
Module Title:  Censorship and Irish Writing  
 
Lecturer Name:  Paul Delaney (delanep@tcd.ie) 
 
ECTS Weighting:  5 
 
Term: MT 
 
Learning Outcomes: 

On successful completion of this module, students should be able to: 

• demonstrate close knowledge of a range of authors and texts from the middle decades 
of the twentieth century 

• situate that work in its broader social and cultural contexts 
• reflect on the workings of the Irish Censorship Board, and its involvement in the 

banning of certain books 
• consider the impact of censorship on the careers of writers, on the practice of writing, 

and on the development of a reading public in Ireland 
• relate many of the issues and concerns to other Sophister modules on Irish literary 

culture. 
 

 
Module Description 
 
With the passage of the Censorship of Publications Act in 1929, state censorship began to 
exert considerable pressure on the imagination and the practice of Irish writers; these 
pressures were grounded in a socially conservative politics and in the general ‘Catholicization’ 
of Irish culture. Censorship continued through the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, and many writers 
of the period found that their work – or much of their work – was banned on the grounds of 
‘obscenity’ or ‘indecency’. If some joked that this was a perverse badge of honour, censorship 
nonetheless thwarted the careers of many writers and had a huge impact on the development 
of post-independence Irish literary culture. It restricted the growth of the Irish publishing 
industry and it also impacted on the reading public, as access was restricted to the work of 
local writers as well as to leading international figures in anglophone literature. Censorship 
only began to ease in the late 1950s and early 1960s, with the slow emergence of a more 
outward-looking society and the growing liberalization of Irish culture; legislation in this area 
was finally overhauled in 1967. This 5-credit JS module explores the history of literary 
censorship in mid-twentieth-century Ireland; it engages especially with a few infamous cases 
and controversies, and it looks closely at several key literary texts. 
 
 
Indicative Reading List 
 
This module engages with a variety of critical and creative texts. It explores essays and 
interventions by a few writers of the post-independence period who participated in the 
campaign against censorship (Seán O’Faoláin and Frank O’Connor, for instance). It also 
examines contemporary reports and controversies, focusing especially upon the banning of 
several texts. This includes the censorship of Kate O’Brien’s and Norah Hoult’s work in the late 
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1930s and early 1940s, the banning of Frank O’Connor’s translation of the celebrated 
eighteenth-century poem Cúirt an Mhean-Oíche (The Midnight Court [1946]), and the official 
reaction to Eric Cross’s collection of the folk tales of Tim and Anastasia Buckley (The Tailor and 
Ansty [1942]). This material is out of print and will be available through Blackboard (indicated 
*** below.)  In addition, the module provides a close reading of several highly influential 
novels which were banned on publication. These include Kate O’Brien’s The Land of Spices 
(1942), Sam Hanna Bell’s December Bride (1952), Brian Moore’s Judith Hearne (1955), Edna 
O’Brien’s The Country Girls (1960), and John McGahern’s The Dark (1965). 
 
 
Indicative outline 
 

1 Introduction 
 

2 Seán O’Faoláin, selected essays and ‘The Small Lady’ (1932)*** 
 

3 Norah Hoult, excerpts from Holy Ireland (1935)*** 
 

4 Kate O’Brien, The Land of Spices (1941) 
 

5 Eric Cross, excerpts from The Tailor and Ansty (1942); Frank O’Connor, excerpts from 
The Midnight Court (trans. 1946)*** 
 

6 Sam Hanna Bell, December Bride (1951) 
 

7 Reading Week 
 

8 Introduction 2 
 

9 Brian Moore, The Lonely Passion of Judith Hearne (1955) 
 

10 Edna O’Brien, The Country Girls (1960) 
 

11 John McGahern, The Dark (1965) 
 

12 Conclusion and legacies 
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Michael G. Cronin, Impure Thoughts: Sexuality, Catholicism and Literature in Twentieth- 
         Century Ireland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012) 


