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1. Introduction 
 

Punch magazine, or the London Charivari, was a satirical publication that was launched in 1841 and 

ran all the way until 2002, making it one of the longest running satirical magazines of all time. At the 

height of its glory, Punch magazine was one of the leading satirical magazines in Britain, and it played 

an instrumental role in coining the modern interpretation of a “cartoon” as a humorous illustration. 

The magazine, with its clever and sometimes provocative content, shaped the opinions of thousands 

of everyday Englishmen and women around the country. Punch skilfully intertwined together 

political, social and cultural issues to form a picture of what life looked like in the 19th and 20th 

centuries. Alongside its articles, Punch magazine was particularly known for its meticulously drawn 

satirical cartoons, and throughout the years, many of the cartoons published in the magazine have 

become famous throughout the world. During its 161-year existence, the topics appearing in Punch 

magazine articles and cartoons ranged from reporting on the living conditions of the poor in Britain 

and portraying wars taking place in Britain’s many colonies to depicting political issues transpiring 

around the world. It also heavily criticised and made a mockery of many different groups of people 

such as women, the French, the Americans and the Welsh by perpetuating old stereotypes and 

prejudices. No one, not even Queen Victoria or the British monarchy, appear to have been safe from 

the mockery and satirical comments of the magazine. There is, however, one country whose people, 

political developments, social issues and cultural events seem to have been portrayed worse than any 

other group. Ireland and the Irish people were a frequently appearing theme in Punch cartoons in the 

Victorian Age, and on the pages of the magazine, they were gained a rather bad reputation. 

Additionally, the Irish are an interesting group due to the fact that while the other groups that were 

derided in the magazine eventually receive clemency from being the objects of ridicule, Ireland and 

the Irish people did not receive such a pardon, and the mockery towards Ireland and the Irish 

continued far into the 1900s. All these facts make Ireland and its people outliers among all the 

minority groups and countries portrayed in Punch, and thus provide an interesting avenue for further 

study. 

By examining Punch cartoons from the Victorian Age, one can get a sense of how Ireland and its 

people were viewed during that time period. The cartoons can reveal how the Irish people were 

perceived by the British, how Irish issues were portrayed and how Ireland as a country was 

represented in the cartoons. These representations emerging from the cartoons inevitably raise a 

question of how these depictions originated and what kind of historical roots do they have. Due to 
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Punch magazine being launched relatively late in terms of shared Anglo-Irish history, centuries of 

political, social and cultural coexistence between the British and the Irish had already shaped both 

countries, their people and their interactions with each other. By taking a look at the 700 years of 

Anglo-Irish history between the English invasion in 1169 and the launching of Punch in 1841, a 

broader picture can be drawn on what historical events and issues might have affected the ways in 

which Punch portrayed Ireland, Irish people and Irish issues in its cartoons. Thus, this study attempts 

to answer the following two research questions: 

1. How are Ireland, Irish people and Irish issues represented in Victorian Age 

Punch magazine cartoons? 

2. What political, social and cultural factors from the first 700 years of Anglo-

Irish history have contributed to the formation of the representations of 

Ireland, Irish people and Irish issues uncovered in Victorian Age Punch 

cartoons? 

Ultimately, the aim of this study is to shed light on the different ways in which Ireland, Irish people 

and Irish issues were depicted in Punch magazine cartoons during the Victorian Age, and, by 

examining the shared history between Ireland and England, attempt to discover the possible reasons 

behind and justification for these depictions.  

The relevant background information on which this study is based is discussed in chapter 2. First, in 

section 2.1, the history of Punch magazine is explained in detail, and major historical events taking 

place in Victorian Britain are presented in connection to the ways in which Punch interpreted these 

events. Thus, historically accurate facts are interlaced with the colourful ways in which Punch 

depicted these facts on its pages. Section 2.2. is divided into two parts. In the first part, subsection 

2.2.1., a brief description of the shared history between Ireland and Britain from the English invasion 

in 1169 to the year 1841 is provided in order to establish the foundation on which Punch magazine 

was built. In the second part, subsection 2.2.2., the events of Victorian Ireland are presented in order 

to provide the context in which Punch magazine operated. While different political, social and 

cultural events and changes inevitably shaped the way Ireland was portrayed in the magazine, it is 

important to provide an account of the major events that took place in Victorian Ireland. In section 

2.3., previous research relating to this study is discussed. While this section does take a look at the 

research detailing the history of Punch magazine, it mainly focuses on the earlier research and 

analyses conducted on the cartoons and texts published in the magazine in the Victorian Age. Chapter 
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3 establishes the data and methods used in this thesis. The process of choosing the cartoons and the 

ways in which the selected materials were studied using iconology as a tool for examination and 

interpretation will be explained in detail in this chapter. The analysis of the cartoons as well as the 

findings are presented in chapter 4. Rather than discussing each cartoon individually, the cartoons are 

grouped together on the basis of the central themes and characters that were detected in them, and the 

analysis focuses on how these themes were represented. Thus, the aim is to find similarities and 

connections between the cartoons and uncover different patterns in the representations of Ireland, 

Irish people and Irish issues. The analysis chapter is divided into three sections. Section 4.1 focuses 

on the representations of the Irish people, while section 4.2 concentrates on the ways in which Irish 

issues were portrayed. In this subsection, some of the particular methods and tools that were used to 

depict Irish issues are discussed. Lastly, in section 4.3 the representations of Ireland itself are 

analysed. This chapter delves into the ways in which the country was portrayed through the characters 

of Erin and Hibernia as well as compares them to the representations of other Irish characters in Punch 

cartoons. As a conclusion, chapter 5 will provide a summary of the results as well as the concluding 

remarks. Any possible limitations of the study will also be discussed in this chapter.  
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2. Background 
 

In this chapter, the relevant background information is presented on which this thesis is based. This 

chapter is divided into three sections, and the first section details the history of Punch magazine. An 

overview of similar British magazines and newspapers is given to create a picture of the journalistic 

scene into which the magazine was born. The main focus, however, is on what historical events and 

social issues took place in the Victorian Age in Britain and its many colonies, and how Punch, both 

in texts and cartoons, portrayed and related to these events. Special attention is paid to the ways in 

which the magazine sympathises with different groups and social classes in Britain. The second 

section is divided into two subsections and it details the history of Ireland relevant to this study. While 

the first subsection concentrates on the shared Anglo-Irish history from the English invasion in 1169 

to the year 1841, the second subsection discusses the years between Punch magazine’s launched and 

the end of the Victorian Age in 1901. In the third section, an overview of previous research on Punch 

texts and cartoons is provided. While a number of studies detailing the history of the magazine have 

been written and they provide important information on the historical background of the magazine 

itself, the analysis conducted in this study rests on three major literary works which are all discussed 

in this section. 

2.1. History of Punch Magazine 
 

Punch was by no means the first satirical magazine to be published at the beginning of the Victorian 

Age. Price states that “the journalistic world into which Punch was born was divided sharply into 

solid, respectable newspapers or magazines … and a proliferating underworld of scurrilous, near-

pornographic, hysterically abusive papers” (20). Magazines such as Punchinello and Figaro in 

London had already established themselves as comic journals highlighting the issues of the time with 

a satirical undertone (Price 21). Later in the 1860s, satirical magazines became extremely popular, 

and magazines such as Fun and Judy that published similar content to Punch were established. The 

initial idea of creating Punch was shared between Douglas Jerrold, W.M. Thackeray and Henry 

Mayhew in Paris in 1835. They discussed the possibility of creating an English version of the French 

magazine Charivari, which was a periodical in which the texts and smaller cartoons were built around 

one large cartoon (Price 21). These discussions continued in London among Jerrold, Thackeray and 

other engravers and artists (Price 21). While this first attempt to launch the London Charivari was 

derailed by disagreements over debt issues, in 1841, Ebenezer Landells and Henry Mayhew founded 

Punch, and the first issue was published on July 17, 1841. 
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From the beginning, Punch mirrored “the middle-class view and regularly clubbed and pummelled 

members of establishment, both high and low…” (Hugget 10). Spielman states that especially in the 

first years of the magazine’s existence, Punch faithfully defended the lower-classes and the poor, and 

it often spoke against authority. He also argues that Punch had as its targets the upper-class: it was 

extremely critical towards the monarchy, and harsh ridicule for both British and mainland European 

politicians was featured regularly in the magazine (100-101). In  the early years of its existence, much 

of Punch’s anti-establishment vigour arose from the background stories of its writers: Hugget states 

that “most of the early contributors were youngish men, around thirty years of age… [who] had 

experienced a traumatic fall in family fortunes in their youth, which helped to stimulate their 

sympathy for those who had suffered other misfortunes” (9). By the late 1840s, Punch’s message had 

started to shift away from its radical roots towards being more n the side of the middle classes (Altick 

730-736; Scully 10-11). Many of the original creators of the magazine had either died or left due to 

creative differences, and thus crated a void for new editors, writers and artists. The audience of Punch 

had also gone through a shift from youthful days of rebellion and having fun to adulthood with its 

many responsibilities. They had become the well-to-do middle-class men who were often ridiculed 

in Punch in the early 1840s.  

The 1850s brought with it the Great Exhibition and an unprecedented era of wealth and prosperity, 

and Punch, as well as its readers, kept changing. Many of the writers and artists were rising in the 

ranks of society, and this was mirrored in the magazine as decrease in sympathy towards the lower 

classes. They were no longer treated with kind words, and even though their misery was revealed in 

many government reports, their anguish and suffering were witfully ridiculed in newspapers and 

theatres around the country (Hugget 63). The issues of the poor were upstaged in 1853 by the 

beginning of the Crimean War between the Ottoman Empire and Russia. Officially Punch supported 

the war effort, however, as the war progressed and “the astonishing mismanagement and stupidity of 

the high command, and the incompetence of prime minister, Lord Aberdeen, were gradually revealed 

to an increasingly horrified nation” (Hugget 72), Punch showed no mercy to the prime minister as he 

was ridiculed in countless satirical cartoons. Even though, Britain emerged from the war victorious, 

many felt that England had been humiliated by its French allies and moreover by the ineptitude and 

ineffectiveness of the English leaders (Spielman 120). As Punch was on the pro-war side, it did not 

dwell on the humiliation, and instead turned its snide commentary towards more trivial issues such 

as new emerging fashion trends. 
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The first half of the 1860s was dominated by the American Civil War. Even though political opinions 

inside the magazine staff were divided, Punch showed its supported to the South which was the side 

generally taken by the upper-class English (Price 83). On the home front, the 1867 Reform act, which 

gave a voting right to every adult male householder, divided the opinions of the contributors even 

further. As one and a half million more men of a lower social status were given the opportunity to 

influence elections, the power seemed to shift more into the hands of the working class. Even though, 

the older, more mature Punch had forsaken its rebellious and radical past of fighting for the rights of 

the poor and had adopted more of an upper-class view on the issue, the writers tried hard to not let 

the magazine vouch either for or against the new reform, and both the writings and the cartoons stayed 

fairly neutral on the subject. As the 1860s drew to a close, so did “the languorous, lambert days of 

middle-class midsummer… [and] there was a growing awareness that the lazy, drinking days were 

over” (Hugget 107). The achievements of other European countries began to foster a feeling of 

inferiority among the English, and jealousy over the rebuilding of Paris was especially common, 

considering the state of the roads and buildings in London. Lack of proper warships also caused shame 

and resentment, and subsequently England was happy not to partake a major role in the Franco-

German War of 1870, and it adopted a stance of impartiality in the conflict (Spielman 121). As it had 

in the case of the Reform Act, Punch opted for the same approach as the rest of England and tried to 

cover the war in an unbiased way.  

The 1870s brought the first change in editorship in Punch. The original editor, Mark Lemon, died in 

1870, and the new decade was ushered in with a new editor, Shirley Brooks. Under his leadership, 

the magazine continued to thrive in changing conditions. After the election, the new Prime Minister 

Gladstone “dosed the nation with several new measures which helped to cleanse it of much injustice, 

inefficiency and backwardness” (Hugget 112). These included for example the Education Act, 

Married Women’s Property Act and the Ballot Act. Hugget states that although most of the changes 

brought on by Gladstone were deemed essential for the good of the country, Punch was vehemently 

opposed to some of the new reforms and was especially critical of the advancements given to women 

(113). It fiercely opposed the women’s suffragette movement and did not want to grant women the 

opportunity to attain higher education. Just like in the 1850s and 1860s, the anxieties of the middle 

classes were well presented in Punch in the early 1870s. Among their worries were rising living costs, 

increasing taxes and duties as well as static salaries. Whether or not their frustration was justified, 

their struggles were presented in Punch in many texts and cartoons. Punch also supported some of 

the strikes that were taking place all over the country in the early 1870s. Even though Punch had, to 

an extent, abandoned its support for the lower classes, it did stand together with the labourers asking 
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for better pay and shorter working days (Hugget 128). In 1874, at the evening of the next election, 

Gladstone promised a series of new reforms, but was not able to convince the people of his new ideas 

and lost the election to Disraeli (Kearney 253).  

The Long Depression, which had started in 1873, worsened the conditions for the lower-class as well 

as the middle-class members of society all around the country. The depression was particularly 

devastating to the farmers of Britain, causing many of them to go bankrupt and leave their properties. 

To the detriment of the farmers, the new prime minister handled the crisis horribly and caused many 

of them to lose their businesses. Catastrophic governmental decisions were followed by failing 

harvests which lead to even more suffering for the lower-class members of society. Like the farmers, 

manufacturers suffered greatly during the depression. Punch’s reaction to the economic downfall and 

the suffering of the people of Britain was not a hugely sympathetic one. Punch tried to stay positive 

during the crisis and displayed texts and cartoons making fun of bankers, investors and financiers 

who had a difficult time making a living during the declining economy. It even lampooned the 

troublesome relationship between landowners and their tenants. However, due to the hardships and 

suffering of the depression era, the middle-classes were growing tired of the ridicule they received 

and were not willing to join Punch in their jokes (Hugget 138). 

Amid the depression, the editorship of Punch changed once again and a new editor, Tom Taylor, was 

appointed to lead the magazine. Under Taylor’s rule, Punch began to appeal to a more academic and 

scholarly audience, and Pierce argues that “Taylor [...] established a tradition that Punch was related 

to the academic world and, while this meant some narrowness and some rather obscure classical 

references, it also meant that its aims were high, and that it aimed at quality of product as well as 

quantity of sales” (112). In the late 1870s, the colonies, especially India, took centre stage in the 

country and on the pages of Punch. The ordinary British were not as exited over the expanding of the 

British empire as the leaders of the country were, and Hugget argues that although the middle-classes 

depended on the colonies in many ways, for the most part they saw them as mere suppliers of goods 

rather than established parts of the British empire (142). He also states that the middle-classes were 

tolerant towards the colonies as long as they yielded profits and did not drag Britain into lengthy and 

costly wars (143). Much like the middle classes, Punch was not overtly excited about the colonies. 

As the magazine saw wars in its colonies as an unnecessary waste of money and resources, it 

lambasted the second Afghan War of 1878 and was even more critical towards the Zulu War of 1879 
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(Hugget 144). It also made a mockery of many of the events taking place in the colonies, and their 

leaders as well as the regular citizens were often derided on the pages of Punch.  

The third regime change in Punch came in 1880 when F. C. Burnard took over. After the stagnant 

years of Taylor’s rule, Burnard had the difficult task of making Punch relevant again. Price states that 

as “Punch had already lived longer than the average humorous paper [… Burnard] had to reverse a 

slow downward trend and to kill the idea that Punch had lived its days and was dying” (122). Price 

states that as a champion of kind and clean humour, Burnard helped to put an end to jokes targeting 

minority groups. This trend was started by Shirley when he halted the anti-Welsh jokes and continued 

by du Maurier as he ended the series of insensitive and inaccurate portraits of the French. He also 

argues that “this progressive elimination of minority targets […] resulted in leaving the area of life 

that could be dealt with considerably smaller than the area that could not” (124). Although the new 

decade brought major changes inside Punch, it did not bring a change for the British citizens 

struggling under economic hardship.  

The Long Depression continued through the 1880s. Even though the economy seemed to slightly 

improve, British tradesmen were still suffering. Unlike the British government, the contributors of 

Punch had no trust in free trade, and in 1885 an article in the magazine stated that “the philosophical 

free-trader looks with calm indifference on the bitter suffering of his own countrymen, rather than 

yield one tot, one tittle of the grand and noble principle that it is our duty as men, as brethren, and as 

Christians, to buy the cheapest markets, be the consequences what they may” (Hugget 152). Whether 

or not the free trade market of Britain was fair, was also a debated issue in Punch. Cases of 

mishandling money in the food and manufacturing industries lead the contributors of Punch to believe 

that large scale corruption was taking place inside many industries (Hugget 152-153). Britain’s 

imperial advancements of the early 1880s were upstaged by the jubilee celebrations of Queen Victoria 

in June 1887. The sense of unity brought on by the jubilee celebrations was short lived, and a mere 

two months later, the unemployed broke out in riots in London. In the latter half of the 1880s, strikes 

became a common form of rebellion utilised by the working class. The efforts of the working-classes 

culminated in 1892 when three independent Labour members were elected to the House of Commons.  

