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Painting Print: reading in the irish Cabin 
Andrew A. Kuhn

The visual evidence of  the era testifies both to the 
availability and the various uses of  print objects in 
domestic settings. If  we look closely at paintings depict-
ing Irish rural life, we may discover, for example, a book 
or broadside tucked away on the margins of  the can-
vas, barely visible among the many other things in the 
cabin. Given the relatively small visual archive of  Irish 
interiors, the occasional appearance of  such printed 
material—a broadsheet tacked to a wall or a chapbook 
on a table—suggests the growing role of  written texts 
in shaping the nineteenth-century popular imagination. 
Developments such as stereotyping, lithography, and the 
steam-powered press revolutionized reading by increas-

ing the volume and variety of  available reading mate-
rial and decreasing its price.3 The organization of  mass 
education in the early decades of  the nineteenth century 
coupled with a new supply of  inexpensive literature fu-
eled a rise in literacy among the laboring classes.4 Such 
evidence of  an Irish culture in transition appears in both 
visual and textual sources.

The movement toward universal literacy and the 
increased presence of  books and broadsides in rural 
homes followed the uneven mechanisms of  print pro-
duction and distribution. Travelling hawkers, schools, 
and libraries provided texts, but only a detailed focus on 
particular institutions can tell us about the actual read-

ing practices that accompanied growing rural literacy. In 
the absence of  accounts by tenants and cottiers detailing 
how and what they read, the material objects themselves 
and cultural representations of  them in paintings and 
illustrations can help us reconstruct the reading habits 
of  country people. Such sources, including several visual 
artifacts in this exhibition, provide information about 
the general practice of  reading and the social conse-
quences of  rising literacy in a society increasingly reliant 
on the written word. 

But the bibliophile encounters problems with visual 
evidence, for artists rarely drew printed and manuscript 
materials with enough detail to reveal titles, distinctive 
bindings, illustrations, or other identifying markers. 
Images appear, at best, as suggestive or impressionis-
tic rather than as detailed evidence about the reading 
material found in the Irish home. For example, Erskine 
Nicol (1825–1904), a Scottish artist working in Ireland 
during and after the Famine, is celebrated for his close 
attention to the everyday objects and scenes of  rural life. 
Books, letters, and broadsides are scattered among his 
settings, adding additional layers to the narratives that 
shape the paintings. In the illustration Listenin’ to Raison 
(1909) (plate 23), where a typical cabin hearth provides 
the backdrop for a man to speak “reason” to his beloved 

RuRal IReland: The InsIde sToRy chronicles the daily lives of irish country people 
by entering their intimate domestic spaces and exploring the material objects in these interiors. This es-
say attempts to place the visual record of  such spaces in conversation with the period’s print artifacts: the 
broadsides, chapbooks, journals, newspapers, and prints that not only entertained and informed tenants 
and cottiers, but sometimes adorned the walls of  their cabins. In her study of  Irish interiors, Claudia Kin-
month points out how “until recently accounts of  the history of  Ireland’s education have concentrated on 
texts, and the comparatively few recent secondary accounts include virtually no analysis of  illustration.”1 
My project represents a far from exhaustive account of  print artifacts found in rural Irish interiors, for 
such a task would necessitate a detailed region-by-region study of  the island, work that is still in its infancy.2 
But by exploring visual images and the materiality of  print as it appeared in the home, I consider literacy, 
reading habits, and the role of  printed matter in nineteenth-century rural Ireland.



74 (1797–1868) wrote “Molly Brierly” in the first half  of  
the nineteenth century under the title, “I’m not myself  
at all.” The song, popular in Ireland as well as in Eng-
land and the United States, survived in broadsides and 
songbooks printed throughout the Atlantic world. When 
the 1909 edition of  Hall’s work was printed, Lover’s 
ballad had slipped into the anonymity of  true popular-
ity. Nicol’s image portrays a narrative that those familiar 
with the song would easily identify: a luckless and prob-
ably intoxicated suitor attempts to reason with Molly 
Brierly about their marriage prospects as she looks away, 
amused but unimpressed. The blank sheet of  paper that 
hangs by the door in the illustration, therefore, suggests 
an absence that is filled by the narrative of  the folksong. 
The story of  Molly Brierly and her suitor would have 
circulated on a broadsheet like the one that Nicol paints, 
but leaves blank. His placement of  the broadsheet ac-
cords with the location of  such print items in the Irish 
cabin—as a decorative element on its wall. Another of  
Nicol’s paintings, The Inconvenience of  Single Life (exhibited 
1851) (plate 24) shows the broadside’s location in the ru-
ral home even more clearly. We can identify the slender 
slip of  paper bearing a crude woodcut with letterpress 
below as unmistakably one of  the commonest types of  
ballad sheets available in nineteenth-century Ireland 
and Britain.7

