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Building the Nation: Archaeology and the  
Creation of a Shared Idea of the Irish Nation 

 
 

ELIZABETH CROOKE 
 

 
There has been a great deal of research lately that has shown that cultural activity and 
nationalist aspirations were closely linked in nineteenth century Europe. These studies, 
of cases in Greece, Spain, Denmark and central Europe emphasise that a perception of 
the past provided the aspiring nation with historical realism and material representation.1 
This research has shown that it was commonplace for political activists to use the 
products of antiquarian research to popularise their political campaigns and to provide 
icons around which to form a mass identification. This paper explores the evidence of 
such links from an Irish perspective and contributes to our understanding of why these 
associations form and how an idea of the nation in nineteenth-century Ireland found 
expression through adherence to archaeology and the activity of antiquarians. It looks at 
the method by which archaeology was drawn into the process, and considers how 
archaeology provides real evidence for an intangible concept.  

The evidence that can be used to link Irish archaeology, forming a museum 
collection, and political campaigns in Ireland is vast. Sifting through political speeches, 
newspapers and collections of essays written by nationalist figures one will find the 
prose littered with references to archaeological sites, artefacts and the imagined 
achievements of Irish antiquity. Political activists made both blanket statements about 
the ‘heroic past” and specific reference to certain objects, sites and periods. This link 
gave their political argument greater legitimisation and actual material evidence. Their 
rhetoric, by referring to the archaeological landscape of mounds, round towers and 
crosses, created the imagined space of the nation. This sentiment fed the popular appetite 
for knowledge of Ireland’s early history, antiquities and sites, which was created and 
sustained by cultural nationalism. In order to understand why archaeology has been 
useful to nationalism it is important to understand the method by which archaeology was 
integrated into the nationalist programme as, by doing so, one reveals the qualities 
associated with archaeology that make so useful for this process.  This paper explores 
how archaeology was used to provide the nation with a form of reality by considering 
how the nation was represented in the spoken and written word, through visual 
representation, and finally through material representation in collections. The success of 
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nationalism is then evaluated in how the rhetoric was adopted and naturalised into the 
language and activity of antiquarians. 

 
The development of a shared idea of the Irish nation 

 
The Anglo-Irish writer George Russell summed it up well when in 1901 he stated that 
the nation was “not earth born, but the synthesis of many heroic and beautiful moments 
and these, it must be remembered, are divine in their origin”.2 Though the Irish 
Protestants of the literary revival had a unique sense of their own Irish identity and hence 
the Irish nation, this definition of the nation is accurate in its own ambiguity.  Since the 
nation is a synthesis of moments held together in the collective minds of a population, it 
is necessary for the proponents of nationalism to find and disseminate that idea. The 
historian E.J. Hobsbawm has written that the idea of the nation is formed through the 
creation of proto-national bonds.  These bonds may include a national language, a sense 
of common descent, sacred places, a shared religion and a consciousness of belonging to 
a lasting political entity.3 These bonds are, however, equally indistinct: a place may have 
many dialects, religions may change, geographical boundaries are shifting and 
consciousness relies on the imagination. It is important therefore to provide these 
ephemeral characteristics with some material representation. This is provided by 
archaeology, which in its sheer grandeur (such as the round tower or standing stones) and 
beauty (the Tara Brooch, for instance) provides the nation its tangible presence. 