The first half of the 1890s was dominated by women’s rights issues. The suffragette movement which 

began to take foot in England in the 1870s, gained momentum, and more and more women were 

abandoning old social conventions and attitudes. They were now able to attend a university, and an 
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increasing number of women were able to join the workforce. Much like in the 1870s when the issue 

of women’s rights first became popular, Punch was not in favour of the emancipation of women. 

Numerous mocking texts such as “They dress… like men. They talk… like men. They live … like 

men. They don’t… like men” (The New Women 298) were printed in the magazine and, the 

contributors of Punch felt that a woman’s place was still at home and not in the work place. While 

the first half of the 1890s were concerned with domestic issues, the latter half of the decade saw the 

revival of British imperial ambitions. Even though Britain was able to remain the largest imperial 

power in the world, Punch was still not convinced about the benefits of expanding the empire. It held 

on to the view “that ‘The March of Civilization’ would lead only to devastating wars among the 

newly-armed colonial nations” (Hugget 173), and as tensions between the South African Republic 

and Britain grew and the second Boer War began in 1899, Punch’s fears were conformed. On the 

home front, the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria was celebrated in 1897, making her the longest-

reigning British monarch at the time. In the same year, the Long Depression finally began to ease, 

and for the first time in years the British economy began to improve. However, only four years later, 

on January 22, 1901, Queen Victoria died, thus ending the Victorian Age. Hugget states that despite 

of its often critical and negative depiction of Queen Victoria and the monarchy, Punch’s encomium 

to her included of a series of cartoons which depicted the most momentous events of her long reign 

(185).  

2.2. History of Ireland 

This section concentrates on Ireland, both before and after the launching of Punch in 1841. In the first 

subsection, an account of the history between Britain and Ireland is provided from the Plantation of 

Ulster to 1841 when the first issue of Punch was released. This is done in order to create an image of 

the political and social situation into which Punch was born and to establish a historical framework 

on which Punch based its satirical remarks. In the second subsection, the historical events and social 

changes taking place in Victorian Ireland are examined to show how Punch both reacted to and 

depicted them on its pages.  

2.2.1. From the Plantation to 1841 

By the time Punch launched its first issue in 1841, Ireland’s history with Britain had already been 

long and difficult. Between the English invasion in 1169 and the 1500s, different groups of English 
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and Scottish planters were sent over to Ireland to secure land for the British Crown. It is worth noting 

that the word planter is specifically used to describe the English and Scottish colonisers who settled 

in Ireland on confiscated lands in order to secure them for the English Crown. However, some sources 

use the word settler to refer to these individuals. Thus, in this thesis, the words planter and settler are 

used interchangeably. In the 1500s, however, due to the English Reformation, the situation between 

the settlers and the Irish changed drastically. Cronin states that:  

In pre-Reformation Ireland, the settlers and Irish, as different as they were 

culturally, at least had religion in common. […] For the Tudors, the 

situation was totally different. The English were Protestant, the Irish were 

Catholic. To settle in Ireland was to settle amongst a different people who 

held directly opposite religious views (63). 

Thus, when a gradual confiscation of vast landholdings from Irish Roman Catholic landowners began 

in various stages in the 1540s, the two opposing sides no longer had a common ground on which to 

stand, and loyalty to the Crown became an important factor by which the new landowners were 

measured. Irish revolts, starting in the late 1500s and continuing through the 1600s, against English 

rule were unsuccessful and ultimately led to more Irish land being seized by the Crown and granted 

to Protestants who were thought to be more loyal to the monarchy (Bartlett 94; R. Foster 60). The 

Flight of the Earls in 1607, in which numerous Irish aristocrats fled from Ulster to mainland Europe, 

created a void “[leaving] the way open for the government to inflict confiscation upon other areas of 

the Province” (R. Foster 60), and to implement the plan for the 1609 Plantation of Ulster. The plan 

was for six counties in Ulster to be taken over by British landlords and settled by English and Scottish 

tenants. However, many of the new landlords decided not to move to Ireland and, instead, chose to 

act as absentee landlords, governing their plantations from abroad (Cronin 66; Bartlett 99-109). This 

gave way to the emergence of Irish tenants, who according to Cronin were the norm at the time (66). 

Even some of “the families that did make the journey to Ulster […] preferred to take rent from Irish 

tenants, rather than work and people the land themselves” (Cronin 66). The use of Irish tenants was 

against the original idea behind the plantation as the plan stated that Irish tenants were not allowed 

on the lands (Cronin 66; R. Foster 66).  

Although the confiscation and securing of Irish land for the monarchy was undoubtedly one of the 

aims of the Plantation, the main aim was the conversion of the Irish and Old English Catholics to 
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Protestantism (Bartlett; Cronin; R. Foster). The term Old English is used to describe the medieval 

Catholic English settlers of Ireland and their descendants. However, soon after the Plantation had 

begun, it became apparent that the Protestant Church had not been able to win over the minds of the 

Irish population, and Catholicism remain the preferred religion among the Irish (Cronin 68). Thus, 

not being able to unite the country on religious grounds, the monarchy needed to further weaken the 

political and economic power of the Catholic population in order to keep the control in Protestant 

hands. This was done by creating a Protestant majority in the Irish Parliament and by continuing with 

the confiscation of Irish lands. These attempts to suppress the Irish native’s political and religious 

rights can be seen as the first signs of the emergence of the Catholic question, which would plague 

the country for decades to come. During the Anglo-Spanish War of 1625, the Catholic Irish, and 

especially the Old English, gave their support to the Protestant King of England, Charles I, in hopes 

of having some of the restriction on Catholics lifted. Their hopes were crushed by the new Lord 

Deputy of Ireland, Thomas Wentworth, in 1634 when only a handful of their requests were made into 

law, none of them relating to the main issues of land and religion. The anger of the Catholic population 

over years of ill-treatment found an outlet after the death of Wentworth in May 1641 and resulted in 

a bloody rebellion later the same year. 

The Ulster Rebellion of 1641 was “the most serious outbreak of violence and rebellion across Ireland 

for decades” (Cronin 72). Encouraged by the success of the Scottish in defending their religion and 

land against the English and the complex situation between the Crown and the parliament, the Irish 

in Ulster decided to take arms against the planters (Bartlett 114). Many of the Planters’ homes were 

attacked, their good stolen and many were driven off their land or killed (Cronin 72). Subsequent 

attacks on Catholics increased the number of deaths due to the conflict. The exact number of 

casualties, however, has remained a subject of debate for years (Bartlett 115; Cronin 72; R. Foster 

85). English newspapers and flyers reported “the BLOUDY NEWES from IRELAND” (Bartlett 115), 

detailing the cruel actions of the Irish against the planters. The rebels’ additional plan of seizing 

Dublin Castle was unsuccessful due to an information leak which gave time for the authorities to 

prepare for the attack (Bartlett 114). By spring 1642, a small army raised by the Earl of Ormond 

alongside English and Scottish troops sent to resolve the conflict were able to defeat the Irish rebels 

and reclaim the lost lands back to the Crown. In the aftermath of the rebellion, a confederation 

between the Irish rebels and the Old English was formed which demanded religious and political right 

for its members as well as a right to reclaim lost lands.  



14 

 

Even though the rebellion had ended, the ongoing controversy between Charles I and the Parliament 

led to the beginning of the English Civil War in 1642. The Parliamentarians, who saw the King as a 

part of the Counter-Reformation movement and who had long hoped for a “vigorous anti-Catholic 

policy throughout Charles’s kingdoms […] especially in Ireland, where anti-Catholic legislation was 

to be enforced” (Bartlett 112), won the war and were now able to concentrate fully Ireland (Bartlett 

126). Their solution to the Irish problem was Oliver Cromwell. Cronin states that Cromwell’s mission 

in Ireland was to destroy the Catholic Irish and to improve the conditions of the Protestant population 

(Cronin 74). The complete destruction of Drogheda and Wexford and the killing of their garrisons 

and 5000 townspeople subdued any further Irish resistance. Cromwell’s plan to unsure peace in 

Ireland involved the reorganisation of plantation. Unlike the earlier attempts to secure Irish land for 

the Crown through legal procedures, the Cromwellian plan confiscated two-thirds of Ireland’s land 

area for plantation, leaving only Connacht for the Irish to settle (Cronin 74). However, much like the 

earlier attempts at plantation, the Cromwellian effort to redistribute Irish lands suffered from a lack 

of English and Scottish participants while the uncertain surroundings of Ireland deterred many 

Protestants from moving to the country (Cronin 75).  

The latter half of the 1600s witnessed numerous changes in the leadership of Britain. In 1660, after 

the death of Cromwell in 1658, the country returned to a monarchical rule when Charles II was 

brought to the throne. Even though he initially loosened many of the Cromwellian restrictions placed 

on Irish Catholics, he later reversed his new legislation in order to protect English farmers from the 

potential economic threat brought by the growing of Irish agriculture (Cronin 75). In 1685, Charles 

II was succeeded by a Catholic ruler, James II. As the support for a Catholic monarch in England was 

nearly non-existent, William of Orange, James’ Protestant son-in-law, was invited to England to 

claim the throne, and by 1689 he had been proclaimed King (Cronin 76). After fleeing to France, 

James II gathered his foreign allies and travelled to Ireland where he quickly gained the support of 

the Catholic Irish. Emboldened by “the apparent security of a Catholic monarch marching with an 

army behind him” (Cronin 76), the Catholic Parliament in Ireland proceeded to reverse years of anti-

Catholic legislation, thus derailing James’ efforts to make his campaign seem Protestant friendly 

(Cronin 77).  The siege of Derry, in which James II unsuccessfully attempted to take over the city of 

Londonderry, lured William to Ireland and marked the beginning of defeat for James (Cronin 77). 

The faith of James was sealed in the battle of the Boyne where William and his forces defeated James. 

The Treaty of Limerick, which was produced after James’ surrender, led to another flight of Irish 

gentry to mainland Europe, and the empty land holdings were made available for plantation (Cronin 

79). The treaty was also supposed to provide religious toleration for the remaining Catholic 
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population. This proposition, however, was not conformed in its original form, and what was 

ultimately written into law in 1697 “did little to benefit Catholics or secure their position in Irish 

society” (Cronin 79). Thus, the economic, religious and political power shifted once again from 

Catholics back into Protestant hands. Overall, the events of the 17th century in Ireland were dominated 

by the fight between the English and the Irish for the mastery of Ireland (Bartlett 105).  

The 1700s are knows as the century of Protestant ascendancy in Ireland (Cronin 81). Due to the power 

shift, the “immediate concern for the Protestant population of Ireland was to secure their safety and 

dominant position in the long term” (Cronin 81), and it was essential for them to gain a political 

supremacy in the country. By passing a number of Penal Laws, which denied Catholics the right to 

participate in politics and severely limited their access to certain professions as well as education 

(Beaumont and Taylor 64; McGrath 42), Protestants were able to establish an exclusively Protestant 

parliament, which then worked in favour of their own interests. Even though the Irish parliament 

consisted of only Protestant members, it was no allowed to act completely independently, but rather 

under the guidance of the British parliament and the lord lieutenant. The Irish parliament was not 

allowed to consider foreign issues, be in control of the armed forces in Ireland or be involved in the 

choosing of its executive body (Bartlett 145-146; Cronin 85). By the mid-1700s, resentment towards 

Britain and the British parliament had begun to grow among the Protestant ascendancy, and 

“Protestant Ireland was livid at being treated as if Ireland were an English colony or conquered 

province” (Bartlett 153).  

For the Catholic population of Ireland, British involvement in Irish parliamentary affairs was even 

more detrimental because it effected the country’s trade and economy. Cronin states that “in the same 

manner that [Britain] controlled Irish parliamentary powers, [it] controlled and restricted Ireland’s 

economic potential” (86), and many pieces of legislation, such as the Woollen Act of 1699 which 

ultimately destroyed the Irish woollen industry, were passed in the British parliament in order to 

hinder the growth of the Irish economy (Bartlett 151; Cronin 86-87). The change from woollen to 

linen industry was especially devastating for the Catholic population. While the woollen industry was 

a national business pursued by both Catholics and Protestants, linen was mainly produce in the north 

of Ireland, and thus “the wealth and power that emerged from such industry concentrated in the hands 

of the large, non-Catholic population of Ulster” (Cronin 87). The Act from the British parliament left 

many Catholic families without income and contributed heavily to the rise of poverty among the 

Catholic community. British parliament’s decision in 1759 to lift previous restrictions on the Irish 
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cattle market was another decision that negatively affected the Catholic community. Cronin argues 

that as landlords seized the opportunity for higher yields, many tenants were evicted in order to make 

room for more pasture (90). As the Catholic population suffered economically in rural parts of Ireland, 

an affluent Protestant ascendancy was emerging in developing Irish cities (Cronin 90-91). Cronin 

states that as “much of the revenue created in Ireland went straight out of the country, and into the 

hands of the absentee landlords […] the wealthy in Ireland were able to indulge their whims on a 

grand scale” (91). The rapid growth of the Irish population in the 1700s put additional pressure on 

existing resources and reignited old disputes over land and food. All these political, economic and 

social issues contributed into the negative picture that was created in the minds of the Catholic Irish 

about the country’s connection to Britain. 

The rise of a Protestant lawyer, Henry Grattan, to the Irish parliament in 1772 brought hope for the 

Catholic population in Ireland. Grattan felt that “the parliamentary independence that the ascendancy 

dreamt of, could not exist in the face of a religiously divided Ireland” (Cronin 97). By passing laws 

which improved the economic and religious conditions of Irish Catholics, Grattan was able to rally 

both Protestants and Catholics behind a joined cause, and in 1782s, the Irish parliament was finally 

able to gain legislative independence. The British parliament, fearing an American-style revolution 

in Ireland, agreed to repeal the Acts that prevented the governing of Ireland from Dublin (Cronin 

100). However, by the beginning of the 1790s, it had become clear that this partial reconciliation to 

the Catholic question was not enough for the Irish Catholics. New waves of agrarian violence in 

Ulster was caused by revolutionary fervour in mainland Europe that spread amongst the Catholic 

population and led to the formation of the United Irishmen in 1791 by Theobald Wolfe Tone. 

Originally a group demanding the political emancipation of Irish Catholics, the United Irishmen soon 

radicalised and began to campaign for a total separation of Ireland from Britain. Their quest for 

independence culminated in the 1798 Rebellion, in which the United Irishmen lost to the British 

forces. The rebellion “gave the British government the ideal opportunity to reverse their whole policy 

towards Ireland” (Larkin 12). The unrest of 1798 and the increasing number of separatist movements 

in Ireland led the British leaders to a conclusion that the legislative independence, given to Ireland in 

1782, had been a mistake and that the country’s leaders had failed to keep Ireland at peace (Larkin 

12). The English answer to the Rebellion came in 1801 when the Acts of Union demolished the Irish 

parliament and created the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.  
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According to MacDonagh, the Union would become the most important factor that shaped the country 

as a nation (10). It was at its core an imperial measure that stemmed from Britain’s needs and fears  

(Larkin 11). The British saw the Union as a step towards securing their monarchy and the future of 

the British Empire, and the Union gave the Anglo-Irish relationship “a conveniently dual complexion: 

Ireland could be treated as an integral part of England, or as distinct from it, whichever suited 

prevailing political or economic convenience” (O'Farrell 22). To the Irish, however, the Union was 

promoted as a means to improve the failing Irish economy. First Minister William Pitt praised the 

Union as an effective measure for promoting Irish commerce and improving agriculture (50). He 

argued that the economic success of Britain could influence Ireland’s economic growth as well 

(quoted in Larkin 14). As a part of the Union, Pitt also offered Catholic emancipation which would 

after decades of exclusion give the Irish Catholics a right to sit in the Parliament. However, in the 

following years it became clear that the problems of the Irish Catholics would not be resolved by the 

Union. Many of the promises of the English, like the Catholic emancipation, were revoked, crushing 

any hopes that the Union would bring legislative change or improvements to Ireland (Bartlett 240). 

The possible effects on Irish society had also been exaggerated: Cronin argues that “while the 

Protestant and Presbyterian populations of Ulster benefited from the effects of industrialisation and 

an upsurge in wealth, the lot of the rural-based Catholic peasantry continued to deteriorate” (118). 

The uneven distribution of wealth, the rapid growth of the Irish population and the lack of investments 

into Irish economy created a crisis that the fragile country could not cope with (Cronin 121). In the 

face of this crisis, the fervour for an independent Ireland represented by the likes of Wolfe Tone and 

Grattan seemed to “die away [while …] most Irish people were either taking time to adjust to the 

reality of union, or merely seeking to survive in the midst of agricultural and rural poverty” (Cronin 

123). 

In the 1820s, campaigns for catholic emancipation were revived with Daniel O’Connell as the leader 

(Connolly 83). O’Connell had been a member of the Catholic Committee and the Catholic board but 

considered their ways of campaigning too timid (Larkin 32). In 1813, by holding a public meeting 

and announcing the principles of public agitation, “he had made the discovery that, in the absence of 

a parliament, public theatre was a way of doing politics” (Larkin 32). After the 1823 forming of the 

Catholic Association of Ireland, a group which like many others before it only had a restricted number 

of members due to its high membership fees, O’Connell utilised the power of the masses by 

significantly lowering the fees and allowing poorer members of the community to join the cause. 