Based on such internal evidence, one might conclude 
that the broadside hanging on the wall next to the door 
in Nicol’s Listenin’ to Raison contains the very song that 
the earlier painting narrates, the printed object entering 
into direct conversation with image and folk-song. Yet 
because the sheet of  paper in Nicol’s image is unread-
able, as are print objects in most artistic representations 
of  Irish interiors, the work retains its anonymity— fit-
tingly so perhaps, because instability and uncertainty 
characterized Ireland’s nineteenth-century print trade. 
Few records about individual printers or sellers sur-
vive, and the kind of  strict governmental control with 
its attendant bureaucratic recordkeeping that supports 
the careful reconstructions of  English and French print 
practices did not exist in Ireland.8 Consequently, the 
visual evidence offered by paintings and the details of  
the bibliographic artifacts themselves provide valuable 

as she prepares the day’s meal, a ragged and torn docu-
ment hangs on the wall to the left of  the doorway. Ni-
col’s representation of  this worn sheet offers the bibliog-
rapher of  nineteenth-century Ireland little visual detail 
with which to work; yet a closer look at the relationship 
between the original painting, its reproduction as a book 
illustration, and a nineteenth-century Irish folk lyric 
reveals the complex circulation and re-appropriation of  
the visual and literary components of  popular culture.     

Listenin’ to Raison—based on Nicol’s now lost paint-
ing Molly Brierly (exhibited in Glasgow in 1901)—ap-
peared as the frontispiece of  Mrs. S. C. Hall’s Tales of  
Irish Life and Character (1909).5 Since the original oil has 
disappeared and the image lives on in Hall’s volume, 
its meaning has become intertwined with that of  its 
companion stories and the world of  print more gener-
ally. Listenin’ to Raison therefore participates in popular 
print culture both through its internal visual evidence 
pointing to the existence of  printed objects in the Irish 
cabin, as well as through its context within the printed 
text. The reproduction of  Nicol’s painting is accompa-
nied by a bit of  popular verse that was printed on the 
guard sheet between the frontispiece and title page of  
the book:

For if  you and I were one 
All confusion would be gone, 
An’ ‘twould simplify the matter entirely, 
An’ ‘twould save us so much bother 
When we’d both be one another, 
So listen now to raison, Molly Brierly. 
   An Old Irish Song6

Although Nicol made his early reputation as a Scot-
tish genre artist, his images of  rural Irish life earned 
him an enduring presence in the London art scene. In 
addition to his English workspace, he maintained a sum-
mer studio at Clonave in Westmeath, where the local 
rural Irish community provided the subject matter for 
some of  his most famous paintings. In Listenin’ to Raison 
the artist reveals his intimate knowledge of  local popu-
lar folk culture by illustrating the air “Molly Brierly.” 
The Irish novelist, songwriter, and artist Samuel Lover 

glimpses into a lost history.  
Although too frequently neglected in literary and 

historical scholarship, broadsheet ballads provide crucial 
information about the reading habits of  a rural Irish 
population living on the periphery of  a more literate 
and urban culture. Carrying the latest news, opinion, 
and entertainment to a mass audience, the broadside 
primed audiences for the introduction of  the periodi-
cal press, establishing the groundwork for the country’s 
growing sense of  a national language, culture, and 
history.9 The far-reaching appeal, for example, of  a 
figure like the Irish poet and songwriter Thomas Moore 
(1779–1852) clarified the importance of  popular song 
within cultural and political accounts of  the nineteenth 
century. Still, the various pathways through which 
songs traveled from person to person and community 
to community often remain unmapped because of  the 
difficulty of  recreating such transactions. When a song 
or a bit of  gossip is passed along, few signs of  such 
interaction remain, but if  that same material appears 
in print, the record of  the composition and subsequent 
physical movement of  the printed object can offer the 
investigator a traceable path. Broadsheets and other 
forms of  print facilitate historical reconstruction, giving 
the ephemeral a physical embodiment. The paintings of  
Irish interiors in Rural Ireland: The Inside Story hang silent 
on the walls, but looking closely at the broadsides within 
them can make the images sing.