In order for nationalism to succeed it is necessary to create a shared perception of 
the nation and the nation’s history. One of the methods used to construct a collective 
understanding of the past in nineteenth century Ireland were essays on the culture and 
history of the Irish nation printed in popular newspapers and public addresses delivered 
at political meetings. One of the earliest newspapers to succeed in spreading the ideals of 
Irish nationalism was the Nation published in the 1840s by the Young Irelanders and 
widely read in “Repeal Reading Rooms” established throughout Ireland for the purpose 
of increasing access to national literature.4 The Nation described itself as a “journal of 
politics, literature and the arts” and it contained essays on literature, antiquities and the 
Irish language alongside essays that defined Irish nationality. In addition to newspapers 
and journals, political addresses, on issues such as repeal of the Union with Britain or 
Home Rule, which were delivered in public forums or published as collections of essays, 
where influential in spreading a common perception of prehistory.  These statements 
frequently began with a historical account of the Irish nation, which provided the 
foundation for the political dialogue to follow. To the people gathered together to hear 
these addresses, the historical element provided the politics with a time depth thus 
contributing to the legitimisation of the ideas being presented.  
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Some of these connections between archaeology and the establishment of the idea 
of the Irish nation, as defined by activists, is demonstrated in a powerful lecture 
delivered to the Cork Young Ireland Society in 1885 by the nationalist William O’Brien 
titled “The Irish National Idea”. In this address O’Brien presented Irish patriotism as 
emanating from the archaeological remains scattered over the Irish landscape and the 
nation as still existing, though in a spiritual form and waiting to be brought back to life. 
The entire Irish landscape was presented as an historic entity “woven inextricably around 
the Irish heart”, in other words integral to the very being of the people living in Ireland. 
O’Brien described Irish patriotism as being a “passion” evoked by the historical 
landscape, a feeling roused by “the weird voice we hear from every graveyard where our 
fathers are sleeping, for every Irish graveyard contains the bones of uncanonised saints 
and martyrs”.5 These “sounds from the past” were presented as linking heroic people and 
events through time and are embodied in archaeology which, in O’Brien’s terms, became 
“stupendous memorials of a history and a race that were destined not to die”.6  Since the 
archaeological monuments referred to where found throughout Ireland they were useful 
as recurrent symbols by which to create a unified space and a sense of shared community 
identity. For many political activists knowledge about the past was not merely about 
accumulating “facts about history”; it was about using that knowledge for a distinct 
social or political purpose. In these cases, the past itself was not important, instead the 
value lay in what antiquity could be used to say about the present and how it could be 
used to forge the future. In this sense, archaeology was used to promote a political 
message, to train or educate people about the Irish nation.  The objects were to trigger 
the Irish mind to create the imagined nation.  

The political essays written and delivered by O’Brien in the 1880s are in the style 
of nationalists before him, such as Thomas Davis, and were echoed by his contemporaries 
and later activists, such as Douglas Hyde, Patrick Pearse and Alice Stoppard Green. The 
Young Irelander Thomas Davis wrote extensively about the historical landscape and the 
Irish mind, presenting his view that the former created and sustained the latter. He 
appealed for the people of Ireland to unite for the preservation of archaeology. He 
declared that if they have “any pride of blood they would “spare and guard every remnant 
of antiquity”.7 For Davis the archaeological site at New Grange was “one of a thousand 
muniments of our old nationality, which a national government would keep safe” but, for 
the meantime, “let these tombs … be religiously preserved”.8 He wrote extensively on 
such topics as “National Art”, “Irish topography”, “Irish music and poetry”, “Irish 
antiquities and Irish savages”, “Irish history”, and “The Round Towers of Ireland”, the 
latter being an essay on the work of the antiquarian George Petrie. Davis conveyed a 
message of the spirituality of the nation evoked by archaeology, which expressed a 
magical power that could unite the people of the nation. At a similar time, Daniel 
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O’Connell, the leader of the movement to achieve repeal of the Act of Union, held a 
meeting at Tara Hill a site that forms part of wider archaeological landscape. In his 
address, O’Connell emphasised the value of creating a “public mind”, triggered by the 
historical site, and invited the people to unite through a “pledge of honour”.9 The 
language used by O’Connell in the meeting intended to rouse and inspire the crowd to 
political action. The site chosen for this event is evidence of an enthusiasm for the 
political significance of archaeology. At this meeting the archaeological site became a 
platform for his political address and the place was, by this association, given 
contemporary political value.   

By the time of O’Connell’s meeting, Tara had already been established as a 
political symbol and this interpretation of the site endured throughout the nineteenth 
century.10 In the 1890s the Irish Builder claimed that the “memory of the great banquets 
in the halls of Tara” had never died out and as a result “will foster yet for many 
generations to come the feelings of independence”.11 In a similar fashion, the readers of 
the Irish Nation were told of the desire for an independent parliament that could even 
govern from Tara. The editor hoped that the “the ancient glories of Teamor” would be 
revived so that he would see “a Parliament of a free Ireland legislating amid surroundings 
rendered sacred by the memories of a dead past”.12 Tara was described as a “venerable 
and hallowed spot” and “the spirits of departed legislators would be there to inspire and 
encourage their successors to emulate the great example and devote their talents to the 
noble and patriotic task of remaking the modern Ireland”.13 Though it may have been the 
most evocative, Tara was not the only ancient site that was used by Irish nationalism. In 
1843 the Repeal Association also met at the Rath of Mullaghmast and planned a meeting 
at Clontarf, the site of the death of Brian Boru. In 1883 the Gaelic League, in a manner 
reminiscent of O’Connell’s Repeal Movement, made a “pilgrimage” to “the fine historical 
ruins” of Monasterboice, a sixth-century monastery with a round tower and high-crosses. 
At this meeting the chairman asked the crowd to “show by their actions their thorough 
nationality as identical to those who inhabited the ancient edifices around them”.14 This 
practice of holding political meetings at ancient sites was an act in foreshortening time, 
for by bringing temporally distant events together the impact of the past was increased. 