Connolly states that the lower fees allowed the ordinary Catholics to encage themselves closely in 

the repeal effort and the large numbers of contributors demonstrated that the Irish were immensely 
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interested in the cause (Connolly 84). In 1829, the Catholic Emancipation Act was finally passed 

giving Irish Catholics a chance to gain political power. The 1830s brought some much-needed 

reforms to Irish society. After his success in 1829, O’Connell turned his attention to the Church of 

Ireland and the tithe system. The 1800 Acts of Union had also united the English and Irish churches, 

and which meant that the Catholics had to pay a tithe to the established Church (Cronin 129). As 

“Irish farmers and labourers had on average only about half as many acres on which to work as their 

British counterparts” (Ó Gráda, Poverty, Population and Agriculture, 1801- 45 124), many of them 

were unable to pay the tithe. A deal between O’Connell and the Whig party moderated the charges 

which according to Boyce eased the financial burden on the poor Irish tenants and made the collection 

process less abrasive (17). By the beginning of the 1840s, interest in the Catholic Association had 

fallen, and O’Connell formed the Repeal Association, which aimed to repeal the Act of Union and 

create an independent Ireland. At this turbulent time in Irish history, Punch launched its first issue, 

and for the next six decades, it would form its opinions and views of the Irish on the basis of the past 

700 years of shared Anglo-Irish history.  

2.2.2. Victorian Ireland 

In the first half of the 1840s, O’Connell and the Repeal Association’s attempts to end the Union 

between Britain and Ireland continued. Both O’Connell and the new Repeal Association were able to 

attract massive numbers of followers, and gatherings that would become known as monster meetings 

were taking place around the country. Cronin argues that the function of these large meetings was to 

recapture the nationalistic fervour that had been behind the success of the Catholic Association in the 

1820s and 1830s (133). Even though O’Connell was able to gain a large following, the banning of 

one such monster meeting in Clontarf in 1843 was a disappointment for O’Connell and subsequently 

affected his ability to make political advancements against Peel. Though Peel was more lenient 

towards the Irish than other British politicians, he was vehemently against the repeal of the Union 

and worked hard to deter O’Connell’s plans for repeal (Bartlett 275). In October 1843, O’Connell 

was arrested for treason and sentenced to twelve months in prison. Cronin argues that the 

imprisonment of O’Connell was a failed attempt by the British government to suppress Irish people’s 

nationalistic zeal and that it only led to more people showing support for O’Connell’s cause (134). 

Alongside O’Connell and the Repeal Association, the Irish newspaper The Nation gained importance 

in the early-1840s. The newspaper was established in 1842 by three members of O’Connell’s Repeal 

Association, and it quickly became an integral part of the O’Connell campaign for Repeal by 
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publishing his speeches from the monster meetings and thus spreading the message of repeal across 

Ireland (Cronin; Ryder). Cronin states that while O’Connell was not ready to use physical force in 

the fight for repeal, the younger and more radical staff of The Nation was much more willing to incite 

violence (134). In 1845, this more radical faction of the Repeal Association separated into its own 

group called The Young Irelanders, and they drew their inspiration from the 1798 Rebellion. Even 

though their efforts culminated in an unsuccessful rebellion in 1848, they played an integral part in 

the spreading of nationalistic ideology in Ireland, and according to Bartlett “after the Young Ireland 

rebellion revolutionary conspiracy was never off the Irish agenda” (300).  

In the fall of 1845, the potato blight spread through the country and began to ruin crops around Ireland. 

Boyce states that initially the Famine was not a serious problem, but the persistence of the blight 

through several consecutive years exaggerated the crisis, and even though the country had faced 

occasional crop failures in the years before, the devastation that the blight inflicted upon Ireland 

during the Great Famine was unprecedented (31). While the whole Irish population was undoubtedly 

affected by the potato blight, the counties in Connacht in north-west Ireland as well as the southern 

counties of Ulster suffered the most deaths due to the Famine (Cronin 139). The rapid increase in the 

population of Ireland in the decades before the blight had left more than half of the entire Irish 

population exclusively dependent on potatoes as their primary food source (Bartlett 284). The effects 

of the Famine on the population were devastating: according to De Nie, “out of a population of at 

least 8 million, an estimated 1 million died of starvation and disease and another 1 to 1.5 million 

emigrated to the United States, Canada, and Britain” (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British 

Press, 1798–1882 82). During the Great Famine, many writers in the British press portrayed the Irish 

people in a negative light and insinuated that the Irish had brought the disaster upon themselves. 

Thomas Forster’s reports in The Times depicted the Irish as lazy and apathetic as he stated that “for 

the greater part of the severity of this unhappy calamity, the people of Ireland have themselves to 

blame, and their own disgraceful apathy and laziness” (T. C. Foster 443).  

In the 1850s, a period of Catholic resurrection called devotional revolution began. This was a period 

in which the Irish Catholic church began to gain more power and the religious practises of the Irish 

became more important (Bartlett 304). The turmoil of the Famine had also once again made the Irish 

land question a debated topic  (Bartlett 296). Cronin argues that “even though some of the issues 

surrounding land ownership and management, which had given rise to the famine, had been partially 

solved as a result of the mass emigration, migration and death, the core problems still remained” 
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(148). Failing schemes to improve the situation such as the Encumbered Estates Act led to resentment 

among the Irish towards the inefficiency of the British leaders and drove them to form groups such 

as the Irish Tenant Land League in 1850. The Tenant Land League can be seen as one of the first 

national political groupings in Ireland that used land agitation to further its cause (Cronin 149). In the 

latter half of the decade, two influential groups were formed that would have a great effect on the 

future of Ireland. The Fenian Brotherhood was formed by Irish emigrants in America in 1858 and the 

Irish Republican Brotherhood was founded in Ireland in the same year. Both groups would later 

collectively come to be known as the Fenians. Unlike previous groups, “the Fenians from the 

beginning turned their backs on politics and dedicated themselves to an Irish republic to be established 

by war” (Bartlett 300). Despite their slowly growing popularity, the Fenians were not able to gather 

a large-scale following until their involvement in the American Civil War in 1861. An attempt at a 

Fenian rising took place in 1867 both in Ireland and in Britain, but it soon failed due to inadequate 

planning (Cronin 152). The initial plans to take over holdings in both countries failed, and as a 

consequence two influential Fenian leaders were arrested. The attempt to free the prisoners also failed 

and caused the death of one British police officer. The four Fenians involved in the incident became 

to be known as the Manchester Martyrs and were tried and executed for the crime. As a last effort, 

explosives were used in Clerkenwell Prison to free a member of the Fenian movement, but the 

explosion destroyed an adjacent building killing twelve people. Even though the Fenian rising was 

unsuccessful, it did work as a catalyst for political change in both Ireland and Britain (Bartlett 304; 

Cronin 152-153). 

The 1870s were ushered in under the rule of a new Prime Minister, William Gladstone. The Fenian 

conflict appears to have made it clear to Gladstone that something would have to be done to better 

the situation in Ireland, and that instead of trying to resolve Irish issues with English solutions, Ireland 

should be governed by utilising and honouring Irish ideas (Bartlett 304-305; Dunlop 67). Among 

these were the Irish Church Act, which dissolved the Church of Ireland, and the Land Act of 1870, 

which was designed to give more rights to the Irish tenants. However, according to Bartlett, the Land 

Act did very little to help the Irish in need, and it affected only a small portion of tenants, mostly in 

Ulster, where better tenants’ rights were already in effect (307). Hugget states that “landlords easily 

evaded the provisions of the Act by raising their tenants’ rent to such an impossibly high level that 

they were forced to leave” (112). The ineffectiveness of Gladstone’s policies led to demands for Irish 

Home Rule, and Isaac Butt’s Home Government Association was founded in order to establish some 

form of self-government for the Irish (Bartlett 314). His ineffectiveness as a forcible leader and 

inability to pass Home Rule in Parliament gave way to the rise of Charles Stewart Parnell as the leader 
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of the cause. Parnell was able to “mobilise the tenant farmers behind the demand for Home Rule” 

(Bartlett 318), and in 1879, the Land League was established. The Land League saw the 

dismantlement of the tenant-landlord system as a way to clear way for more self-government. 

In the 1880s, the land agitation that had begun a decade earlier culminated in a Land War. Tenants 

were urged not to pay rents and to boycott any landlords they deemed unjust. Gladstone’s attempt to 

solve the unrest was a new Land Act that gave the Irish tenants fixity of tenure, free sale and fair rent. 

Bartlett, however, argues that by that time, the aspirations of the Irish tenants had changed. He points 

out that “the Irish tenants wanted to become landlords, and since the 1881 Act did not achieve that 

prospect by much, […] it constituted in their minds little more than a piece of legislation on behalf of 

the Irish landlords” (323). A treaty was reached between Parnell and Gladstone in 1882 which gave 

more concessions to Irish tenants and ultimately ended the Land War. The focus shifted back to Home 

Rule, and in 1885 election, the Home Rule Party unforeseen support in Ireland (Cronin 162). With a 

large group Irish of Members of Parliament, Parnell was able to concentrate solely on the issue of 

Home Rule. In 1886, Gladstone was forced to put forward the first Home Rule bill for Ireland, but 

later in the year the bill failed. Gladstone’s politics had divided his own party, and as a result, the 

Conservative party took over and stayed in power, apart from the years 1892-1895, for the next twenty 

years. The late 1880s also destroyed both the political machine Parnell had created as well as any 

prospects for Home Rule in the foreseeable future (Lyons 202). As his Party “was essentially a 

coalition held together by the force of his personality” (Bartlett 345), Parnell’s fall exposed the 

weaknesses of “a movement, which owed its coherence, its meaning and its life to a single man” 

(MacDonagh).  

The 1890s are often seen as the decade for the revival of Irish culture. The Gaelic Athletic Association 

or GAA set out to resuscitate Irish sports, the Gaelic League aimed at saving the Irish language from 

extinction, and writers such as Yates and Davis were calling for a national literature for Ireland. On 

the political front, Parnell’s demise in 1892 and stark divisions inside his party gave way to a new 

form of politics in Ireland. Even though Gladstone and the Liberals were able to gain a win in 1892 

and even introduce the second Home Rule Bill in 1893, they were not able to convince Conservatives 

or even some of the Liberals to join in the cause and support the bill. From 1895 onwards, the 

Conservatives, together with their Liberal Unionist allies, had at the centre of their politics the idea 

of vehemently obstructing Home Rule (O'Farrell 97). They began implementing a concept of “killing 

Home Rule with kindness” (Bartlett 359; Cronin 169; O'Farrell 97) which meant removing “any 
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impetus that could lead to demands for home rule” (Cronin 168-169). As the land question was the 

most pressing issues that could send Ireland into chaos, the Conservatives concluded that granting 

the Irish large concessions of land should appease them enough to abandon any new quests for Irish 

Home Rule. In a sense, the Conservatives succeeded in deterring Irish zeal for Home Rule as no form 

of real independence for Ireland was established until long after the Victorian Age ended.  

2.3. Previous Research  

Due to Punch being one of the prominent satirical magazines of its time, numerous books and articles 

have been written about it, and many scholars have studies its contents. The most notable accounts 

on the history of the magazine include Punch: The Lively Youth of a British Institution by Richard D. 

Altick, Mr. Punch’s History of Modern England, Vol 1 by Charles L. Graves, Victorian England as 

seen by Punch by Frank E. Hugget, A History of Punch by R. G. G. Price and A History of “Punch” 

by M. H. Spielman. All these works more or less concentrate on the history of the magazine and detail 

the events taking place in the British society as well as inside the magazine. These works centre 

around historical facts and focus on the ways in which Punch portrayed the English people and 

society, how the magazine viewed different social classes, how developments in different British 

colonies were portrayed, and what the leadership and hierarchical structures were like inside the 

magazine. Thus, even though for this thesis these works serve as a great source of background 

information, provide an important insight into the inner workings of the magazine and shed light on 

the ways in which the magazine portrayed English issues, they make very few connections to Ireland 

and provide even fewer interpretations on the texts and cartoons that were published in the magazine. 

Even though only a small number of studies interpreting the cartoons of Punch have been made, some 

writers have undertaken the task of deciphering the contents of Punch and studying the ways in which 

Irish people and issues were represented in the magazine, and this thesis relies on three major works 

of this kind from and Williams & Williams, De Nie and Curtis Jr. 

In Daniel O'Connell, The British Press and The Irish Famine: Killing Remarks, Leslie Williams and 

William Williams discuss the ways in which Punch, as well as other British magazines and 

newspapers, portrayed O’Connell and the Great Famine in the 1840s. Even though their analysis is 

not solely based on the cartoons published in Punch but rather depicts the overall portrayal that was 

formed through both texts and cartoons, their work provides important insight into how one of the 

most famous Irish politicians was portrayed in the magazine. According to Williams & Williams, 
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O’Connell was repeatedly ridiculed and criticised on the pages of Punch since the magazine was 

launched. They argue that Punch used different tools such as feminisation and demeaning caricatures 

to defame O’Connell and render his character untrustworthy and corrupt (50-52). Williams & 

Williams also state that Punch was ardently against O’Connell’s Repeal Association, and that the 

magazine saw the Repeal Rent as a way for O’Connell to increase his personal finances rather than 

to create a sustainable political machine (37). Furthermore, they argue that Punch staff saw the fund-

raising tactics of O’Connell as hypocritical and pictured the Repeal Rent as “a money-making scheme 

for O’Connell’s private benefit rather than a participatory, stake-folding grass-roots effort to effect 

political change” (50). Williams & Williams state that during the Great Famine, Daniel O’Connell 

and the Repeal Association had a central role in the way the Irish crisis was portrayed in all British 

press. They argue that due to the negative image O’Connell and the Repeal movement had earned in 

Britain, the masses of Irish peasants following both O’Connell and the movement were also met with 

disdain (126). In their book, Williams & Williams also briefly touch upon the Catholic faith and its 

standing in the British society. They state that “the hostile attitudes of Punch […] and many other 

newspapers toward Catholicism was, in fact, an integral part of British culture, a part of the sense of 

Britishness itself” (97). The religious tensions of 18th-century Europe had led to a situation in which 

Britishness became closely bonded with Protestantism. Subsequently, Catholic Ireland was not able 

to forge a close connection with Britain due to the religious differences and was never fully integrated 

to be a satisfactory part of the empire (97). According to Williams & Williams, Catholicism was also 

affected its followers on a personal level. They argue that ‘to be Catholic […] was to be economically 

inept: wasteful, indolent and oppressive if powerful, poor and exploited if not” (Colleen cited in 

Williams & Williams 97).  

While Williams & Williams mostly concentrate on Punch’s representation of O’Connell and the 

Great Famine period, Michael De Nie broadens the time frame in the Eternal Paddy: Irish Identity 

and British Press, 1798-1882 and focuses on the representation of the Irish Paddy in three different 

periods, the first being the Great Famine. Much like Williams & Williams’ work, De Nie’s book 

concentrates broadly on all British press but does provide some interpretations specifically on Punch 

texts and cartoons. De Nie argues that the horrors of the Famine taking place in Ireland coupled with 

the close proximity of a thriving Britain created a need for the British to find a reason for the crisis. 

This led to the blame being put on the shoulders of the Irish and resulted in the perpetuation of old 

and creation of new stereotypes about the Irish people. According to De Nie, these stereotypes 

included traits such as “ignorance, slavish devotion to priests and demagogues, indifference to 

squalor, and laziness” (91). He also states that laziness, in particular, was seen in Britain as the main 
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reason why Ireland was faced with Famine, and that the idea that proper channelling of labour would 

provide the cure the Irish predicament was often suggested on the pages of Punch (96). Interestingly, 

De Nie does not highlight the role of O’Connell and the Repeal movement in the Famine crisis as 

much as Williams and Williams does. Instead he concentrates more on the stereotypes that were used 

in the British press during the Famine to portray the Irish. 

The second period De Nie studied in his work was the Fenian era during the 1860s. He states that at 

that time, the Fenian movement stood at the centre of attention as the armed Irish nationalistic 

organisation dedicated to gaining independence for Ireland (144). He states that in the British press, 

attempts at a Fenian rising were not seen as a serious threat to the British peace but rather as a mere 

agitation of few corrupt individuals both on the American and Irish sides of the Atlantic (155). 

According to De Nie, one of the trademarks of the Fenian era Punch was the use of references to 

medicine and illnesses. He argues that while this type of representation had long-standing traditions 

in the British press, it became a central theme in the 1860s (164). He also points out the discrepancies 

in the portrayals of the American and Irish Fenians in the British press. While other newspapers 

“identified the violence and disorder of this period firmly with the foreign Irish Americans, Punch 

was understood to be representing the worst elements of the "typical Irishman"” (172). Additionally, 

he stats that Punch magazine’s fascination with the Fenians and the Irish in general is evident from 

the fact that out of all the British magazines and newspapers, it published the most Irish cartoons 

during this period (197).  

The third period under scrutiny in De Nie’s book was the Land War period between 1879-1882. 

According to De Nie, Charles Stewart Parnell and the Land League became central figures in all 

British press. He states that obstructionism became a major part of Irish politics in the Parliament, 

and that “as Irish distress deepened some members of the Irish Parliamentary party undertook a 

campaign of systematic obstruction in parliament in retaliation for the neglect of Ireland” (201). 