Typically characterized by cheap paper, broken 
type, and slipshod printing, the broadside was simply 
a sheet with printed letters and a woodcut illustration. 
Speed and quantity took precedence over accuracy and 
craftsmanship. Economic necessity led many printers to 
produce these popular commodities, for they provided a 
steady flow of  capital into their establishments. Produc-
ing and distributing broadsides served printers since the 
rapid creation of  these slips of  paper provided short-
term employment between larger projects. Type could 
be set in minutes, old woodcuts could be reused, and 
hundreds of  copies could be quickly printed on dam-
aged or remainder stock from other projects—ready to 
sell to hawkers. A book, on the other hand, could take 
weeks or months to print, and newspapers required 



75large amounts of  copy and the skill of  numerous type-
setters. The broadside industry also offered employment 
to a range of  individuals in the distribution network. 
Filling the roles of  distributer and retail purveyor, hawk-
ers singing in streets and fairs peddled folk songs and 
current events to a public increasingly hungry for enter-
tainment and knowledge of  contemporary controversy.10

Broadsides also bridged the gap between orality and 
literacy. Lyrics printed on them were often sung in pub-
lic places to both literate and illiterate audiences, and 
the wide availability of  these printed items undoubtedly 
led to their use as reading primers for both children 
and adults. Nicol’s paintings suggest that occupants of  
the cabin might have read and sung the lyrics of  these 
inexpensive, decorative items on their walls as they went 
about their daily chores or relaxed by the hearth. By 
entertaining those engaged in repetitive domestic tasks 
such as weaving and milking, the broadside provided 
both the soundtrack and visual ornament that accompa-
nied everyday life.

Recalling his own childhood in Donegal in the late 
nineteenth century, poet and folklorist Seumas MacMa-
nus (1869–1960) describes his quest for reading material 
at rural fairs. His account suggests how even late in the 
nineteenth century broadside ballads continued to make 
their way into rural homes: 

Ballads were easier to get than books, a great 
deal. They were the everyday reading of  
Donegal. No man ever thought of  leaving a 
fair without a new ballad in his pocket. He 
wasn’t fit for a fair, if  he thought otherwise. 
And it only cost a ha’penny from the ballad-
singer. The old stand-byes you bought in 
a broad-sheet of  twelve for a penny, at the 
Stannins [small shops set up under canvas 
tents]––and plenty of  stirring, real Irish, ones 
were mixed in them. The street-ballads were 
the boy’s first literature, and first love—and 
they never lost their place in his heart.11 

The public house, with its intoxicating mix of  
community, drink, and song, proved the perfect home 

for the circulation of  broadsheets. In St. Patrick’s Day/
Irish Matchmaker (1867) (plate 19), Charles Henry Cook 
(c. 1830–1906) places the broadsheet at the center of  
a scene of  holiday celebration. Cook’s object-filled 
painting also includes a faded reproduction of  Nicol’s 
post-Famine emigration image Outward-Bound (Dublin) (c. 
1852) (plate 20), hanging under a shelf  on the back wall 
of  the country inn. At the narrative center of  Cook’s 
painting is the controversy caused by a young Irish 
woman’s dancing with a red-coated British soldier in the 
back-left center of  the image—as several onlookers gaze 
with amusement, suspicion, and disdain. The risky situ-
ation of  what Kinmonth calls this “somewhat conten-
tious couple” is suggested by the symbolism the painting 
evokes through a range of  coded objects.12 Kinmonth 
notes how the soldier’s abandoned stick resting in the 
lower-left corner points over the broadsheet ballad on 
the edge of  the central table toward a reproduction of  
Nicol’s image of  an emigrating Irishman on the quays. 
She suggests that the visual line created by the stick re-
minds viewers of  the threat of  emigration for those who, 
like the dancing girl, challenge the values of  the local 
community.13