Almost half a century later, Standish O’Grady, a cultural nationalist who was also 
unionist in his politics, wrote about the symbolic value of archaeology. He told his 
readers that “the history of Ireland clings around and grows out of the Irish barrows” and 
the historical legends, associated with such places, represented “the imagination of the 
country”.15 O’Grady believed in the romantic appeal of antiquity, rather than any idea of 
archaeology as an emerging scientific discipline. Indeed, he goes so far as to distinguish 
national history as very different to other forms of history. The mythical accounts of 
Ireland’s history were, for him, 
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The kind of history which a nation desires to possess. They betray the 
ambition and the ideals of the people, and in this respect, have value far 
beyond the tale of actual events and duly recorded deeds, which are no more 
history than a skeleton is a man.16  
 

O’Grady’s account of the importance of archaeology reveals the complexity of the links 
between archaeology, politics and nationalism in Ireland.  Enthusiasm for archaeology 
and what it represented about the “national past” varied amongst different people. A 
cultural nationalist, like O’Grady, could still believe in the maintenance of the union 
between Britain and Ireland; Thomas Davis believed that an appreciation of Irish culture 
was fundamental restoring the Irish nation; whereas for Daniel O’Connell’s campaign 
the past was simply used as a political tool to be employed when he considered it to be of 
potential benefit. 

Such accolades came from many different sources thus having different implications 
but still suggesting a common interest in antiquity. For instance, one will find 
archaeology collections celebrated and romanticised in the writings of cultural 
nationalists such as Alice Stoppford Green who described the archaeological objects 
displayed in the Dublin museum as “the relics of a heroic time”.17 Rev J.E. McKenna, 
who wrote an essay on Irish art published by the Catholic Truth Society of Ireland, 
linked the material remains of the Early Christian Period with admiration for “somebody 
above” that went into “progressive decline” as a result of the Anglo-Norman invasions of 
the twelfth century.18 Here a political message, the negative effect of an early English 
invasion, is recorded in the archaeological evidence. Others wrote essays on Irish history 
with an openly nationalist motive.  The Young Irelander Charles Gavin Duffy, for 
instance, in A Bird’s Eye View of History wrote that the arts of the Early Christian Period 
were the “hand maidens of religion” and “the illuminated copies of the Scripture, the 
croziers and chalices which have come down to us from those days, the Celtic crosses 
and the Celtic harps, the bells and tabernacles, are witnesses of a distinct and remarkable 
national culture”.19 In 1916 the Irish Nation published many essays on culture, literature 
and the Irish nation linking these subjects to the idea of revolution. In articles headed 
“Was Ireland a Nation?”, “The Celtic Race” and “Our Ancient History” ideas of the 
ancient and grand nature of Irish heritage were used as inspiration. In an essay on the 
“Irish Race”, the Irish people, the reader was told, “are not too proud to fight”.20 In an 
edition of the paper published in August 1916 the readers were told that the history of 
Ireland shows that the Gael possessed qualities of valour and greatness as well as:  
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The brains to evolve elaborate laws and establish great schools; the piety and 
courage to Christianise parts of Pagan England and the continent; the ear to make 
entrancing music; the artistic mind that produced works on vellum and workers in 
metal, the beauty and perfection of whose works can be seen in the National 
Museum today; [and] the imagination to create marvelous Heroic literature. We 
walk down the steps of the centuries and salute great figures as we pass. We salute 
the generations.21  
 

Statements such as this one, printed in the Irish Nation in the wake of the Easter Rising, 
drew Irish archaeology and collections into the heart of political activity. The evidence 
of archaeology provided the nation with the confidence it lacked under British rule.  