According to De Nie, when the obstructionist movement spread from the Parliament to the country 

sides of Ireland in the form of boycotts, Punch took a special interest in this development and 

published heavily on the issue (229). In its cartoons, Punch often portrayed the Land league as a 

monster with which the British leaders were struggling (226). Much like the Fenian controversy, the 

Land Bill of 1881 garnered particular interest inside Punch. De Nie states that once again the 

magazine published more cartoons on this topic than other British newspaper (233). De Nie also 

briefly mentions the use of Erin and Hibernia as representatives of Ireland in British magazines and 
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newspapers. He states that even though these characters had for a long time been a staple in British 

satirical cartoons, the number of cartoons portraying Erin and Hibernia increased during the Land 

War period and the latter half of the Victorian Age. Additionally, he argues that during the 1880s and 

1890s when the Irish Paddy was depicted as a violent and disruptive creature, Erin and Hibernia were 

portrayed as the hope of the country. He also alludes to the way in which Erin and Hibernia were 

pictured as submissive and weak compared to their English opponents as well as the Irish Paddy 

(257).  

While Williams & Williams and De Nie focus on the representation of the Irish in different time 

periods, L. Perry Curtis Jr. delves into the origins of the physical features that became to be knows as 

typically Irish: he focuses on the simian representation of the Irish peasants. He states that in the 

Victorian Age in general, the idea that the mankind was divided into different races was a prevailing 

assumption, and that the British felt a need to prove that their own race was superior to others. He 

points to “the cluster of prejudices which operated […] pervasively in Great Britain against not only 

Irishmen but Negroes and other non-Anglo-Saxons”, and which alluded to the fact that Englishmen 

and Irishmen were separated by not only religious and cultural factors but by fundamental differences 

in their temperament as well (1). According to Curtis Jr., these believes about the differences between 

the English and the Irish were perpetuated by the political events taking place in both countries. He 

states that the numerous rebellions, continuing agrarian discord in Ireland and the violent behaviour 

of some Irishmen in England contributed to the idea that the Irish were an inferior species in the 

human race (21).  

Curtis Jr. maintains that these factors helped create the basis for the simianisation of the Irish from 

the 1840s onwards, and that Punch had a major role in creating the stereotypical Irishman that would 

later become the norm in its cartoons. He states that Punch was one of the magazines that widely used 

this type of representation and became famous for its cartoons depicting ape-like Irish peasants with 

hyperprognathous features (31). Curtis Jr. argues that later on in the 1850s, the magazine developed 

a reputation of being extremely anti-Irish, and that in the 1860s and 1870s, this manifested itself in 

the cartoons as a gradual progression from merely simianising the Irish to portraying them as real 

apes and gorillas (31-38). Additionally, much like De Nie, Curtis Jr. states that in the 1880s, the Land 

League was often portrayed as a monster, and he attributes this to the growing unrest inside the league. 

According to Curtis Jr., the use of this type of representation was encouraged by “the combination of 

land war in Ireland and obstruction by Irish nationalist politicians in Parliament” (38). On the whole, 
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Williams & Williams, Den Nie and Curtis Jr. all seem to generally agree that the Irish were 

represented negatively in Punch cartoons and that the magazine’s depictions utilised the prevailing 

stereotypes of the time when portraying the Irish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 

 

3. Data and Methodology  

 

The cartoons studied in this thesis were collected from the volumes of Punch magazine published 

between 1841 and 1901. They were collected from the Punch Magazine Cartoon Archive 

(https://www.punch.co.uk/) as well as from any available volumes in the online archives of both Hathi 

Trust (https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000682156) and The Internet Archive 

(https://archive.org). While the Punch Magazine Cartoon Archive has categorized the cartoons under 

subsections, all relevant cartoons for this study can be found under subsection ‘Ireland’. Both the 

Hathi Trust and The Internet Archive contain whole volumes of the magazine, thus making the search 

for the relevant cartoons slightly more arduous. All volumes of the magazine provided on the Hathi 

Trust and The Internet Archive websites were searched through page by page, and all relevant 

cartoons were collected for the study. Even though Punch contains cartoons of many different sizes, 

this study concentrates only on the full-page cartoons. Altogether 151 cartoons were collected: 42 

produced during the 1840s, 7 from the 1850s, 30 from the 1860s, 17 from the 1870s, 25 from the 

1880s, 28 from the 1890s, and 2 from the 1900s. All cartoons studied are attached as appendices. It 

is worth noting that while the cartoons have been photocopied on to the various websites, the quality 

and clarity of the cartoons varies greatly.  

The relevant cartoons were then studied by using iconography as a guiding tool. Terms ‘iconology’ 

and ‘iconography’ are both used in this thesis while different researchers use these terms 

interchangeably. However, for the sake of clarity, the term ‘iconography’ will be used to refer to any 

analysis conducted in this study. Iconography as a term refers to “both a method and an approach to 

studying the content and meanings of visuals” (Müller 283). In 1982, Erwin Panofsky distinguished 

three stages of iconological study:  

Pre-iconographical description focuses on the primary or natural subject 

matter, which is usually the ‘world of artistic motifs’.  Iconographical 

analysis is concerned with ‘conventional subject matter’ —culturally 

shared visual signs and connections— and thus ‘the world of images, 

stories, and allegories’. Iconological interpretation aims at unravelling 

‘intrinsic meaning or content constituting the world of “symbolical” 

value. (40) 
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Müller clarifies these steps further in her article. In the pre-iconographical stage, the aim is to describe 

the visual material without attributing any outside meaning to them. At this stage it is also wise to 

classify the visuals into different types and try to find similarities and connections between them 

(Müller 294). In the iconographical analysis, “the visuals are then analysed in the light of all available 

sources, attributing meaning to the analysed visuals related to their original temporal and spatial 

context” (Müller 287). Lastly, in the iconological interpretation, the aim is to uncover “what 

information do the studied visuals convey about the social, political, and cultural context in which 

they were produced” (Müller 294).  

In this study, the iconological stages by Panofsky were used as guidelines for the analysis. In the pre-

iconographical stage, all individual cartoons were examined to unearth any reoccurring topics or 

closely related motifs. The cartoons with similar themes were then grouped together for further 

analysis. In the iconographical stage, any available titles and photo texts connected to the cartoons 

were studied in order to gain a broader understanding of the visual itself. At this stage, the cartoons 

were also studied in a wider, spatial context, paying special attention to different time periods and 

studying whether any similarities could be found between cartoons from different decades. These 

first stages were conducted in order to yield an answer to the first research question of how Ireland, 

the Irish people and Irish issues were represented in Punch’s cartoons during the Victorian Age. In 

the iconological interpretation stage, an attempt was made to uncover the reasons behind the different 

representations identified in the first stage. While the visuals studied in this thesis are not photographs 

but cartoons, and as such are products of a particular cartoonist’s imagination, they reflect the way in 

which both the artist in question as well as the magazine on the whole wanted to portray any given 

issue. Thus, rather than looking at what information the cartoons can provide about the time they 

were produced in, this part of the study will focus more on the historical, political, social and cultural 

issues as well as any underlying attitudes and prejudices that might have triggered the artists and the 

magazine to depict Ireland, the Irish people and Irish issues in the way they did, revealing answers to 

the second research question.   

 

 



29 

 

4. Results and Analysis  

In this section, the results of the study will be presented along with an analysis of the results. The 

section is divided into three subsections. These subsections were chosen because they were the three 

most prominent and separate themes that arose from the cartoons. The first subsection concentrates 

on the representation of three different groups of Irish characters that are portrayed in Punch cartoons. 

First, the archetypal Irish person portrayed in Punch cartoons is described all the way from their 

physical features and clothing to personality traits. This helps to construct an image of the person as 

a whole and allows for a further search for the possible reasons behind the formation of this particular 

image. Second, the representation of Irish political figures is studied by looking into the portrayals of 

the most famous Irish politicians. Third, a group of imaginary Irish characters is briefly presented and 

studied in order to discover the purpose behind the creation of these characters. The second subsection 

discusses the ways in which Irish issues are depicted in Punch. Discovering and studying the key 

Irish issues of the Victorian Age as well as the techniques with which the magazine depicted these 

issues can offer a way to a deeper understanding of the historical, social and political matters that 

served as a motivation for these depictions. The third subsection focuses on the representation of 

Ireland as Erin and Hibernia. While the portrayal of these two characters as the country of Ireland 

differs drastically from the way in which the people of Ireland are portrayed, it is interesting to see 

what motivations and historical factors can be found behind the difference in the depictions. 

4.1. The Irish people 

There are three clearly separated groups of Irish characters that are represented in Punch in different 

ways. The first group includes the ordinary Irish peasants. The archetypal Irish peasant, also known 

as Paddy, is a male character usually between the ages of thirty and fifty who is depicted as a hairy, 

animalistic figure. His facial features include a prognathous chin, a mouth which hangs downward 

from the corners, sloping eyebrows and a wide and flat nose, and his face is covered in an excessive 

amount of facial hair. The size and shape of both his mouth and chin simulate the features of primates 

rather than humans. The Irish are also often portrayed shorter than their English counterparts along 

with a particularly apish posture including a hunched back and forward shoulders. These strong, 

animalistic features equate the Irish with chimpanzees, apes and gorillas, humans’ evolutionary 

forefathers, rather than with humans themselves. These features are best present in cartoons such as 

Height of Impudence (Appendix 26), Alfred the Small, Disguised as a Little Warbler, Visiting the 
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Irish Camp (Appendix 36), The Irish Nuisance (Appendix 45), Something for Paddy (Appendix 52), 

The Real Irish Court; or, the Head Centre and the Dis—senters (Appendix 57) and The Irish 

“Tempest” (Appendix 84). These findings coincide with the statements of Curtis Jr. on the 

simianisation of the Irish people (29-57). In some cartoons, Punch bypassed animalisation and the 

subtle use of simian features, and instead pictured the Irish as real monkeys and gorillas. This type of 

representation is apparent in cartoons such as The British Lion and The Irish Monkey (Appendix 32), 

The Popish Organ Nuisance (Appendix 49), The O’Mannikin (Appendix 50) and Mischief! 

(Appendix 134). These findings are supported by Curtis Jr.’s arguments on the escalation of Punch 

cartoons from mere simianisation to animalisation (31-38). The origins of the uses of simian features 

to depict the Irish are multifaceted. Even though in the 1830s, Gustave De Molinari stated that “[the 

English] allow no occasion to escape them of treating the Irish as an inferior race—as a kind of white 

negroes…” (cited in Curtis Jr. 1), Curtis Jr. argues that in cartoons, these types of features were not 

exclusively allotted to the Irish until the 1840s. He states that before this, artists such as James Gillray 

(1757-1815) and Thomas Rowlandson (1756-1827) had been using these types of simianising 

features to depict rioters, rebels and radicals of all backgrounds and origins (29-31). These statements 

raise the question of why only the Irish became equated with primates, and the answer could be rooted 

in the turbulent history of the island.  

From the perspective of the English, the Irish had been a source of trouble from the beginning. The 

fierce resistance towards the English and Scottish settlers between 1169 and the 1500s and later 

towards the 1609 Plantation of Ulster had been the first signs that the Irish were not willing to simply 

conform to the wishes of their colonisers. The image of the Irish as violent and rebellious was 

perpetuated by continuous upheavals in the country. The Ulster Rebellion of 1641, the aftermath of 

the Cromwellian conquest and the support shown by the Irish towards the Catholic James II in the 

late-17th century all contributed to the formation of a picture of the Irish as disruptors of peace. 

However, what finally earned the Irish the title of the brutal simians seems to have been the 

unprecedentedly turbulent period from the late-18th century to the early-19th century. The rebellion of 

1798 and the opposition toward the Acts of Union in the first decades of the 19th century served as a 

catalyst for the assumption that the people of Ireland were more aggressive and ungovernable than 

the people of other nations. What cemented the picture of the Irish as disruptive, rebellious and 

unfriendly toward the English and the Monarchy were Daniel O’Connell’s Catholic Association in 

1823, the Repeal movement in 1840s and the Young Irelanders’ Rebellion in 1848. The tumultuous 

first half of the 19th century in Ireland led the English to establish a picture of the Irish as brutal 

savages, and thus equate them with uncontrollable and primal creatures. 
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Interestingly, the way in which the Irish were portrayed in Punch did not change during the entire 

Victorian Age. Throughout the first 60 years of the magazine’s existence, the representation of the 

prototypical Irish person remained as it had been since the beginning of the magazine’s launch. These 

finding seem to coincide with Price’s statement that the Irish, unlike the Welsh and the French, were 

never freed from the anti-Irish sentiment that was present in Punch cartoons (124). This is evident 

from the fact that the Irish character presented in the 1840s cartoons such as in Justice to Ireland 

(Appendix 20) and Young Ireland in Business for Himself (Appendix 24) barely differs from the 

character that is depicted in the 1890s cartoons Keep the Pot A-Boiling! (Appendix 125) and Her 

Majesty’s Servants (Appendix 129). This might also be due to the fact that the launch of the first issue 

of Punch in 1841 coincides with time when the image of the Irish as simians was first being 

constructed. The magazine was able to draw inspiration not only from the imagination of the writers 

and cartoonists, but also from other similar magazines and newspapers. From the beginning, they 

were able to successfully create a stereotypical rendition of the Irish that was instantly recognisable 

to the readers. Thus, Punch can be seen as one of the pioneers behind the simianised representation 

of the Irish because it was among the first magazines that originated this new trend of assigning the 

simian features exclusively to the Irish. Due to the popularity of their Irish cartoons, they saw no 

reason to modify or change the character they had created in their early issues. In some respects, this 

simple measure by Punch was crucial in branding the Irish as something not quite as human as the 

English and abetted the magazine in steering and influencing the opinions of thousands of Punch 

readers. It is worth noting, however, that even though the representation of the simian Irish stayed the 

same during the whole Victorian Age, a change in the frequency at which Punch published cartoons 

displaying this Irish character can be seen in the later decades of the period. Although the Irish peasant 

was still represented in the way it had been depicted for years, the number of cartoons that included 

a poorly dressed, rebellious Irish Paddy decreased dramatically in the 1890s.  

Another reason behind Punch’s use of simianising features when portraying the Irish people in its 

cartoons might be due to the desire of the English to display their power and supremacy over the Irish, 

and in this way legitimise their decade-long attempts to assert dominance over Ireland and its people. 

Curtis Jr. states that numerous unsuccessful attempts were made during the Victorian Age to prove 

that the English delineated from a different race than the Irish and thus held a higher status (16-22). 

Perhaps due to these failed attempts to verify the superiority of the English race, Punch as well as 

other magazines in the British press began to utilise dehumanisation and animalisation in its cartoons 

to show the inferiority of the Irish. By portraying the English as humans and the Irish as apes and 

gorillas, Punch was able to demonstrate the differences between the English and the Irish and to 
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elevate the status of the English as superior beings. The dehumanisation of the Irish also provided a 

justification for the colonisation of Ireland. By depicting the Irish as animals, Punch demonstrated to 

its readers that the Irish were incapable of governing and controlling themselves, and thus the country 

needed to be taken over, civilised and enlightened by the English.  

Much like the simian features, the clothing and the outward appearance of the Irish were used as 

exsamples of both their wild nature and inferior status compared to the English. The typical Irish 

peasant is often dressed in a military-style outfit with a long jacket, knee-length trousers, a shoulder 

bag and caubeen, a hat often worn by Irish peasants. His clothing is torn and his appearance is 

dishevelled. Irish characters are usually depicted carrying weapons, most often a gun or a knife. 

However, the Irish shillelagh, a long wooden stick made of blackthorn or oak, is also often proposed 

as a possible weapon with which to enflict harm upon the English. Cartoons such as The Irish Joseph 

Ady. Paddy Hearing “Something to His Advantage” (Appendix 28), Disendowment and 

Disarmament (Appenxid 73) and The Irish Treason Shop (Appendix 79) best illustrate the clothing 

of the Irish. The way in which the Irish are dressed in the cartoons echos the istability and turbulence 

of Ireland’s past. Decades of disorder, numorous rebellions and years of defience against the British 

rule are depicted in the Irish peasant’s untidy military attire. The clothing of the Irish also manifests 

their inferiority compared to the English. The stark difference between the attire of the English and 

that of the Irish can be seen in cartoons such as Reasoning with an Irish Free and Independent 

(Appendix 47), Arrears (Appendix 108) and New Irish Duet (Appendix 145). Their clothing separates 

them from the proper and elegant English and turns them into something that needs to be quided and 

taught in order for them to achieve the same status as the English.  