The inexpensive lithograph on the wall and broad-
side ballad on the table of  Cook’s painting evidence a 
vibrant print culture within a rural Irish community. 
Outward-Bound suggests, moreover, the popularity of  
Nicol’s work in a readily accessible form. With strong 
narrative frames, the artist’s images sold well, and those 
unable to afford original oil paintings could purchase 
printed engravings on the mass market.14 These widely 
disseminated images that so vividly evoke nineteenth-
century rural society exist on the level of  both fine art 
and popular culture; technologies of  reproduction thus 
gave paintings the chance to live many lives. In Nicol’s 
case, the circulation of  Outward-Bound—first as painting, 
then in print reproduction and in Cook’s reimagining 
of  the lithograph in his own oil painting, and finally 
in a more sophisticated color reproduction tipped into 
William Harvey’s Irish Life and Humour in Anecdote and 
Story (1909)—suggests the work’s wide dissemination to 
a range of  markets. In the form of  inexpensive prints, 
journal illustrations, and everyday items such as paper Fig. 1: “The Irish tennant farmers lament from eviction from his 

native home” (Dublin: Peter Brereton, c. 1868). 



76 banknotes, fine art began to reach a mass audience. 
Whereas some saw this burgeoning visual culture as 
a means of  educating and acculturating the working 
class, others were deeply suspicious of  the corrupting 
aspects of  a popular visual literacy rooted in poor print 
reproductions of  masterworks.15 Nevertheless, reproduc-
tions increasingly found a market in nineteenth-century 
Ireland.      

The subject of  Nicol’s Outward-Bound offers yet 
another example of  common nineteenth-century print 
ephemera: the advertisement. The lithograph depicts 
how a collage of  ads pasted to a quayside wall cap-
tures the attention of  a tattered Irishman clutching his 
shillelagh. With a single coin in hand and urged on by 
posters advertising passage to New York or Quebec, the 
man carefully considers emigration to North America. 
Through these ephemeral emigration ads that the figure 
peruses, Nicol suggests that such advertisements might 
have been among the last print objects many Irish men 
and women would have read on their native soil. 

The presence of  the second print object in St. Patrick’s 
Day—the broadsheet ballad on the table—indicates 
Cook’s turn to another cue suggesting the transmission 
of  community values: broadsheets often included songs 
dedicated to the fate of  a couple endangered by circum-
stance.  Lover’s “I am not myself  at all” is an example 
of  such work, but the broadside was also a medium for 
news, gossip, and cultural critique aimed at the diverse 
needs of  communities across Ireland. The surviving 
output of  Peter Brereton, broadside printer in Dub-
lin during the second half  of  the nineteenth century, 
suggests the competing interests navigated by shrewd 
members of  the print trade.  Employing identical wood-
cuts and similar typography, Brereton produced titles 
such as “The Irish tennant farmers lament from eviction 
from his native home” (fig. 3) and “A new song call’d 
The Papist Ass” (fig. 4) to serve the ideological needs of  
different audiences. Cook’s inclusion of  the broadside in 
St. Patrick’s Day indicates both the ideological work and 
entertainment value of  such artifacts. 

Through his use of  the broadside ballad and Nicol’s 
image, Cook registers the growing importance of  the 
cheap print and art reproduction in rural Ireland. Both 

of  these phenomena had close ties with the periodical 
press, which was largely responsible for the introduc-
tion of  new technologies that radically increased the 
presence of  printed images in Irish culture. Like the 
broadside, chapbook, and art print, periodicals altered 
the interior spaces of  rural society. Samuel Lover, for 
instance, found a worthy subject in Irish cabin interiors 
in his texts and illustrations for the Irish Penny Magazine 
(1831), a non-sectarian publication aimed at a large 
market. He wrote and illustrated a regular column 
entitled “National Proverbs,” in which an image of  
country life was placed above a short story purporting to 
explain the origins of  a particularly Irish turn of  phrase. 
In “The Couple Beggar” (1833) (fig. 3), a jovial celebra-
tion in a cabin marks the wedding day of  two young 
lovers. The man in the center of  the illustration holds a 
small chapbook at arm’s length as the music and merri-
ment reach a peak. Below the image, Lover’s text warns 
of  the desire to “marry in haste and repent in leisure,” 
but the drawing places the chapbook, presumably full of  
songs, at the center of  this important cultural ritual and 
moment of  communal reverie.  