Archaeological remains, and other pieces of the past, were considered precious 
because they evoked a previous time. The objects in their grandeur elevated the concept 
of the Irish nation to a new height. A concept of the nation that was so magical and pure 
that, in reality, it could only be unattainable. However, the reality of the concern was not 
as important as believing in the possibility of its resurrection. The key themes that 
emerged in this writing included the idea of the ancient nation and the “noble Celt”; the 
notion of the “saints and scholars” of the Early Christian Period who spread a civilising 
influence throughout Europe; and a belief in the superiority of a people who were not 
invaded by the Romans and emphasis on the negative impact of invasions from England 
on Irish culture and creativity.  Within such texts frequent reference was made to 
archaeological objects, sites and collections; however, the artefacts referred to were a 
selected few.  Robert Lynd, in an essay on the Irish nation, named those few objects that 
had become the icons of Irish nationalism: “the Book of Kells, the Ardagh Chalice, the 
Cross of Cong, the Tara Brooch and the romances of Finn and Cuchulainn suggest the 
beginnings of a rich and an imaginative national life”.22  It is interesting that three of the 
objects he mentioned should still be memorialised on the Republic of Ireland stamps. 
 
 

Uniting around images of archaeology 
 
In addition to the written and spoken word, the idea of the nation was also spread 
through nationalist iconography. The Repeal Association, for instance, founded in 1840, 
illustrated its membership card with antiquities from the Early Christian Period such as a 
brooch, socketed axe as well as later artefacts shield, the Irish crown and harp for 
example. Archaeology was also used to illustrate the headers of political newspapers or 
in books on Irish history that entered into the spirit of Irish cultural nationalism.  These 
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illustrations frequently contain images of Celtic style crosses, round towers, a rising sun 
and Ireland represented by Hibernia wearing Celtic jewellery.   
 

 
Figure 1: Frontispiece of The Spirit of the Nation23  

 
 

A striking example of how archaeology was brought into the representation of 
the Irish nation is represented by a bookplate published in The Spirit of the Nation, a 
volume of essays originally printed in the Nation. A standing stone is pictured within a 
Hiberno-Romanesque arch. A harpist, a “minstrel of the nation”, and two “brothers in 
arms” stand either side of the arch and an old bard sits at the base of the stone. In the 
background an eagle is escaping a serpent. In an essay Thomas Davis describes a 
narrative emerging from this “national design”, which is a lesson in Irish nationalism. 
The harpist has awakened from a long slumber and is treading a broken chain with the 
hope to achieve “his one great mission, the dream of his childhood”;24 this is, of course, 
the revival of the Irish nation.  In this case, the symbolic importance of the image is 
written to accompany the illustration. In many instances, however, such explanation was 
unnecessary because, through repeated reference to what archaeology represented about 
the Irish nation in other mediums, such associations would have been easily inferred.   
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Therefore, when the members of the Repeal Association held their membership card they 
would have been united in their belief in the ancient character of the Irish nation. This 
confidence continued, as evident when And so Began the Irish Nation was published in 
1931. Playing on the drama of presentation, a dolmen was pictured silhouetted against 
the rising sun with a round tower in the background.25 The images of archaeology would 
have triggered meanings that supported the nationalist cause. Here, the concepts of 
nationalism would have again played on the imagination of the population and created 
the imagined space, time and people of the nation. 
 
 

Antiquarians, collecting and cultural nationalism 
 
For Irish nationalism archaeology was the material representation of the nation and, as 
such, the idea of forming a national collection was supported by nationalist figures 
throughout the nineteenth century. In his public speeches, Douglas Hyde, who was a 
central to the cultural revival of the 1890s-1920s, spoke of the importance of promoting 
the Irish language, literature and folk customs.26 In an address delivered in 1905 in New 
York, he told his audience about the iconic value of Ireland’s heroic inheritance, which 
should underpin the formation of a museum collection. In commanding words, he stated 
that he believed in: 

 
Going here and there throughout the entire island and gathering together, here 
and there, every relic of the past upon which we can lay our hands and gathering 
them together into one great whole and building and enshrining everyone of 
them in the temple that shall be raised to the godhead of Irish nationhood.27 
  

This statement made by Douglas Hyde, who later went on to become for the first 
president of the Irish Free State, oddly represents the style of the century of collecting 
which went before him.  On the one hand, it reflects some of sentiment used by 
antiquarians to justify interest in archaeology. Yet, on the other, it also illustrates a 
highly romantic, and somewhat unrealistic, relationship with the past and the idea of 
collecting, which gives no acknowledgement to the practical side of the process.   