The characteristics and personality traits assossiated with the typical Irish peasant are as unflattering 

as their physical features. The Irish are presented as poor, unintelligent and uneducated. The apparent 

backwardness and stupidity of the Irish is portrayed in cartoons such as A Daniel — A Daniel Come 

to Judgement! (Appendix 1) and The Fenian Guy Fawkes (Appendix 63). The assumption that the 

Irish were in some way less educated and inteligent than the English was in many ways the result of 

the actions of the English. While under the British rule, numerous laws restricting the Irish from 

obtaining an education were instituted. Even though there had been restrictions on Catholic education 

before, unarguably the most substantial factor affecting the education of the Irish was the passing of 

the Penal Laws in 1695. According to McGrath, the Penal Laws were established in order to detter 

the Irish from gaining too much power and revolting (42). One of the ways in which this was done 
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was by restraining Irish people’s access to education. While most of the Irish were Catholics, the 

Penal Laws on education were designed to disproportionately effect the Catholic population. The 

Catholics were barred from becoming teachers, sending their children to foreign educational facilities, 

keeping a public school at home and entering schools for higher education. Even though the 

restrictions on Catholic education were lifted in the late-1700s, it was not until 1831 when a national 

system for education in Ireland was established (Fleming and Harford 169). However, Nicholas Wolf 

argues that even after the the establishment of the national school system, very few schools were 

available for the Catholics due to most Irish people living in rural areas. He states that Irish 

communities were at a disdavantage because of the uneven distribution of educational facilities. Wolf 

claims that in 1841, around 70 percent of the 2,337 national schools in Ireland were located in heavily 

English-speaking areas of Leinster and Ulster, while in 1851, the number was 39% out of 5,124 

schools (142). The difficulties involved with the national school system is depicted in the cartoon Big 

Bogey in Ireland (Appendix 77) where the teacher is portrayed shielding the Protestant children from 

the Catholic ones. The imbalance in educational opportunities is also reflected in the number of 

literate individuals among Irish Catholics. While Diarmait Mac Giolla Chriost only vaguely states 

that the literacy rate among the Irish was low, Tina Bennet-Kastor argues that in 1841, it was as low 

as 47% (66). Thus, even though Punch might have been correct about the Irish being less educated 

than the English, they made no effort to disclose the involvement of the English in creating this 

situation. 

Violent nature and rebelliousness are also among the personality traits that were associated with the 

Irish. The connection between the Irish and violence did not only manifest itself in the use of simian 

features but also in the way Punch portrayed the Irish society and the social interactions among Irish 

people. Cartoons such as The Irish Frankenstein (Appendix 7), Punch and Paddy (Appendix 31) and 

How Not to Do It (Appendix 78) depict the aggressiveness toward their colonisers. In the case of the 

cartoon Two Forces (Appendix 104), the Irish character is violently threatening not only England, 

represented here by Britannia, but Erin and Ireland as well. Thus, due to their lawlessness and violent 

behaviour, the Irish are often depicted in chains or imprisoned while being reprimanded by the 

English. This type of representation is present in cartoons such as Reasoning with an Irish Free and 

Independent (Appendix 47) and Fenians “in a Fix” (Appendix 54). In some cartoons like Erin’s 

Little Difficulty (Appendix 53) the entity admonishing the Irish is not the English but Ireland itself in 

the form of Erin. These cartoons provide a further example of the way in which Punch intimated the 

superiority and ascendancy of the English over the Irish and hinted at the inherently brutal nature of 

the Irish.  
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Violence does not, however, characterise only the individual Irish people, but is rather a part of the 

Irish character in general. Cartoons such as Rebecca and Her Daughters (Appendix 3), “My Lord 

Assassin” Clarendon Murdering the Irish (Appendix 34), A Row Among “the Pope’s Brass Band” 

(Appendix 48), Cardinal Wiseman’s “Lambs” (Appendix 51), and The Irish Inferno (Appendix 105) 

illustrate the willingness of the Irish to engage in mob-like behaviour which Punch seems to have 

considered an integral part of the Irish persona as well as Irish culture and the entire Irish society. 

The cartoons portray the Irish in large groups wielding guns, torches and shillelaghs while causing 

destruction and disorder. While most of the time, the object of the Irish people’s hate is England and 

its people, some cartoons such as Where’s the (Irish) Police? (Appendix 82) and Save Me from My 

Friends! (Appendix 92) depict the Irish fighting each other while the English characters watch 

astounded from afar. Much like the use of simian features, the presumption that the Irish were one 

united and violent gang stemmed from the turbulent past shared by England and Ireland. The earliest 

example of this “Irish mob mentality” was the Ulster Rebellion of 1641 in which the Irish peasants 

came together to protest the plantation and to destroy English property. Later, Daniel O’Connell and 

his Repeal Association played a major role in reinforcing the image that the Irish were especially 

prone to forming violent groupings. The monster meetings O’Connell held around Ireland during the 

1820s and 1830s and the wide use of agitation for land reform promoted the idea that the Irish were 

particularly susceptible to mass hysteria and gang behaviour. The number of cartoons that depict 

violent groups of Irish people increased in the 1850s and 1860s due to the formation of the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood. Their readiness to incite violence and to use questionable tactics in gaining 

independence for Ireland stigmatised the whole population and branded them as anarchists and rebels. 

Fenians are even depicted with murder as their leader and driving force in The Order of the Day; or, 

Unions and Fenians (Appendix 61) which further demonstrates the lack of sympathy from Punch to 

the Irish people and Irish issues. Furthermore, the cartoon Time’s Waxworks (Appendix 106) can be 

seen as the culmination in the villainising of the Irish. In the cartoon, an Irishman is portrayed as a 

wax figure among other figures modelled after people from different British colonies. Even though 

the Irish peasant is pictured next to other violent characters such as a Zulu warrior, he is the only one 

referred to as belonging in a chamber of horrors.  

Alongside being poor, uneducated and violent, the Irish were also portrayed as being lazy and 

unindustrious. De Nie argues that the magazine often depicted the Irish as “free-loading [Paddies] 

riding the shoulders of England's respectable poor” (The Famine, Irish Identity, and the British Press 

29). In cartoons such as Height of Impudence (Appendix 26), The English Labourer’s Burden 

(Appendix 37) and Gog and Magog Giving Paddy a Lift Out of the Mire (Appendix 40), the Irish 
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person is seen not as a contributing member of the British Empire but as a burden weighing down on 

the English and their success. These cartoons focus on the greediness of the Irish and show the 

multiple ways in which England has become hindered by and financially responsible for Ireland. 

Other cartoons such as Union is Strength (Appendix 25) and Arrears (Appendix 108) emphasise the 

benevolence and charitableness of the English toward the Irish. They depict English landlords 

donating their money to the poor Irish in need, and thus remind the Irish to be appreciative of the 

monetary assistance provided by the English. The Irish are also depicted as obstructionists standing 

in the way of their own success. In the cartoon Pigheaded Obstruction (Appendix 94), the Irish are 

portrayed halting the advancement of much needed reforms and improvements, thus preventing the 

country from prospering and achieving self-sufficiency.  

While De Nie only draws a connection between this type of cartoons and the Irish people’s inability 

to lift themselves out of financial troubles during the Famine (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and 

the British Press, 1798–1882 96-97), the rationale for this type of narrative seems to also have its 

roots in the decades of English indifference towards Ireland and its economic success. All the way 

from the 1609 Plantation of Ulster, the English had shown little to no interest in improving the 

conditions in Ireland, and due to the absentee landlord system, the Irish themselves had little control 

over Irish land. Thus, the unwillingness of the English landlords to upgrade Irish infrastructure or 

even ameliorate their own landholdings caused a stagnation in Irish agriculture and slowed down the 

progress that could have led to an increase in employment and thus to a more robust and stable Irish 

economy. Furthermore, the policies set by the British government in the late-1600s and the 1700s 

further devastated the Irish economy and ensured that any industrial advancements taking place in 

England at the time would not reach Ireland. Thus, the Great Famine of 1845 was merely an 

intensifying factor for this narrative. Due to crop failures, large numbers of Irish people had to rely 

on poor relief and work houses that were funded by the English government. While the English press, 

including Punch, did not report on the English involvement in the crisis, showed little empathy to the 

suffering Irish and, in many cases, downplayed the severity of the famine, the English were led to the 

conclusion that the Irish were simply not as sedulous and diligent as the English. Consequently, much 

like in the case of education, the consequences of English involvement in Ireland had led to the 

formation of a prejudiced depiction of the Irish, and this depiction was then used by the English to 

mock and ridicule the Irish. 
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The second group of Irish characters portrayed in Punch cartoons in the Victorian Age includes Irish 

politicians. The depiction of Irish political figures differs in many ways from the image allotted to 

the Irish peasants. Even though a few cartoons such as A Man Wot Plays Several Instruments at Once 

(Appendix 17), A Little Bit of Humbug (Appendix 30), A Nice Distinction (Appendix 89), An Old 

Song Revived (Appendix 132) and The Better Part of Valour (Appendix 147) do contain depictions 

of different political figures of both Irish and English origin, the two most prominent Irish politicians 

during the Victorian Age were undoubtedly Daniel O’Connell and Charles Stewart Parnell, and the 

picture that formed of a typical Irish politician was mostly based on these two persons. During the 

1840s, the most prominent Irish political figure was unquestionably Daniel O’Connell. By the time 

the first issue of Punch was launched in 1841, O’Connell had been a central figure in the Irish political 

scene for almost three decades, and his desire to repeal the Acts of Union had become an integral part 

of and a driving force in Irish politics. Due to his popularity among the Irish peasantry and his 

irrefutable desire to cut the ties between Ireland and England, he was a regular character in the Punch 

cartoons during the 1840s, and depending on the focus of the cartoon, he was portrayed in different 

ways. While De Nie shows that in some Punch cartoons, Irish people’s inherent laziness, indolence 

and inability to lift themselves out of their financial distress were depicted as the reasons behind the 

Famine crisis (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British Press, 1798–1882 84-98), some 

cartoons also clearly insinuate Daniel O’Connell’s involvement in the creation of the Famine and 

depict him and the Repeal Association as one of the reasons behind Ireland’s difficulties. 

In cartoons such as, The Irish Ogre Fattening on the Finest Pisantry (Appendix 4) and King 

O’Connell at Tara (Appendix 5), O’Connell is portrayed as a large, overweight man holding a 

shillelagh, sitting on top of a considerable amount of money while using his status as “the Liberator” 

to exploit the Irish peasantry. It is interesting to note that even though, in general, Punch showed little 

sympathy toward the distress of the Irish peasants during the Great Famine, in the O’Connell-cartoons 

they were viewed as the innocent victims who were being exploited by their greedy leader. This 

coincides with the way in which Punch depicted the English poor during the 1840s. In the early years 

of the magazine, compared to the upper-classes of the English society, the poor were shown 

considerable sympathy and portrayed as the victims of the greediness of the upper-classes. These 

similarities in the portrayal of English and Irish poor seem to coincide with Hugget’s observations 

that when it came to a choice between the rich and the poor, Punch was avidly on the side of the 

disadvantaged poor (7). In other cartoons such as A Daniel — A Daniel Come to Judgement! 

(Appendix 1), The Irish Conjuror and His Celebrated Doll Trick (Appendix 12) and The Disturber 

of the Public Peace (Appendix 14), O’Connell is depicted as a greedy con artist and an embezzler, 
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while in O’Connell Stumped Out (Appendix 28) he is portrayed using the Repeal movement to 

achieve benefits that were associated with the luxurious, English upper-class lifestyle. Furthermore, 

his role in the Famine crisis during the late 1840s is suggested in “Rint” v. Potatoes. — The Irish 

Jeremy Diddler (Appendix 18), The Real Potato Blight of Ireland (Appendix 19) and Consolation for 

the Million. — The Loaf and the Potato (Appendix 29). They imply that the actions of O’Connell had 

an immeasurable effect on the suffering of the Irish people, and that the Repeal Association and the 

Repeal Rent were merely a scheme by O’Connell to exploit the unintelligent and easily manipulated 

Irish peasants in order to enrich himself during a time of considerable impoverishment and 

deprivation. Williams & Williams also mention the accusations that the Repeal movement was used 

by O’Connell to enrich himself (37, 50). The O’Connell-cartoons can also be seen representing the 

hate Punch had for all authority. As Hugget argues, in the 1840s, Punch was not fond of any authority, 

and while O’Connell was a part of the political scene in Ireland and had power over the Irish poor, 

he was seen as an authority figure and thus was awarded no sympathy from Punch (7). 

The tactic of feminisation mentioned by Williams and Williams is prevailing in the cartoons studied 

in this thesis. Even though very few female Irish characters appear in Punch cartoon, the feminisation 

of O’Connell became an important tool for the magazine. Most often it was used to question 

O’Connell’s leadership skills and his role as the Liberator. In some cartoons such as The “Repeal 

Force:” or the Mother Goose and the Golden Eggs (Appendix 2), Rebecca and Her Daughters 

(Appendix 3) and The Pas D’extase; or, the Ministerial Fascination (Appendix 16), O’Connell is 

represented as a female figure dressed in feminine attire. According to Williams & Williams, this 

type of satirical representations can be seen to convey the untrustworthiness and deceitfulness of 

O’Connell’s character. They further suggest that this type of representation undermines the 

seriousness of his cause and makes him appear silly and foolish. Williams & Williams also argue that 

Punch’s portrayal of O’Connell as a female character was an attempt to insult him and question his 

masculinity (52). By portraying O’Connell as a female figure, Punch alludes to O’Connell’s inability 

to act as an effective leader for the Irish cause and delegitimises his position as a respectable 

politician. The use of a female figure in this rather derogatory way also foreshadows the disregard 

and contempt Punch later showed toward the English suffragette movement in the 1870s and the 

emancipation of women in the 1880s.  

Other cartoons used different strategies to undermine O’Connell and his character. In Jack the Giant 

Killer (Appendix 8), he is presented as a giant who needs to be killed in order for the Irish to receive 
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justice. He is thus portrayed to Punch readers as the main issue hindering Ireland from succeeding. 

In The Pepper-box and the “Vinegar-cruet” (Appendix 11), O’Connell is depicted as a peppermill, 

waging a meaningless war against the reasonable English vinegar-cruet. This type of representation 

was used to trivialise O’Connell’s cause and to render his efforts futile. In the cartoon The Greedy 

Boy Who Cried for the Moon (Appendix 15), he is pictured as a small boy sitting on the lap of Prime 

Minister Robert Peel while crying uncontrollably for the moon. Much like the portraying O’Connell 

as a female character, the depictions of him as a child-like figure ere used to delegitimise his power 

and status among the Irish. The decision to picture the moon as a symbol for the repeal of the Union 

suggest that Punch saw O’Connell’s attempts as a waste of time and effort as he could never be able 

to reach his goal. In “A Gentleman in Difficulties;” or, Dan and His “Forces” (Appendix 23), 

O’Connell is seen being pulled in different directions by two pigs named “moral force” and “physical 

force” while a bag full of “rint” money hangs on his hip. With this depiction Punch suggests that 

O’Connell might be capable of escalating the agitation of the Irish from simply appealing to their 

morals and ethics into inflicting physical force in order to gain the Irish people’s support and receive 

their money. All in all, the depictions of O’Connell in Punch cartoons create a picture of him as a 

greedy, self-centred man defrauding the Irish peasants while enriching himself in the name of the 

common good, and these finding are supported by the work of Williams and Williams in which they 

state that in Punch cartoons “O’Connell is cast as a cannibal devouring his own people” (57). The 

possible outcomes of O’Connell’s efforts are foreshadowed by Punch in the cartoon Trying to Bag 

the Wild Irish Goose (Appendix 6). The cartoon depicts Ireland in flames, destroyed by the Repeal 

movement, and it suggest that this might be the ultimate result that follows if Daniel O’Connell and 

the Repeal Association achieves their goals. 

Another influential Irish politician who appears in Punch cartoons is Charles Stewart Parnell. Even 

though he, much like O’Connell, was a fixture in the Irish political scene, there is a stark difference 

between the depictions of Parnell and O’Connell. Parnell never received as much ridicule and derision 

as O’Connell did years earlier, and his physical features and appearance were not caricatured as often. 

Neither was he ever portrayed as a female character or a child-like figure. As can be seen from 

cartoons such as Collared (Appendix 103), Mischief!! (Appendix 110), Crowning the O’Caliban 

(Appendix 111) and Separatist (Appendix 123), Parnell is easily recognisable by his long beard, thick 

moustache and his tall, lean frame. Instead of focusing on Parnell’s physical appearance, Punch 

concentrated on caricaturing and ridiculing his cause. As he was the head of the Home Rule 

movement and the Irish National League, his face was often used to indicate the connection between 

him and whatever cause Punch wanted to depict. This type of portrayal is evident in cartoons such as 
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The Irish “Vampire” (Appendix 113) in which the Irish National League is depicted as a bat with 

Parnell’s head and In Difficulties (Appendix 124) where his face is put on a horse that represents the 

Parnellites. Other cartoons portraying Parnell, such as Irish Frankenstein (Appendix 107), depict him 

as an ineffectual leader incapable of controlling the monster of his own creation. The differences in 

the depiction of Parnell and O’Connell can partly be explained by a general shift in the way in which 

Punch portrayed Irish matters. While in the 1840s and 1850s, Punch relied on caricaturing Irish 

peasants and politicians when portraying Irish matters, by the 1880s and 1890s Punch had switched 

to using symbols rather than portraying characters and real-life individuals. Thus, Parnell was not 

featured in the magazine as often as O’Connell was, and instead of caricaturing him, Punch criticised 

Parnell and his Home Rule movement through the use of symbols and metaphors. Religious 

affiliations can also be seen as one of the reasons for the differences between the depictions of 

O’Connell and Parnell. While O’Connell was a devout Catholic, Parnell was a member of the 

Protestant faith and thus had a closer connection with the British through shared religious views. The 

magazine’s favourable inclinations toward Parnell were also shown in the cartoon Penance! 

(Appendix 120) in which Punch demanded The Times, a prominent British newspaper, to apologies 

for falsely associating Parnell with a murder that took place in Phoenix Park in Dublin.   