The labors of  attaining literacy, however, required 
that more serious texts accompany books of  song; the 
chapbook, a short and inexpensively produced book 
marketed to a mass audience, featured genres such as 
chivalric romance, criminal biography, histories, and 
religious tracts.16 But by 1811, with the formation of  
the Society for Promoting the Education of  the Poor in 
Ireland (better known as the Kildare Place Society), an 
important new organization assumed the role of  arbi-
ter of  popular literary taste. This philanthropic society 
sought to offset the deleterious effects of  popular culture 
by flooding the market with inexpensive chapbooks that 
subtly promoted Protestant values. In order to compete, 
the Kildare Society determined to produce new works 
and distribute them under the guise of  popular narra-
tives. Consequently, its published volumes rarely carried 
authorial information and withheld the identity of  the 
sponsoring organization. After a few initial attempts at 
authoring books themselves, the Dublin members of  the 
society realized that their badly written attempts had 
failed to sell. Fig. 2: “A new song call’d The Papist Ass” (Dublin: Peter Brereton, c. 

1867).



77reader in the familiar rural cabin and attempts to shape 
the moral and practical contours of  that setting:

 The object of  the following Book is to give, in 
familiar language, such instructive advice as may 
be not only useful, but interesting to those for 

whose perusal it was intended. The reader, it is 
hoped, will not think that such characters as are 
here introduced are altogether imaginary;—simi-
lar topics are often the subjects of  discourse in 
the cottages of  our industrious peasantry; and we 
have reason to know, that few parts of  Ireland are 
so unfortunate as not to contain several capable 

of  giving good advice, and many also willing to 
receive it.18  

The volume identifies a female readership, writing 
about and for women of  the largely Catholic tenant and 
cottier class through a stereotypical view of  feminine 

docility and domestic responsibility. With his firmly 
Protestant Irish ideological aims, Bardin extols the 
benefits of  subservience and deference to a benevolent 
landlord, hygiene, education, the medical establish-
ment, and state financial institutions. These Kildare 
Society chapbooks offered Ireland’s political and 
economic elites a rare opportunity to weigh in on sig-
nificant issues in a forum less polemical or combative 
than public debate or pamphleteering. 

The woodcuts illustrating The Cottage Fire-Side stress 
the value of  reading, supporting Protestantism’s em-
phasis on literacy as essential for scriptural knowledge.  
In one image of  the ideal Irish family, a father in-
structs his young children from the large family Bible 
while the mother spins flax as part of  the household 
economy (fig. 4). The image illustrates the life of  Wil-
liam, a wise, virtuous, and sober local man, who after 
a day’s work spends his evenings by the fireside teach-
ing his children to read and telling stories to educate 
and entertain them.19 Family life for this industrious 
Protestant family is centered around a table holding 
a Bible and candlestick, a form of  light found only 
in prosperous rural homes. The carefully lined-up 
platters, mugs, and dishes displayed in the ubiquitous 
Irish dresser assert the family’s orderliness. But despite 
Bardin’s insistence on feminine literacy, gender roles 
remain clearly divided: the son looks over the Bible 
held by his father whereas the daughter gazes at her 
own future in her mother’s spinning. The emphasis 
on reading is central, yet the image on this woodcut 

bears little relation to the life of  a typical rural tenant. 
Even a quick survey of  the interiors represented in Rural 
Ireland: The Inside Story suggests the differences between 
William’s cottage and the homes painted by Francis Wil-
liam Topham (1808–77) (plates 12–13), Alfred Downing 
Fripp (1822–95) (plates 9–10) or even to the more pros-
perous tenant interiors depicted by Nicol (plates 22–24).  