In 1840 the Royal Irish Academy, a society of largely Anglo-Irish gentlemen 
who meet to pursue a programme of “science, antiquities and polite literature”, published 
an appeal to raise funds to purchase the Irish archaeology collection of the late Dean 
Dawson of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin.28 The Antiquities Committee urged “every 
friend of Ireland” to contribute to the formation of “a national museum of antiquities”, 
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which would be a “public and national design” and “the want of such a museum has been 
of incalculable injury to the History of Ireland”.29 The text of this appeal would have not 
been out of place in the pages of the Nation.  Indeed, Thomas Davis praised the work of 
the Academy and asked his readers to for a “NATIONAL SCHOOL OF IRISH 
HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY”.30 Irish antiquarians, many of English descent, did 
not consider an enthusiasm for Irish culture and “national” as being inappropriate to their 
position in Ireland.  Therefore, Presidents of the Royal Irish Academy could tell other 
members that the study of antiquities can be “regarded in the highest aspect, as the 
guardian of the purity of history, – the history of nations and of mankind”.31 Later, 
Thomas Robinson, who began his Presidency in 1851, described his “love of Ireland; 
pride in all that reveals the value and exalts the renown of my country, intense interest in 
all that tends to develope [sic] the powers and dignify the character of my 
countrymen”.32 In this address Robinson announced the production of the first catalogue 
of Irish antiquities, which was to be complied by William Wilde and published by the 
Academy in 1857. “Our Museum, that glorious fragment of the vanished past”, he stated, 
“is about to complete its tribute to the ancient renown of Ireland by describing and 
illustrating its treasures”.33 Such language used by the Academy antiquarians when 
speaking of the value of archaeology is a product of its time. These members were also 
enthused by the sentiment of cultural nationalism, though many did not allow it led them 
into the politics of repeal or the creation of an Irish republic.  Rather, alluding to the 
achievements of the Irish nation, as represented in the material remains of antiquity, was 
a useful tool when legitimising their efforts for the study and preservation of archaeology 
and later the promotion of the idea of the formation of a national museum in Dublin.34 
Such romantic references to the importance of building on the collection was used to 
unite different groups of people for a common goal: to bring the members of the 
Academy together in support of the work of the Committee of Antiquities; to encourage 
the public to donate both funds and objects they may come across; and to justify state 
funding for development of a museum. In these cases the language and sentiment of 
cultural nationalism, as it was for the political figures, was a means to an end.  

The activity of Irish antiquarians and the political process came even closer in 
the work of George Petrie, who has been celebrated in retrospect as “the pope of Irish 
archaeology”.35 As head of the Academy antiquities committee, Petrie was instrumental 
in the formation of the Academy archaeology collection. His research was also 
significant in that it changed how archaeological sites were understood by leading a shift 
from fantastical interpretations of the remains to reasoned theories based on 
archaeological evidence. He is acknowledged for his work on the history and antiquities  
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of Tara Hill and the round towers of Ireland,36 both icons of nationalist Ireland. 
Breathnach (1997), in her study of the cultural and political significance of Tara, hints at 
a link between O’Connell’s choice of this site for his meeting and the work of Petrie in 
re-evaluating how the site is interpreted.37 The influence of the antiquarian is also evident 
in the many references to his work in nationalist circles. William O’Brien made a 
reference to Petrie in his address to the National Society of Cork, well after the 
antiquarian’s death in 1866. As well as speaking on the ancient character of the Irish 
nation, O’Brien claimed: “we follow Dr Petrie’s steps reverently among the mounds on 
Tara Hill”.38 By the mention of the work of Petrie the reference to archaeology in his 
address is made less implausible. In 1883 the newspaper Hibernia wrote of the “Irish 
Renaissance” of the mid-nineteenth century that was produced by ‘Catholic 
Emancipation wakened into passionate life by the genius of Young Ireland, and nurtured 
by the labours of Petrie, O’Donovan and O’Curry”.39 Later, Rev. Patrick MacSweeney 
included Petrie as one of the three people he wrote about in his book A Group of Nation 
Builders.40 In these two examples, the labours of antiquarians are presented as being of 
major political consequence.  Whether this was actually the case is not as important as 
the association between archaeology and the reawakening of the Irish nation being 
presented in these contexts. 