It is interesting to note, however, that unlike the Irish peasants, Irish politicians were never depicted 

with simian features. No matter how ridiculed and caricatured they were, Irish politicians were always 

portrayed looking human with identifiably human features. Even O’Connell, who was otherwise 

heavily caricatured, was never pictured with an anthropoid rather than a simian face and posture. The 

way in which the Irish political scene was formed in the centuries before Punch was launched and 

the power structures that developed during that time can provide a window into the reasons why Irish 

politicians were not simianised. From 1169 to the 1500s, Irish land was slowly being confiscated 

from the Irish to the English, changing the power dynamic of the country. The Flight of the Earls in 

1607 led to powerful positions being abandoned by Irish aristocrats just to be filled by the English 

and Scottish during the Plantation of Ulster in 1609. The deliberate weakening of the Irish native’s 

political power, which started in the early-1600s, continued through the decades and culminated in 

the Penal Laws in 1695. Much like the Penal Laws on education, these laws targeted the Catholic 

communities and, thus, mostly effected the native Irish. Catholics were not allowed to vote or sit in 

the Parliament which subsequently excluded them from the Irish political scene (Beaumont and 

Taylor 64-65). These laws and restrictions had led to a situation in which the Irish political scene 

mostly consisted of Protestant descendants of English and Scottish settlers as well as other powerful 

people of British origin. Due to their heritage, politicians were not allotted the same simian features 
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that were used to depict the Irish peasantry. Thus, when O’Connell became an integral part of Irish 

politics, the traditional way of portraying politicians seems to have applied to him even though he 

was a Catholic. As a Protestant, Parnell avoided being portrayed with simian features simply due to 

his religious affiliations. Belonging to the preferred religion afforded him more respect than what was 

given to O’Connell in the 1840s.  

The third group of Irish characters in Punch cartoons consists of the idealised and imaginary versions 

of Irish people envisioned by the English. English people’s idea of England and themselves as an 

enlightening and guiding force for the Irish shines through in these depictions. A prime example of 

this type of portrayal is The New Irish Still (Appendix 42) in which an Irish family is depicted happily 

enjoying the profits of their hard work. The characters are all in good health and nicely clothed while 

surrounded by an abundant amount of food and drink. Punch seems to suggest that by simply adapting 

to English customs, acquiring a similar inclination for industriousness and by converting to their 

religion, the Irish could become as respectable and virtuous as the English, and they could finally 

become productive members of the British Empire. However, what makes this particular cartoon 

rather eerie and atrocious is that it was published in 1849, while Ireland was in the middle of the Great 

Famine and thousands of Irish people were living in complete deprivation, many of them dying from 

hunger and exposure. Landing of Queen Victoria in Ireland (Appendix 41), The Irish Balmoral, or a 

Vision of 1869 (Appendix 69) and A Hint to the Loyal Irish (Appendix 64) also feature an idealised 

version of Irish people. By referring to them as “the loyal Irish”, Punch hints at their loyalty to the 

British Crown and elevates them above the untrustworthy and disloyal Catholics. Much like Irish 

politicians, these imaginary, ideal Irish people were not given simian features. While they are not an 

accurate representation of an Irish person but rather a product of the English peoples’ imagination, 

these ideal Irish people encapsulate all the desired features and characteristics that an Irish person 

should have and lack all the qualities that Punch deemed disagreeable.  

4.2. Irish issues 

Even though a large number of different Irish issues were portrayed in Punch cartoons, a few key 

issues received more attention than others. During the 1840s, the prevailing issue in Punch cartoons 

was the Repeal movement and its leader Daniel O’Connell. Even though the Repeal movement and 

Daniel O’Connell were major parts of the political scene in the 1840s, their prevalence in Punch 

cartoons of the 1840s is interesting due to the fact that the Great Famine took place at the same time. 
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The lack of attention towards the most devastating single event in Irish history seems to be a deliberate 

tactic on behalf of Punch to avoid difficult discussions on the topic, and O’Connell and the Repeal 

movement seem to have worked as useful distractions from the disaster. During the late-1840s when 

the crisis was at its worst, Punch referred to the Famine overtly in only four cartoons. Other references 

to the Famine were made through hidden meanings. The ways in which Punch addressed the Famine 

are also fascinating. As stated earlier, the Irish peasantry were shown pity and compassion in Punch 

cartoons. However, this was done only when some other Irish entity, most often Daniel O’Connell, 

could be blamed for the crisis. In cartoons “Rint” v. Potatoes. — The Irish Jeremy Diddler (Appendix 

18) and The Real Potato Blight of Ireland (Appendix 19), the Irish peasants are not seen as victims 

of the Famine but as victims of O’Connell’s Repeal Association and the Repeal Rent. As stated 

earlier, these cartoons insinuate O’Connell’s involvement in creating and escalating the Famine crisis, 

and in a way, Daniel O’Connell was made the personification of the Famine and the suffering of the 

Irish at that time.  

By blaming O’Connell, Punch was able to avoid mentioning the English government’s mishandling 

of the crisis, and as De Nie states, was able to find a reason for the crisis that did not incriminate the 

British (91). Even though one cartoon, Brother, Brother, We’re Both in the Wrong! (Appendix 10), 

vaguely admits Britain’s involvement in the Famine crisis and portrays the Queen taking 

responsibility for some wrongdoings, the Famine-themed cartoons in the most part ignored the blatant 

mistakes made by the British government. The government’s policy of free trade and a stance 

influenced by Malthusian providentialism, the poorly-managed workhouses, the importation of Irish 

grain and meat overseas, and the clause in the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1847, that drastically 

reduced the relief granted to rural smallholders, were among the British governmental actions taken 

during the Famine that influenced the outcome of the crisis (Gray 8, 12-13; Mitchel 8, 153; Mokyr; 

Ó Gráda, Ireland’s Great Famine : an overview). It is interesting to note, however, that while Punch 

did not question the idea of free trade in Ireland during the Famine, it was staunchly opposed to free 

trade in the 1880s when it affected the British poor. Instead of mentioning these issues, cartoons such 

as Union is Strength (Appendix 25) portrayed the English as Good Samaritans offering their help to 

the distressed Irish, while Peel’s Panacea for Ireland (Appendix 38) suggested that The Encumbered 

Estates Act of 1849, which was enacted to help sell indebted estates, could be the answer to the 

problems in Ireland (Ó Gráda, Ireland’s Great Famine : an overview). It was not until 1890 and the 

publication of the cartoon Shadowed! (Appendix 122) when Punch overtly referred to the Famine as 

a horrific nightmare. 
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Another key issue in Punch cartoons, especially during the 1850s, was the Catholic Church and the 

role it played in the lives of the Irish. Most of the cartoons portrayed the increase in power that the 

Catholic Church gained in the 1850s and beyond. The centuries-long suppression of the Irish 

Catholics had had a devastating effect on the Catholic Church itself as well as on the religious 

practises of the Irish. Religious divisions were used to strip the Irish of their power and to displace 

them from their homes and towns, which manifested itself as a decline in their ability to practise their 

religion. Much like in the case of education, the harshest restrictions on the Catholic religion were 

introduced in the Penal Laws of 1695. During this time, serious attempts to eradicate Catholicism 

from Ireland were made by passing several laws to restrict the practising of the Catholic faith. In 

1679, an Act requiring all bishops, vicars and others exercising ecclesiastical jurisdiction to leave the 

kingdom by 1 May, 1698 was introduced, and in 1704 it was followed by a law prohibiting ordained 

priests from entering the kingdom (Bartlett 163; Connolly, Divided Kingdom: Ireland 1630-1800 

197-198). According to Connolly, even though the number of priests during the introduction of the 

Penal Laws was rather high, rapid population growth and the scarcity in educational facilities for Irish 

clergy in Europe meant that in the late-1700s there was only one clergyman for every 2,676 Catholics. 

He also states that religious culture in Ireland was a mixture of both orthodox beliefs and folklore, 

and that many of the religious practises of that time reflected older, pagan traditions and answered to 

the needs of the people living in hard, unpredictable circumstances (Connolly, Divided Kingdom: 

Ireland 1630-1800 262-266). It is worth noting that even though most of the people living in Ireland 

identified as Catholics does not mean that they practised their religion regularly. Miller states that, 

while the attendance at Sunday mass in bigger cities in the 1830s might have been around 70-80%, 

in rural areas it could be as low as 20-30% (Miller).  

After the Famine, the ratio of priests to people had changed, and the priests’ control over their flocks 

had increased. All these changes culminated in the 1850s in the devotional revolution. During this 

revolution, which had started with the Catholic Emancipation in 1829, “traditional, sometimes semi-

pagan, religious practises – patterns, wakes, and local pilgrimages, often accompanied by disorder – 

began gradually to be eliminated” (Bartlett 304). New traditions such as parish missions, sermons, 

confraternities, the rosary, benedictions and vespers assumed a central role in Catholic Irish religious 

practices (Bartlett 304; R. Foster 340). These changes inside the Irish Catholic church are reflected 

in the Punch cartoons of the 1850s. While some cartoons such as Which is the Martyr? (Appendix 

46) refer back to the 1840s and the Famine and allude to the role the Catholic church played in the 

tragedy, most cartoons such as The Guy Fawkes of 1850 (Appendix 43) and The Fiery Cross 

(Appendix 44) portray the new, more powerful Catholic Church and its clergy, and frame it as a threat 
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to the English ascendancy. Especially in the latter cartoon, the changing power structure is clearly 

visible with the priest portrayed standing on and ruling over numerous Irish counties. Cartoons such 

as St. Patrick for Galway (Appendix 86) and Come A Cropper! (Appendix 91) also allude to the 

growing influence of the Catholic Church on Irish social structures and in the everyday lives of the 

Irish. Some of the cartoons such as A Row Among “The Pope’s Brass Band” (Appendix 48) and The 

Popish Organ Nuisance (Appendix 49) portray the Irish as a part of a greater Catholic scheme by the 

Pope to disrupt and destroy Protestantism. While most of the cartoons depict the Irish church in a 

negative light, some cartoons such as Reasoning with an Irish Free and Independent (Appendix 47) 

and Cardinal Wiseman’s “Lambs (Appendix 51) go as far as insinuating that the church was 

manipulating the Irish and encouraging them to incite violence and disruption. In the 1860s, the 

cartoon Paddy’s Bad Tooth, or Doctors Differ (Appendix 67) portrayed the Catholic Church as a 

tooth ache for which the magazine also provided a remedy in the same cartoon. The cartoon suggests 

that in the eyes of Punch, the only way to deter the effort of the Catholic Church was to destroy it 

completely. Interestingly, only two cartoons, (The Irish Church) Venus Attired by the (Christian) 

Graces (Appendix 74) and The Changeling (Appendix 75), refer to the Irish Church Act of 1869. 

While the Act was undoubtedly an important issue in Ireland, the lack of cartoons addressing the 

issue suggests that for Punch and its readers it was not a major concern.  

The importance of this change in the Catholic Church is also reflected in the number of published 

cartoons that centred on religious themes. Compared to other decades, the 1850s are an interesting 

time in terms of the number of Irish-themed cartoons that were published in the magazine. While in 

the 1840s the number of cartoons supporting Irish characters and issues was 43, in 1850s, Punch only 

published seven cartoons that dealt with Irish people, issues or the country itself. The magazine was 

clearly occupied with other issues for example the Great Exhibition and the starting of the Crimean 

war, and Irish news became less important. It is interesting to note however that even though the 

overall number of Irish-themed Punch cartoons was relatively small compared to other decades, six 

out of the seven cartoons published in the 1850s featured the Catholic Church. The number of 

cartoons that centred on Catholicism is quite indicative of the magnitude and importance of this newly 

found religious fervour that formed inside the Catholic Church in Ireland in the 1850. While all these 

cartoons clearly signal the hate that the British had towards the Catholic Church, these findings seem 

to also correspond with the results of Williams & Williams who also mention the British peoples’ 

disdain towards the Catholic Irish (97). 
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In the 1860s and 1870s, the issue of Fenianism and the rise of the Irish Republican Brotherhood were 

major themes in Punch cartoons. It is interesting that while the Fenian movement began to take hold 

already in the late 1850s, it was not featured in Punch until much later. Graves argues that even 

though “the Fenian outbreak in Ireland was spreading … Punch refused to treat it as a serious menace” 

(15). The apathy of Punch towards the Fenian movement is mirrored in the fact that even though the 

Brotherhood was formed in 1858, the first mentioning of the word “Fenian” in Punch was as late as 

in 1864. When the magazine finally recognised the Fenian movement as a group with major influence 

among the Irish peasantry, the portrayals of Fenians and the Fenian movement were, as De Nie also 

states, extremely hostile and negative (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British Press, 1798–

1882 152-164). In many cartoons such as The Hidden Hand (Appendix 109) and The Open Door! 

(Appendix 112), individual Fenians were pictured as thieves and embezzlers using the movement to 

take advantage of the Irish peasantry. As De Nie also observed, the Fenian movement itself was often 

depicted as a disease plaguing the Irish nation (164). While cartoons such as Dr. Dulcamara in Dublin 

(Appendix 58), Physic for Fenians (Appendix 59), Dr. Bull’s Waiting-room (Appendix 65) and 

Home-(Rule)-opathy (Appendix 88) all portray the Fenian movement as an ailment for which the 

English needed to find a cure, The Mad-doctor (Appendix 60) went even further and hinted at “signs 

of mental illness in the Irish national character” (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British 

Press, 1798–1882 164). The Irish Republican Brotherhood’s connection to American Fenianism is 

portrayed in the clothing of the characters while Irish Fenians that had links to the American Civil 

War were depicted wearing striped trousers. This type of Americanised clothing can be seen in 

cartoons such as The Fenian-pest (Appendix 57) and Kick’d out!! (Appendix 85). As a comparison, 

Irish Fenians are portrayed in cartoons such as Check to King Mob (Appendix 62) and Justice to 

Ireland (Appendix 72) wearing plain clothing. It is interesting that even though Punch originally paid 

little attention to the Fenian movement, it became one of the prominent themes of the 1860s and 

1870s.  

Lastly, in the 1880s and 1890s, the Home Rule movement, the Land War and the Land League became 

central themes in Punch cartoons. For the most part, the Home Rule movement was depicted as a 

successor to the Repeal Association. Even though Charles Stewart Parnell was considered the leader 

of the movement, he did not suffer the same fate as O’Connell did with the Repeal Association, and 

he did not become the poster person for the Home Rule movement. Instead, the Home Rule movement 

was portrayed through the use of representative imagery. Cartoon such as The Assault!! (Appendix 

137), A Pilgrim’s Progress (Appendix 138), The “Point to Point Race” (Appendix 139), In a Tight 

Place! (Appendix 140) and The Stormy Petrel! (Appendix 141) illustrate the way in which these 
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images were used to depict the Home Rule movement. It came to be known as an obstructionist 

movement which stood in the way of important governmental and social changes. As De Nie states, 

the Land League was often used as a symbol for the Land War and was numerously portrayed as a 

monster-like character (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British Press, 1798–1882 226). 

Cartoons such as Strangling the Monster (Appendix 99) and The Irish Devil-Fish (Appendix 100) 

demonstrate the type of characteristics that were often assigned to the Land League.  

The importance of Home Rule in the 1890s is also evident in the lack of attention paid to the cultural 

revival of Ireland. It is extremely interesting that Punch did not seem concerned with the Irish cultural 

revival even though it was one of the major phenomena of the 1890s. The magazine does not mention 

the GAA or the Gaelic League either in texts or cartoons, but it does refer to the Gaelic language as 

an unknown tongue that is hurled like rocky chunks at unsuspecting English speakers. The lack of 

attention toward the cultural revival suggests that it was upstaged by other issues, most notably the 

Home Rule movement, and that it was not considered important enough to appear in the cartoons. It 

is also extremely interesting that the Long Depression, which spanned over three decades from the 

1870s to the 1890s, does not seem to have found its way into the Irish cartoons that were published 

in Punch during that time. While this time period in Irish history is very densely packed with political 

issues, the Long Depression might not have been seen as important as other event taking place in the 

country. 

Alongside these key issues, interesting observations can be made about two noteworthy techniques 

through which Punch cartoons portrayed Irish issues in the Victorian Age. Both revolve around hiding 

underlying meanings in the cartoons that were beyond the obvious explanation. The first technique 

utilised by Punch was the use of symbols and symbolism. According to Fontana, “symbols can 

represent some deep intuitive wisdom that eludes direct expression” (8), and it is precisely these 

indirect and deeper meanings that make Punch cartoons of this type extremely fascinating. In Punch, 

two distinct categories of symbols can be detected which were used in the cartoons to covey additional 

meanings and preconceptions. The first category is comprised of animal symbols. By and large, the 

use of animals to depict Irish issues mimics the way in which Punch used simian features to portray 

the Irish peasants. The animal symbols can be seen as another attempt by Punch to minimise the 

importance of Irish matters and to project Irish issues to its readers as insignificant and irrelevant. 

However, some individual and animal-specific meanings and qualities seem to have been attached to 
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each animal symbol, and the ways in which these animals were used depended on the context of the 

cartoon.  