In his capacity as the Kildare Society’s literary 
advisor, one who reacted to the sorts of  doggerel and 
romance found in broadsides and many chapbooks of  
his day, Reverend Charles Bardin (c. 1788–1841) played 
a central role in the making of  nineteenth-century Irish 
print culture. This Protestant minister began to write 
and edit works, eventually producing fifty-two books 
for the society. His weaving of  moral and practical 
instruction into his tales proved popular with inter-
denominational audiences; thousands of  Kildare 
Society volumes were distributed and read in homes 
and schools across the country. The small and tattered 
books visible on the floor of  James Brenan’s (1837–
1907) The Schoolroom/Empty Pockets (plate 29) or on the 
corner bookshelf  of  Howard Helmick’s (1840–1907) 
The Schoolmaster’s Moment of  Leisure (c. 1888) (plate 41) 
suggest the size and uses of  such educational tracts. 
Both paintings, however, offer a strong critique of  na-
tional schools, which, upon their introduction in 1831, 
began to supplant the educational initiatives of  the 
Kildare Place Society. Brenan and Helmick’s images 
contain numerous books and loose sheets of  paper 
scattered about, but significantly, nobody appears to 
use these educational materials. Brenan’s unsupervised 
schoolboys argue, converse, and play while torn books 
are splayed out on the floor. Although one pupil in 
the background of  the classroom seems to write, the 
painting conveys a sense of  neglect and disorder in 
the schoolroom.17 Similarly, Helmick’s scene focuses 
on the tensions between schoolhouse discipline (the 
switch on the table and fool’s cap on the boy) and the 
flute-playing leisure of  the schoolmaster—rather than 
the work and pleasure of  the educational process. The 
discarded papers suggest not a vibrant print culture 
that contributes to national literacy, but the inadequa-
cies of  Irish educational policy. 

The images and texts in The Cottage Fire-Side (1821), 
one of  the less popular, because more didactic, works is-
sued by the Kildare Society offer especially useful mate-
rial for the study of  Irish interiors and print culture. The 
book’s narrative develops as a series of  conversations on 
topics as diverse as filial love, potatoes, vaccinations, sav-
ings banks, and, predictively, the pig. Its preface situates 

Fig. 3: Benjamin Clayton (c. 1805–54), “The Couple-Beggar,” wood 
engraving after a drawing by Samuel Lover (1797–1868), Irish Penny Magazine 
1, no. 5 (Feb. 2, 1833): 37.

Fig. 4: “Inside of  William’s Cottage,” wood engraving, The Cottage Fire-Side 
(1821; reprint, Dublin: Napper and White, 1826), 117.



78 In The Cottage Fire-Side woodcut, we instead see a refined 
orientation of  space around a central table, an arrange-
ment foreign to the dark, hearth-centered kitchens in 
typical small tenant or cottier households. Although The 
Cottage Fire-Side was far too didactic to be a bestseller, its 
respectable sales figures indicate the success of  this early 
self-help book that reached thousands of  schoolhouses 
and cabins.20

Paintings of  the same period capture the increasing 
importance of  books in domestic life for middle-class 
Irish families. In Robert Gibbs’s  (fl. 1808–34) The Read-
ing Lesson—A Family Group (1834) (fig. 5), that symbolic 
center of  Irish life, the hearth, now lends its light and 
warmth to a prosperous family gathered for reading. A 
young girl sits on her instructor’s lap and reads aloud 
to the delight of  the onlookers; the figures in the fore-
ground observe the two during the recitation, while 
those in the background close their eyes as they enjoy 
the sound of  the child’s voice. In addition to offering 
visual testimony of  the lived experience of  books such 
as those produced by the Kildare Society, the painting 
suggests the gap between those who could read and 
those who were illiterate—still a very large proportion 
of  the Irish population in 1834.21 The young child, her 
instructor, and her mother gaze at the words of  the text 
as she reads them, but the other figures merely close 
their eyes, in imitation of  the sleeping child sprawled 
across the mother’s lap, still too young for a reading les-
son. Everyone involved with the scene is smiling except 
the children, who express, perhaps, the boredom and 
frustration of  the struggle for literary. 