It is also interesting that Petrie, who did so much for Irish archaeology in the 
nineteenth century, should have been regarded appropriate to design the graveside 
monument for the most influential political figure of the time, Daniel O’Connell. 
O’Connell died in 1847 and in that year a decision was made to erect a memorial to his 
honour. The committee in charge approached Petrie to design a monument that would 
include a round tower, cross and church in the style of Early Christian Period 
architecture in Ireland. The monument was to be a “temple-tomb” and “express 
[O’Connell’s] character of Irish nationality”.41 In response, George Petrie wrote that he 
considered his involvement in this project of “national interest” as being a “great 
honour” and he assured the committee that his design would serve “as a fitting and 
characteristic shrine in which to preserve the mortal remains of the lamented leader, and 
as a church in which the services of his religion, to his memory, could be worthily 
performed”.42 That Petrie should have considered his involvement appropriate for an 
antiquarian of his stature is interesting and his agreement shows that he was prepared to 
involve himself with Irish nationalism. This choice of commemorative monument also 
reveals how much ecclesiastical architecture, most especially the round tower, had come 
to symbolise nationalist Ireland. The choice of monument and, significantly, the 
antiquarian to design  
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Figure 2 O’Connell Monument Glasnevin Cemetery Dublin43 

 
 
it was highly symbolic. Those on the cemetery committee were not interested in the 
O’Connell monument purely as an imitation of archaeology or in Petrie’s involvement 
solely as an antiquarian. They were interested in what an archaeological monument 
represented about the Irish nation and what Petrie’s involvement would portray. By 
creating a bond with the Early Christian Period, nationalist Ireland was presenting 
O’Connell’s political ideals as historically predetermined. Because of Petrie’s 
involvement in the design of the monument O’Connell’s politics were given greater 
respectability and veracity. The political process, therefore, used the antiquarian and his 
approach to the past in order to further a nationalist agenda. The example of building this 
monument to O’Connell, and the striking depictions of archaeology in Figures One and 
Two, are representative of the manner by which the material of archaeology was used, in 
both metaphorical and an actual sense, to build a shared idea of the Irish nation. 
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Conclusion 

 
What the descriptions, and depictions, of archaeological sites and periods found in these 
diverse sources had in common was a stated aim to foster nationality through reference 
to Irish culture and heritage. The histories frequently rehearsed the same metaphors and 
interpretations of the past, which were to become the key elements of a standard 
understanding of the past according to Irish nationalism. They also represented “an 
instructional history” providing lessons in Irish history that were a mixture of historical 
fact and fiction.44 The development of such a narrative was essential for the creation of 
communal or “national” identity, providing the political imagery that would legitimise 
the self and delegitimise the other.45 An important issue to consider is the impact this has 
on understanding of archaeology and the appreciation of its value. Reflecting on this 
point and the links between archaeology and politics the archaeologist Robert Macalister, 
in the foreword to his The Archaeology of Ireland published in 1949, stated that “the 
archaeology of Ireland is worthy of a better fate than to become the playground of the 
Politician”.46 Based on his own experience of how his work was received and “distorted” 
in newspapers published in Dublin, Macalister claimed that he could that categorise 
papers as either “anglophobic” or “anglophilic”. He claimed that the anglophile “extends 
his energies in displaying England to us as an all-wise, all-ruling, and all-bountiful 
Province, incarnate in a superior race before which we in Ireland are less than nothing”; 
however, the anglophobe “scans the same horizon and sees the cloud-clapped towers, the 
gorgeous palaces, the solemn temples, of a cast and imposing civilisation, devoted to 
letters and learning: a civilisation which England has destroyed”.47 From Macalister’s 
observations it is evident that this political use of archaeology was, to an extent, 
dependent on the activity of antiquarians and collectors. These people provided the 
political rhetoric with material evidence and knowledge, which could then be worked on 
for their various needs. In addition, enthusiasm for Irish archaeology, generated by 
nationalism, provided antiquarians with justification for preservation of archaeology and 
the creation of a national museum as a public concern. The discussion in this paper about 
the purpose of archaeology and collecting reveals how both the method and the purpose 
of drawing archaeology into the political process. It is clear that archaeology had a huge 
symbolic value. It was not the monuments and objects themselves that were important, 
but what they could demonstrate about the nation and how they could be used to further 
the needs of Irish nationalism. References were also used to build a perception of the 
vast accumulations of rich remains, which could only represent a fraction of the past 
wealth of the Irish nation. It was not necessary for the people listening to the addresses, 
or reading the various publications, to visit collections and see the sites for themselves. It  
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was, however, essential for them to trust in the great nation and believe that these 
glorious collections were reflections of this noble inheritance. In these instances, the 
national mind magnified and glorified the remains of antiquity.  
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