The most often used animal in Punch cartoons for depicting Irish issues is the pig. The choosing of 

the pig as a symbol for Irish issues might partly be explained through religious reasons. According to 

Christian tradition, the pig is seen as a vehicle for malice and it is often regarded having relatively 

negative qualities such as greediness and gluttony (Fontana 93; Wilson and Kellert). This type of 

characterisation can be seen in cartoons such as The Pig and the Peer (Appendix 97) and The Pig that 

Won’t “Pay the Rint” (Appendix 98). The first cartoon portrays a nicely dressed, gentlemanly pig 

who represents the landed Irish aristocracy. His attire resembles the clothing that would usually in 

Punch cartoons be worn by the English. Being more affluent and prosperous than the Irish peasantry, 

the Irish aristocrats were much more willing to cooperate and consort with the English. The second 

cartoon features a pig that represents the Irish National League. He is carrying a great number of guns 

and weaponry, and his clothing resembles more closely the attire worn by the typical Irish peasant 

than that worn by an Irish aristocrat. It is interesting to note that even though these characters clearly 

belong to different social and economic classes and incontrovertibly depict different issues, both are 

still presented in the form of a pig. The attention to detail is also amazingly specific, and a tool that 

Punch used to create images in the heads of its readers. By drawing sharp, dangerous-looking fangs 

on the second, more peasant-looking pig and by portraying him with weapons, Punch was able to 

assign different attributes to the characters and imply that even though they are both pigs, one is more 

menacing than the other. 

In some cartoons, the Irish pig symbolises the wildness and especially the stubbornness of the Irish 

and their dedication towards hindering any political actions taken by the English. While cartoons such 

as Pigheaded Obstruction (Appendix 94), Worse Than Ever! (Appendix 126) and There’s the Rub! 

(Appendix 128) all picture the Irish pig of obstruction defiantly in the way of the English and their 

success, cartoons such as Dizzy’s Difficulty, or, MRS. Erin’s Pigs (Appendix 66) and The Old Woman 

and Her Pig (Appendix 135) depict English politicians struggling to steer their stubborn Irish pigs in 

the right direction. Even Daniel O’Connell was portrayed in this way in the cartoon “A Gentleman in 

Difficulties;” or, Dan and His “Forces” (Appendix 23). By depicting one of the most prominent Irish 

politicians in this way wrestling with the Irish pigs, Punch implies that even the Irish themselves are 

not able to control their own issues and, thus, should not be given independence. These types of 

representation once again have their roots in the shared history between England and Ireland. Even 
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though the many rebellions that transpired in Ireland before the beginning of the 1800s certainly 

played a role in forming this image, ultimately the reluctance of the Irish to succumb to the Union 

and give up their fight for Repeal and later for Home Rule were the major issues that earned the Irish 

the reputation of being headstrong and unyielding. Alongside pigs, horses and bulls were used as 

symbols for Irish issues in cases where Punch wanted to highlight the stubbornness and tenaciousness 

of the Irish. Cartoons of this type such as The Premier’s Fix (Appendix 13), Taking the (Irish) Bull 

by the Horns (Appendix 81), The Irish Horse; or, Not Caught Yet (Appendix 95), The Other 

“Westminster Stable” (Appendix 131) and The “Point to Point Race” (Appendix 139) depict the 

Irish horses and bulls as unwilling to cooperate with their English masters. Unlike pigs, however, 

these animals are much greater in size and thus portray the magnitude of the issue at hand. While the 

pigs mostly represent local issues, which were deemed lesser in importance, such as Irish counties 

and smaller political movements, the horses and bulls illustrate the major issues concerning the entire 

country such as the Irish land question, education, local government and Home Rule.  

Animals such as cats and birds were also used to portray Irish issues. While in other cultures, the cat 

represents cruelty, in old Celtic tradition it is the symbol for evil, and the use of the cat is particularly 

interesting as they were only used to depict political issues. In Punch cartoons, cats were used 

exclusively to depict political turmoil and fights between political figure both English and Irish. 

(Fontana 85). The use of a cat as a symbol is present in cartoons such as The Kilkenny Cats; or, Old 

and Young Ireland “Coming to the Scratch” (Appendix 22) and When Cat Meets Cat; or, Kilkenny 

Aboo!” (Appendix 96). In both cartoons, cats are pictured quarrelling over different political issues. 

The way in which the cats are pictured in the cartoon seems to suggest that they represent the 

differences of opinion that emerged inside important, politically affiliated groups. In the first cartoon, 

O’Connell and the leader of the Young Ireland movement, William Smith O’Brien, are portrayed in 

a standstill fighting for the dominance of Ireland. The second cartoon depicts the divisions that 

Parnell’s emergence as an influential leader caused inside Irish political groups in the late-1870s. 

These images illustrate the unrelenting nature of the cat to fight for territory and power. They also 

accentuate the ways in which Punch contemplated Irish politics. To Punch, Irish politics was not a 

thing of great importance, but rather a playground for animalistic fights between Irish politicians. The 

portrayal of Irish issues through the use of bids is evident in cartoons such as The “Repeal Force:” 

or the Mother Goose and the Golden Eggs (Appendix 2) and Pecking Holes in It (Appendix 116). In 

the first cartoon, while the goose represents the Union between Britain and Ireland, and as such an 

important issue to Punch and its readers, it is depicted as the innocent party and the victim of a crime 

committed by the savage Irishman, O’Connell. The basket of “rint” eggs in the background implies 



48 

 

that the Irish have benefitted from the Union, but have failed to see this and have, against their own 

interest, killed the goose. Punch is thus reminding the Irish of the fruitfulness of the Union meanwhile 

showing the English the ungratefulness of the Irish. The second cartoon depicts raven-like birds 

picking at and demolishing the Home Rule Bill. According to Fontana, the raven is an ill omen and 

is often the symbol of misfortune (86). The cartoon seems to be Punch’s answer to the surprising 

victory of the Home Rule Party in 1885 and the killing of the Home Rule Bill of 1886. It indicates 

the ability of the English to demolish any hopes for Irish self-government and highlights the 

ascendancy of the English vultures over Irish issues and their supremacy over the Irish people. 

The second category of symbols mirrors the complexity of the Irish question and the apparent inability 

of the English to find a solution for it. This category includes various inanimate objects that are used 

to depict affairs relating to Ireland. In these types of cartoons, the Irish issue at hand is depicted for 

example as a substantially large rock as in The Modern Sisyphus (Appendix 9), a high fence as in 

Rebecca and Her Daughters (Appendix 3), a large poster as in The Bill Sticker (Appendix 101), a 

large gate as in The Assault!! (Appendix 137) or an impenetrable stone wall like in A Pilgrim’s 

Progress (Appendix 138). In the cartoon A Gift from the Greeks (Appendix 130), the Irish Local 

Government Act is disguised as a Trojan horse insinuating that the bill was a decoy, covering up other 

possible Irish agendas. In the 1880s and 1890s, sea imagery became an important part of Punch 

cartoons and served, in cartoons such as Sink or Swim!! (Appendix 115), In a Tight Place! (Appendix 

140) and The Stormy Petrel! (Appendix 141), as a symbol for Irish defiance and determination. All 

of these cartoons portray Irish matters as obstacles in the way of the English and as hindrances to 

their success in Ireland. They stand as a staunch reminder of the several century-long incapability of 

the English to subdue the Irish and resolve the Irish question. Generally, the Irish question is seen as 

a complex combination of problems concerning Irish land, Catholic religion, the education system 

and local politics. Other cartoons such as The “Point to Point Race” (Appendix 139) depict the Irish 

issue as a wide, uncrossable river. This cartoon suggests that in order for the English to proceed and 

flourish in Ireland, they have to be able to tackle the major issues which have arisen throughout the 

Anglo-Irish history.  

The magnitude and interrelatedness of the problems faced by the English in Ireland are pictured in 

cartoons such as Will he Clear it? (Appendix 90) and A Stiff Course (Appendix 146). In both cartoons, 

Irish issues are presented as a long line of hurdles which the English will have to tackle. This gives 

the reader an impression that Ireland is a continuous source of trouble and conflict, and it implies that 
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by solving one issue, the English will merely create more problems that need to be addressed. English 

attitudes toward Ireland and the Irish are also portrayed in the use of ephemeral objects as symbols 

for Irish issues. In cartoons such as The Rising Tide (Appendix 71) and The Snow Man (Appendix 

133), the Irish issue at hand is depicted as a temporary object such as a sandcastle or a snowman. 

These cartoons portray Irish issues as momentary afflictions and passing inconveniences and remind 

Punch readers that these impermanent vexations do not change the power structure in the long run 

and cannot threaten the ascendency of the English. Interestingly, in the 1890s, a trend emerged in 

Punch cartoons to portray different pieces of legislation as humanised paper scrolls. This type of 

portrayal can be seen in cartoons such as A Lullaby (Appendix 136), Little Bill-ee! (Appendix 142), 

One at a Time (Appendix 143) and A Mother of Three (Appendix 144). This trend can be seen as 

Punch’s way to make fun of the numerous new bills and acts that emerged from Ireland and Britain’s 

political struggles in the last years of the Victorian Age.  

The second technique frequently utilised by Punch to attach hidden meanings to its cartoons was the 

use of references to ancient mythological stories and old fairy tales as well as to notable literary works 

from both the Elizabethan Era and the 1800s. These literary references attach the whole referred story 

to the cartoon, and in these types of cartoons, the hidden meaning becomes clear through the reference 

itself. By studying the referred myth, fairy tale or novel, the reader can understand the cartoon on 

another level, and can find connections and draw parallels between the original story and the Irish 

issue depicted in the cartoon. One of the most frequently appearing literary figures is the anthropoid 

monster from Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. He appears in 

two cartoons, The Irish Frankenstein (Appendix 7) and The Irish Frankenstein (Appendix 107). The 

first was published in 1843 and depicts O’Connell’s Repeal movement, while the second cartoon 

appeared in the 1882 volume and portrays the Fenian movement. Despite the fact that these cartoons 

were published four decades apart, the composition of the elements in both pictures is astoundingly 

similar, and due to these striking similarities, the 1882 cartoon can almost be seen as an homage to 

the first picture. Both cartoons feature the monster and its creator, and while in the first cartoon, the 

role of Victor Frankenstein is given to Daniel O’Connell, in the second cartoon the same role is 

portrayed by Charles Stewart Parnell. On the surface, the monster, even though depicting two 

different movements at two different points in time, represents the violentness and disorder that was 

associated with these movements. Upon closer inspection, however, the story of Frankenstein’s 

monster brings another dimension to the portrayal. Like the monster in the book, both the Repeal 

movement and the Fenian movement are seen by the English as failed experiments that needed to be 

euthanised.  
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Like the monster of Frankenstein, Caliban from William Shakespeare’s famous play The Tempest, 

written in the beginning of the 1600s, appears in two different Victorian Age Punch cartoons, The 

Irish “Tempest” (Appendix 83) and Crowning the O’Caliban (Appendix 111). The first cartoon 

equates England with the powerful and benevolent Prospero, Ireland with the innocent and 

affectionate Miranda, leaving Irish people and issues to be portrayed by the half human, half monster 

Caliban. While ostensibly, the cartoon merely depicts a savage Irish monster brutalizing innocuous 

bystanders, a closer look at both the cartoon and The Tempest reveals the deeper meanings and 

connotations that Punch wanted to communicate to its readers. On a deeper level, the reference to 

The Tempest and the use of Caliban to depict Irish issues undoubtedly symbolise the relationship 

between imperial England and colonised Ireland. The primitiveness of the Irish is portrayed in 

Caliban’s character, and just like Prospero and Miranda’s attempts to civilise Caliban were a wasted 

effort, so were the attempts of the English to educate and edify the Irish. The reference to The Tempest 

also alludes to the change in power structures within Ireland. While the Irish are presented as the 

former rulers of the land, the English are depicted as the superior beings who have assumed control 

of the native Irish. This interpretation is reinforced by the caption of the cartoon in which the Irish 

Caliban refers to the island as his own property that was stolen by the English Prospero. In the second 

cartoon, even though the depiction of the Irish as Caliban is quite similar, the connection to The 

Tempest is rather loose. The cartoon and the caption sarcastically depict Parnell rewarding and 

praising the murderous Fenian Caliban for his apparent moderation and self-control.  

Other literary monsters also depicting Irish issues appear in several Punch cartoons, each presenting 

different hidden meanings. The cartoon Jack the Giant Killer (Appendix 8) tells the story of Jack and 

the ways in which he kills giants using his quick wit and cleverness (Opie and Opie 51-65). The 

cartoon portrays Robert Peel as Jack while Daniel O’Connell embodies the role of the bloodthirsty 

and bellicose giant Cormoran. While Williams and Williams correctly state that the cartoon is based 

on the story of Jack and the Beanstalk, it also has its origins in an English fairy tale Jack the Giant 

Killer which was first written down in 1708 and drew inspiration from both Northern mythology as 

well as Welsh and Cornish folklore (Green 135; Opie and Opie 47; Williams and Williams 74). As 

with the other literary references, the knowledge of the fairy tale brings another dimension to the 

cartoons and elevates it above a simple story of good England versus evil Ireland. While in the 

folklore Jack is commended for his cunningness and astuteness in setting traps in order to catch the 

giant, the cartoon affords these Machiavellian qualities to the English due to their century-long 

success in supressing and asserting their power over the Irish. The cartoon The Irish Devil-Fish 

(appendix 100) makes a reference to Victor Hugo’s 1866 novel Toilers of the Sea and depicts the 
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Irish Land League as an evil sea creature. In the book, Hugo describes the devil-fish as a creature 

which has no comparison in the known world. According to the book, it is half fish, half reptile, and 

it has long tentacles with which it captures its prey (Hugo 290-297). On the surface, the cartoon 

merely depicts a man slaying a sea monster. However, much like in the case of Caliban and The 

Tempest, the original story reveals the deeper meaning of the cartoon. The book describes the devil-

fish as a cunning and evil monster that uses his tentacles to paralyse its prey and to prevent it from 

escaping. The Punch cartoon suggests that the Irish were seen as a form of devil-fish using anarchy, 

sedition, lawlessness, rebellion, terrorism, outrage, intimidation and obstruction as its tentacles to 

cause harm to and supress the English. The caption of the cartoon converts it from representing the 

Irish in general to a personal attack on the President of the Land League, Charles Steward Parnell. 

While the cartoon states that the devil-fish is only vulnerable through its head, it thus suggests that 

the Land League can only be destroyed by killing its leader. The cartoon Dr. M’Jekyll and Mr. 

O’Hyde (Appendix 119) refers to Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1886 novel Strange Case of Dr Jekyll 

and Mr Hyde and portrays the Irish National League as the embodiment of both the good and sensible 

Dr. Jekyll and the evil Mr. Hyde. The cartoon suggests a duality in the character and intentions of the 

Irish National League. Through the cartoon, Punch intimated that behind the proper and moderate 

actions of the League hides a monster ready to resort to violence. It also alludes that like Dr. Jekyll, 

the Irish National League would eventually be unable to control itself and would permanently become 

the evil Mr. Hyde.  

Alongside literary monsters, Punch used references to other literary works when depicting Irish 

issues. The cartoon The Irish Bobadil (Appendix 35) makes a reference to Ben Johnson’s play called 

Every Man in His Humour which was published in 1616. The cartoon depicts Daniel O’Connell and 

his Repeal Association as Captain Bobadil. The cartoon itself does not seem to portray O’Connell or 

the Irish in a negative way, but the negative connotations are formed by the meaning of the word 

bobadil and the way this character in portrayed in the play. According to the Meriam-Webster 

dictionary, the word bobadil is defined as “a cowardly braggart” (Bobadil) or “a loud arrogant 

boaster” (Braggart), and the word was originally coined after the character in Johnson’s play. In Every 

Man in His Humour, Captain Bobadil is depicted as a cowardly, dishonest and foolish man (Johnson). 

By depicting the Irish as Bobadil, Punch alludes to the apparent deviousness and pusillanimous 

behaviour of the Irish. In the cartoon A Pilgrim’s Progress (Appendix 138), Punch refers to John 

Bunyan’s novel The Pilgrim’s Progress. The cartoon depicts Irish Nationalism as the Slough of 

Despond which is described in the book in the following way: 
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This miry Slough is such a place as cannot be mended; it is the descent 

whither the scum and filth that attends conviction for sin doth continually 

run, and therefore is it called the Slough of Despond: for still as the sinner 

is awakened about his lost condition, there ariseth in his soul many fears, 

and doubts, and discouraging apprehensions, which all of them get 

together, and settle in this place: And this is the reason of the badness of 

this place.  (Bunyan 18)  

This quotation perfectly illustrates Punch’s views on the state in which Ireland was at the beginning 

of the 1890s. Centuries of political upheaval had left the country divided, and Parnell’s demise in the 

late 1880s had deepened these divides even further. Ireland was seen as a broken country with broken 

people, and the cartoon implies that no amount of effort from the English would be able to amend it. 

Punch also used references to ancient and mythological creatures. Cartoons such as Hercules and the 

Hydra (Appendix 70), Strangling the Monster (Appendix 99), The Irish “Vampire” (Appendix 113), 

Actᴂon and His Hounds (Appendix 117), The Fenian Fiend Troubling the Canadian Waters 

(Appendix 118) all depict Irish issues as monstrous creatures while the English are depicted as the 

hero. The references to ancient figures and creatures seems to indicate the long history between the 

two nations. While the shared history of England and Ireland at that time had only lasted for around 

700 years, these Punch cartoons referencing different creatures from Greek mythology imply an even 

longer connection, spanning thousands of years. They distort the perception of the reader and elongate 

the time period during which the English have supposedly suffered at the hands of the Irish. 