Like the broadside, the chapbook that the family 
in Gibb’s painting reads connects literacy and orality. 
Reading aloud was common practice within households, 
allowing everyone to take part in the news of  the day, 
adventures in far-away places, and instruction in the 
tasks of  cooking, farming, and sewing. Though largely 
anonymous as an author, Bardin shaped the reading 
practices of  a nation through such texts; nevertheless, 
his wholesome and morally uplifting works were always 
under threat from the more subversive and increasingly 
popular literature of  the marketplace.

This strategy of  marketing texts at low prices to a 

wide audience spilled over into the publishing of  peri-
odicals. Such inexpensive texts experienced great success 
from the 1840s as the Irish Penny Journal (1833–34) and 
the Dublin Penny Journal (1832–36) altered the flow of  in-
formation within Ireland. John Boyne’s The County Chron-
icle (1809) (plate 1) depicts how earlier public readings 
of  periodicals brought local people together, offering 
political and social information otherwise unavailable to 
rural communities. The town’s barber-surgeon, identi-
fied by the scissors in his coat pocket, stands on a box 
to proclaim the local paper’s latest news while a man in 
the background checks the almanac posted on the wall 
of  the public house. Ireland’s early nineteenth-century 
political tensions provide the context for the image, as 
the many characters, distinguished by their dress and 
their various reactions, hear about the threat of  French 
invasion during the Napoleonic wars. Capturing the 
political and social interactions of  those gathered in this 
public space, Boyne suggests how the growing role of  
print culture and increased literacy became catalysts for 
the involvement of  Irish country people in civic life.22 

Without the major revolutions in technology at the 
beginning of  the nineteenth century, popular print 
culture would have never taken hold of  the imagination 
of  Irish men and women. Advances in stereotyping, 
lithography, wood pulp paper, and steam power gave the 
century its textual flavor. Philip Dixon Hardy, editor of  
the Dublin Penny Journal, often ran stories and illustrations 
conveying his enthusiastic support for advances in print 
technology. The article “A familiar description of  print-
ing in all its branches” (fig. 6) demystifies the inner work-
ings of  the pressroom and of  the production of  print 
artifacts that would make their way into the rural cabin. 
Through both images and text, the article describes 
stages of  the print process: from the compositor’s desk 
at the back of  the illustration, through the large multi-
roller press, to the emergence of  the printed periodical 
at the editor’s table in the foreground. 

 Although in some recent numbers of  a contem-
porary Journal, an elaborate description of  the 
process of  printing has been given to the public, 
still, as numbers of  our readers never see that Fig. 6: Benjamin Clayton (c. 1805–54), “Printing Machine,” wood 

engraving, Dublin Penny Journal 2, no. 97 (May 10, 1834).

Fig. 5: Robert Gibbs (fl. 1808–34), The Reading Lesson—A Family 
Group, 1834. Oil on canvas, 14 x 10 in., Gorry Gallery, Dublin.



79publication, and as our Printing Machine is rather a 
novelty, being the only one of  the kind in Ireland, 
we have determined to devote our present num-
ber to a familiar description of  printing in all its 
branches.23 

Hardy was quick to show off  the new technologies 
that efficiently and speedily brought the printed word 
into Irish homes. The steam-powered press depicted in 
the engraving on the initial page of  the journal pro-
duced three thousand impressions in an hour, a huge 
increase over the two hundred fifty or so possible on the 
hand press.24 Hardy’s article educated a mass reading 
audience and sought to open up markets by familiar-
izing potential customers with the capabilities of  the 
newest machines. The Dublin Penny Journal illustrated 
rapidly changing trends in Irish print culture, for by the 
end of  the nineteenth century the technologies Hardy 
described in his imagery and text led to the dominance 
of  periodicals and mass-produced books rather than of  
broadsides and chapbooks—and an ensuing transforma-
tion of  Irish reading habits. 

 The paintings and printed items in Rural Ireland: 
The Inside Story play a role in illustrating a complex 
network of  printed artifacts found in the Irish cabin: 
chapbooks, broadsides, and periodicals, but also adver-
tisements, political membership cards, warrants, leases, 
prayer cards, and a host of  other ephemera and official 
documents. Just as the hearth, furniture, ceramics, tools, 
and utensils found in the Irish cabin define a way of  
life and a cultural tradition, the visual evidence of  these 
printed objects suggests the rural community’s associa-
tion with a larger and increasingly active world of  print 
culture. 
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