. The issue is 
complicated, however, by the power and influence of the Roman Catholic Church in 
Ireland, the use of ecclesiastical Latin, and the popularity of certain classical Roman 
authors like Virgil among Irish readers of Latin. Greek resistance to Persian 
invasions could represent resistance to empire, and parallels were drawn between 
Greece and Ireland by authors like Patrick Pearse and W.B. Yeats. Nevertheless, a 
tension existed in Irish political thought between seeking inspiration in Greek 
models and creating an independent national Irish identity. Much has published in 
recent years on the tensions associated with the exploitation of classical models in 
post-colonial societies, where the classical, which normally represents the colonizer, 
is re-appropriated and re-purposed for a nationalist agenda.1 Ireland very rarely 
features in such discussions and indeed Ireland is a unique case in this context, since 
the Irish (unlike other colonized peoples) were very well versed in Greek and Latin 
                                                        
1 E.g. M. Bradley (2010) (ed.) Classics and Imperialism in the British Empire (Oxford), 
B. Goff (2005) (ed.) Classics and Colonialism (London), L. Hardwick and C. Gillespie 
(2007) (eds) Classics in Post-Colonial Worlds (Oxford), E. Hall and P. Vasunia (2010) 
(eds) India, Greece and Rome 1757-2007 (London), S. Stephens and P. Vasunia 
(2010) (eds) Classics and National Cultures (Oxford), P. Vasunia (2013) The Classics 
and Colonial India (2013). 
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before ever the British plantations began in the 16th century. For the Irish, then, 
classical sources can be viewed as indigenous to the people and are not necessarily 
models appropriated from the colonizer. 

The speakers addressed the conference theme from a range of perspectives. 
Topics included ancient ideals and 1916, primary epic and radical patriotism, Irish 
classicism and empire, tensions between classical and Celtic models in Myles na 
gCopaleen’s Cruiskeen Lawn columns and in Michael Ireland’s Return of the Hero, 
classical oratory and Irish politics, the Juvelian satire of Martin McDonagh, the 
politics of the Irish Odyssey, George Thomson and Irish history, Marina Carr’s 
Hecuba and Irish politics, Trojan Women and Irish sexual politics, Irish sexual 
politics and ancient Greece, memory and commemoration in Republican Rome and 
the Irish Republic, Dido and Carthage in the Irish political imagination, Roman 
history and Irish literature, Michael Longley’s political poetry and its Greek and 
Roman sources, Virgil, Heaney and the politics of the georgic tradition, Virgil in Irish 
and the politics of language, Austin Clarke and Greek myth, the legacy of Synge in 
Ireland’s reception of antiquity, classical influences on Irish coins, and the political 
use of classical architecture in Northern Ireland.  

Three keynote lectures were delivered. Declan Kiberd, Donald and Marilyn 
Keough Professor of Irish Studies, and Professor of English and Irish Languages and 
Literatures at the University of Notre Dame, opened the conference with a lecture 
on ‘The Use and Abuse of Classics’. Edith Hall, Professor of Classics at King’s College 
London, delivered the second keynote, entitled ‘Ipsis Hibernis Hiberniores: Sinn Féin 
according to Professor Robert Mitchell Henry and James Joyce’s Ulysses’. The closing 
keynote was delivered by Terry Eagleton, Emeritus John Edward Taylor Professor of 
Cultural Theory at the University of Manchester, on ‘Ancient Sacrifice, Modern 
Revolution’. Conference delegates enjoyed three different keynote and reception 
venues, first in the Royal Irish Academy, next in the Long Room Hub and Idea Space 
at Trinity College Dublin, and finally the Emmett Theatre followed by the closing 
reception in the Classics Department, with its stunning views over Trinity College. 
This provided a wonderful setting for the concluding event. Numerous colleagues 
expressed admiration for the smooth organization of the conference for which 
Elizabeth Kuhn, Academic Conference Specialist at ISLA deserves particular praise. 

The conference was generously sponsored by the Henkels Lecture 
Fund, Institute for Scholarship in the Liberal Arts, College of Arts and Letters, 
University of Notre Dame; the Global Collaboration Initiative at Notre Dame 
International in partnership with Trinity College Dublin’s Department of Classics; 
the Keough-Naughton Institute for Irish Studies; the Nanovic Institute for European 
Studies; Notre Dame Research; Notre Dame’s Department of Classics. All sponsors 
will be acknowledged with gratitude in any forthcoming publication. 
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