The use of literary references seems to be connected with the change in Punch leadership in the mid-

1870s when Tom Taylor took over as editor of the magazine. As Price states, Taylor’s Punch 

attempted to appeal to a more academic audience, and this is evident from the increase in the number 

of literary references in Punch cartoons. The use of these literary references was also a successful 

tactic on behalf of Punch to highlight the ascendancy of the English over the Irish. While these types 

of cartoons were clearly intended for the learned members of the English society, they excluded the 

Irish and the poor English from the Punch reader base. In order to understand the cartoon and 

appreciate the literary references made in it, the audience is required to have the ability to read and to 

have access to the literary works in question. As stated earlier, due to the educational challenges in 

Ireland, many Irish Catholics in the 1800s were not able to obtain an education and were consequently 

illiterate. Punch was able to target these cartoons to the educated English audience and once again 

highlight the inferior status of the Irish. 
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4.3. Ireland as Erin and Hibernia 

In order to depict Ireland as a country, Punch used the characters of Erin and Hibernia. As stated in 

section 4.1., towards the end of the Victorian Age, Punch cartoons slowly shifted away from 

portraying the Irish Paddy and into depicting Irish issues and the country itself. Thus, the number of 

cartoons featuring Erin and Hibernia increased dramatically in the 1880s and 1890s. According to 

Curtis Jr., the use of these characters increased because the cartoonists seemingly became uninterested 

in portraying the simian Paddy (57). Compared to other Irish characters such as the peasantry and 

politicians, Erin and Hibernia’s portrayals are infinitely more positive. Cartoons such as Alexandra’s 

Offering to Erin (Appendix 68), The “Boy” for Ireland (Appendix 87), The (Home-) Ruler of the 

Spirit (Appendix 93), The Rivals (Appendix 102), In Difficulties! (Appendix 124) and Chance of 

Treatment (Appendix 148) illustrate how Erin and Hibernia were portrayed. In all of these cartoons, 

the two personifications of Ireland are depicted in the form of a beautiful, young girl with curly hair 

tied up in a bun and Ireland’s national flowers clovers decorate her hair. Erin and Hibernia seem to 

represent everything that is good and pure about Ireland, while the Irish people are portrayed as bad 

and corrupted. Unlike the Irish peasantry, Erin and Hibernia are always presented with clean and tidy 

clothing which were modelled after the attire worn by women in the Victorian Age. It is interesting, 

however, that even though they were always portrayed in skirts and dresses befitting to the time 

period, Erin and Hibernia were always more modestly clothed than their English counterpart, 

Britannia. While fashionable Victorian Age garments such as crinolines and lavish embellishments 

can be seen on Britannia in cartoons such as A Morning Call (Appendix 39) and Céad Míle Fáilte! 

(Appendix 149), Erin and Hibernia do not support these fashion items, and they are depicted in more 

ordinary and humble clothing. The inferior clothing of Erin and Hibernia seem to have been used 

much in the same way the simian features were used for Irish peasants and the different animal 

symbols were used for Irish issues. Their purpose was to portray the lower status of the Irish and their 

lesser role in society. The cartoon The Irish Cinderella and Her Haughty Sisters, Britannia and 

Caledonia (Appendix 21) illustrates this clearly by equating Ireland with the dirty, subservient 

Cinderella while Britain and Scotland are depicted as the glamorous and powerful stepsisters. The 

inferiority of Erin and Hibernia compared to Britannia can also be seen in the way each character 

carries themselves. The body language of Britannia is much more powerful and assertive than that of 

Erin and Hibernia. This can be seen in cartoons such as Erin’s Little Difficulty (Appendix 53), The 

Irish “Tempest” (Appendix 83), and Two Forces (Appendix 104) where Britannia is portrayed as the 
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more dominant and authoritative figure while Erin and Hibernia need to be protected and shielded 

from the Irish peasantry by Britannia.  

The characterisation of Erin and Hibernia also differs from the way in which the Irish people were 

portrayed. According to Curtis Jr., Erin and Hibernia play the role of the beauty who is being rescued 

from the Irish beats, and in this way, they are portrayed as complete opposites. Ireland as a country, 

depicted in the form of Erin and Hibernia, is not seen as inherently bad while the Irish people are seen 

as the source of evil (37). As concluded in subsection 4.1, Punch associated traits such as violent 

behaviour, laziness and backwardness with the Irish peasantry. These characteristics were not, 

however, awarded to Erin and Hibernia. Instead of being a part of the rebellion, Erin and Hibernia 

were portrayed alongside the English as the victims of the violent Irish people. This type of 

representation is evident in cartoons such as The Irish “Tempest” (Appendix 83), and The Irish 

“Vampire” (Appendix 113). Both of these cartoons depict Hibernia turning away from the Irish 

peasants and monsters that try to corrupt her and try to cause harm to her and subsequently to the 

English while confiding in and asking for help from her English saviours. Furthermore, the cartoon 

Save Me from My Friends! (Appendix 92) even portrays Hibernia begging for help in order to deter 

the rebellious Irish.  

Interestingly, the cartoon Temptation of the Good St. Gladstone (Appendix 114) is the only cartoon 

in which Erin and Hibernia are portrayed in a negative way. Once again, however, they are not the 

source of evils but rather the victims of it. The cartoon portrays the Home Rule movement and the 

separatist movement disguised as Hibernia in order to fool the English Prime Minister Gladstone into 

supporting them. This cartoon shows that Erin and Hibernia are seen as good characters that can be 

corrupted and used by the evil Irish to further their agenda. Portraying Erin and Hibernia in this way 

seems to suggest that Punch did not see Ireland itself as the source of trouble but rather painted the 

Irish people as inherently evil and foul. Thus, the island of Ireland was not the issue but rather the 

Irish race that inhabited the island. This type of representation can also be seen as a way in which 

Punch tried to justify the invasion of Ireland and provide a rationale for the Plantation of Ulster and 

the subsequent centuries of colonisation. While Ireland is portrayed as a victim to the crimes and 

unfavourable behaviour of the Irish people, Britannia is depicted as the older sister of Erin and 

Hibernia protecting Ireland from its citizens. In doing so, Punch alludes to the superiority of Britain 

over Ireland as the saviour of the nation and insinuates that the English had to intervene and save 

Ireland from the inimicality of the Irish people. This interpretation is supported by De Nie who argues 
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that Erin is often portrayed as the submissive party (The Eternal Paddy : Irish Identity and the British 

Press, 1798–1882 257). Thus, the overpowering demeanour of Britannia hints at the divine right of 

the English to assume control over Ireland in order to civilise and educated its people and turn the 

island into a respectable member of the British Empire.  

Alongside legitimising the colonial efforts of the English, these cartoons also seem to provide a 

reasoning for why the English should not merely admit defeat and abandon the efforts to colonise 

Ireland when the Irish clearly did not wish to be a part of the British Empire. Punch’s reasoning lies 

in the fact that even though its citizens were not viewed favourably, Ireland as a country had value 

and therefore could not be left at the hands of the Irish. Hugget argues that compared to other colonies, 

Ireland had created the most trouble for the English. He states that “very few peoples in the world 

[…] had been presented with the unique privilege of giving up their own nationality and becoming 

English; but, instead of being eternally grateful, the Irish, who were a most unstable people, had done 

nothing but create trouble ever since” (94). Once more, the tumultuous and rebellious history between 

Ireland and Britain which started in the 1100s was used by Punch to differentiate the two nations and 

to show the English that the Irish did not belong to the same race as they did. However, the 

unwillingness of the English to capitulate to the Irish people can be seen in cartoons such as The 

Fenian-pest (Appendix 57). It demonstrates that even though the Irish people were seen as 

unappreciative and ungrateful towards their colonisers, Ireland as a country, as Erin and Hibernia, 

was still viewed in a favourable light and was considered to be something worth saving. Other cartoon 

such as Dr. Bull’s Waiting-room (Appendix 65), Physic for Fenians (Appendix 59), The Mad-doctor 

(Appendix 60) and Home-(Rule)-opathy (Appendix 88) also seem to support this observation. While 

these cartoons represent Irish people and issues as diseases plaguing Erin and Hibernia, they imply 

that a cure can be found, and that Ireland can and should be saved from the horrible Irish race. They 

also emphasis Erin and Hibernia’s roles as victims of the disease known as the Irish people. It is 

interesting that even though Erin and Hibernia are portrayed as victims of the evil Irish, they are not 

depicted as passive bystanders. In cartoons such as Erin’s Little Difficulty (Appendix 53), Hibernia 

is portrayed reprimanding a rebellious Fenian while in the illness-related cartoons such as Physic for 

Fenians (Appendix 59), Erin and Hibernia are depicted actively searching for a remedy to cure the 

nation of its ailment.  

It is worth noting that although very similar, the characters of Erin and Hibernia had differences and 

were not necessarily used in the same way. Rather than being interchangeable, subtle differences and 



56 

 

nuances can be detected in the ways in which these characters were used, and in the meanings and 

connotations they conveyed. The origin of the names Hibernia and Erin give a clue of the differences 

between these two characters. While the word “Hibernia” derives from Latin and was later used by 

the Romans as a name for Ireland, the word “Erin” has relatively more modern origins in Old English 

and Gaelic. Thus, Hibernia represented the ancient Ireland, and she was often portrayed together with 

Britannia, the Roman goddess that became to be known as the symbol for Roman Britain. While 

Hibernia represented the old Ireland, Erin was the embodiment of the new and improved Ireland of 

the Victorian Age. She was often portrayed in the company of Victorian Age politicians as well as 

the Queen herself.  

Interestingly, during the Victorian Age, the way in which the connection between the Roman Empire 

and Britain was viewed began to change. Lakkur argues that “until the mid-19th century, British 

historians viewed Roman imperialism as despotic. However, as Britain’s imperialist ambitions grew, 

historians began to glorify Imperial Rome and sought to forge a stronger historical link between the 

two civilizations” (67). This can be seen in the way the magazine began to draw a connection between 

Victorian Age Britain and Roman Britain, especially in the early decades of the magazine’s existence. 

Compared to Ireland, which was never conquered by the Romans, Britain is viewed as a superior 

nation due to its time under and connection to the Roman Empire. Somehow the Roman invasion of 

Britain and the connection this forged between Britain and one of the greatest Empires in history was 

seen as a factor which legitimised Britain’s position as the new imperial force and gave Britain the 

right to usurp its power over Ireland and other nations. Britain was thus seen as the next great empire 

whose burden it was to take on the task of civilizing other nations and peoples. In cartoons such as 

The Harp that Once, &c (Appendix 76) and Home-(Rule)-opathy (Appendix 88), the implied English 

superiority intertwines with the assumption about the inferiority of the Irish people, and forms into a 

view in which the English are portrayed not as conquerors of Ireland but rather saviours of a suffering 

nation. Thus, the cartoons create an image of the Plantation not as an attempt to colonise Ireland but 

as an effort by the British to willingly help Ireland and to enlighten and educate the Irish people. This 

type of portrayal also echoes the political struggles of the time. The Union between Britain and Ireland 

was constantly being questioned by O’Connell and his Repeal Association and groups like the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood strived for Irish independence. Thus, Punch seems to have felt it necessary 

to highlight the positive connection between Ireland and Britain and the benefits gained by the Irish 

from the Union. Later, most notably in the 1880s, 1890, and 1900s, the portrayal shifted, and years 

of Repeal and Home Rule efforts had clearly effected Punch’s views on Ireland’s place in the Union. 

Cartoons such as Come Back to Erin! (Appendix 121), A True Irish Welcome! (Appendix 150) and 
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Return of Her Majesty Queen Victoria from Ireland (Appendix 151) portray Erin and Hibernia 

begging for Queen Victoria’s help and for her to visit Ireland again. They also depict the Queen who 

seems to be unwilling to except Erin and Hibernia back to her graces and gives off the impression of 

hostility toward them. These cartoons imply a frustration on the part of the English over the 

ungratefulness and the unappreciative nature of the Irish. 
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5. Conclusion 

In this study, Victorian Age Punch magazine cartoons were studied to discover how Ireland, Irish 

people and Irish issues were represented in them and to uncover what connections the cartoons might 

have to different historical events that had taken place both in England and in Ireland in the first 700 

years of shared Anglo-Irish history. The cartoons were examined by using iconography as the guiding 

tool for the analysis. It was used to group different cartoons together based on their content and to 

interpret the themes, issues and depictions that were detected. The three prevailing themes that were 

represented in Victorian Age Punch cartoons included Irish people, Irish issues and Ireland as a 

country. The division of the Irish themes into these three groups derived from the cartoons themselves 

because these grouping were the most prominent ones in the cartoons. For the most part, in Victorian 

Age Punch cartoons, Irish themes were represented rather unfavourably. However, while some 

themes were portrayed extremely negatively, others were viewed in a much more positive light. Irish 

characters were in the group that was associated with negative qualities. While in general, Irish 

characters were all portrayed very unkindly, the Irish peasantry definitely received a worse treatment 

than Irish politicians and were much more derided than the imaginary Irish characters. Thus, the Irish 

peasantry in the form of the stereotypical Irish Paddy seems to have been subjected to most ridicule 

and was represented in the most negative way out of all Irish characters that were presented in the 

cartoons. While Irish character are undoubtedly placed in the negative group, Irish issues seem to 

have been somewhere in the middle ground between bad and good. Even though some issues such as 

the Repeal Association and the Home Rule movement were viewed negatively, others such as the 

GAA and the Fenian movement’s undertakings during the 1850s were almost completely ignored and 

were seen as unimportant issues. They were thus not seen as negatively as the Irish people but not as 

particularly positive either. Ireland as a country, however, was viewed more favourably that Irish 

characters and was seen as a source of hope and positivity while Erin and Hibernia were represented 

as the embodiments of all the good that Ireland had to offer to Britain. Thus, it seems that on a 

spectrum from bad to good, the individual Irish people stood at the negative end while Ireland as a 

country and as a part of the British empire was at the positive end.  

The representations of Irish people, Irish issues and Ireland itself seem to also have strong connections 

to different political, social and cultural events of the past. While many different historical events 

have influenced the way in which Irish themes were portrayed in Punch cartoons, some events seem 

to have had a bigger role than others. Inevitably, many historical events of the Victorian Age are 

represented in the cartoons. They acted as the canvas onto which the magazine painted its depictions 
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and portrayals, and provided the magazine with plenty of different political, social and cultural issues 

that could be used as topics in the cartoons. However, the connections drawn to historical events of 

the 17th, 18th and early-19th centuries bring a more interesting dimension to Punch cartoons. While 

many different historical factors played a role in the formation of the representations of Ireland in 

Punch cartoons, the most influential events were the Plantation of Ulster, numerous rebellions and 

the Penal Laws of 1695. These references to the past intertwine with the Victorian Age events and 

create a continuum that reflects the interrelatedness of the past and the present. Additionally, many 

of the cartoons clearly echo both the triumphs and tribulations that shaped the first 700 years of 

Anglo-Irish history before the launching of Punch magazine in the mid-1800s. The influence that the 

shared Anglo-Irish history has had on both the British and the Irish is unquestionable, and while the 

cartoons might not make explicit references to past events, the past shows itself as the perpetuation 

of different stereotypes, prejudices and inaccurate assumptions. It is precisely these implicit 

connections to the past that are at the core of why it is important to study Punch cartoons. They do 

not merely act as true representations of history in the way photographs do, but as pieces of man-

made art that contain information on the world views, attitudes and opinions of the artist who made 

them, the magazine that published them and the British people that consumed them. They shed light 

on the British society’s views on Ireland, the Irish people and Irish issues during the Victorian Age, 

and they can provide insight into how certain stereotypes and assumptions of the Irish have stayed 

intact and lived on to this day.  

It is important to note that because the data for this thesis consists of cartoons, the analysis conducted 

is predominantly based on interpretations. Fontana states that while the act of interpreting meanings 

is always shaped by the interpreter themselves, it is “subject to the creative limitations of the human 

mind” (Fontana 18). Thus, even though educated guesses and assumptions can be made about the 

meaning of a symbol or a character in a cartoon, these interpretations are essentially one person’s 

opinions on the meaning of a particular cartoon, and the assumptions made can never be absolutely 

proven correct. Thus, a door must be left open for alternative and opposing interpretations and 

opinions. Additionally, while this thesis cannot concussively prove whether or not an interpretation 

is correct or not, what it does is that it provides a glance into the way in which Irish themes were 

portrayed in satirical cartoons in Victorian Britain, makes connections between these portrayals and 

historical events that may have served as an inspiration for these depictions, and offers interpretations 

based on extensive examination of both the cartoons and historical facts. In order to further validate 

the findings of this thesis, additional research on other Victorian Age Punch cartoons should be 

conducted to see if the interpretations made on the basis of those cartoons concur with the findings 
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of this study. Another possible avenue for study would be to examine whether the depictions made 

in Punch were also used in other magazines of the time to portray the Irish. This thesis can also act 

as a basis for studying the depictions of Irish themes in newer Punch cartoons. Information on the 

ways in which the magazine previously portrayed the Irish can be useful for making new observations 

and interpretations. This study provides a broad, overall picture on how Ireland, Irish people and Irish 

issues were viewed both in Punch and more generally in Victorian Britain. Even though the people 

and issues of Ireland often received a rather cold and hostile treatment in Punch cartoons, the 

portrayals of Erin and Hibernia as Ireland prove that Ireland was seen as a valuable part of the British 

Empire, and they provide hope for the allegedly doomed people of Ireland. 
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