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Senator David Norris once famously remarked that it seemed as if the terms

‘Irish’ and ‘homosexual’ were mutually exclusive. This is of, course, not so and

there is no reason to suppose that homosexuality is any less prevalent in

Ireland than in any other country. It is simply that our society is not tolerant of

homosexuality. This can be a major difficulty for any young gay person

growing up looking for role models with which to identify.

In this book the author discusses the history of homosexuality in Ireland. He

tells the stories of a number of Irish people who were homosexual though he

recognizes that, as a 2006 study found, gender orientation is a spectrum and

many people, who might be so described, have been married or have had

heterosexual relationships.

Beginning with the Gaelic Irish literary sources, where there are glimpses of

homosexual recognition, through the era of Saints and Scholars, to the time of

English rule in Ireland and the English law, he shows that homosexual behaviour was

recognized and that there were often sanctions against it. Such behaviour,

according to Anselm of Canterbury (c1102), ‘has hitherto been so public that

hardly anyone is embarrassed by it, and many have therefore fallen into it because

they were unaware of its seriousness’.

There are some fascinating discursions into the byways of Irish history. Piers

Gaveston was the ‘favourite’ of Edward II. He was sent to Ireland as the king’s

lieutenant partly to avoid the wrath of jealous nobles. While here he made some

impact, leading an army against the O’Byrnes of Wicklow and building a

fortification in Newcastle. Another favourite of a (most probably)

homosexual king, Richard II, was also sent to Ireland. Robert de Vere, the only man

to ever be created Duke of Ireland had ‘the land and lordship of Ireland with all

its profits’.

William III (William of Orange), whose influence in Ireland is well documented, is

generally also recognized as having been homosexual, to the dismay of our loyal

northern brethren.

Several of the great literary and ecclesiastical figures of Irish history are now

regarded as homosexuals including Gerard Manley Hopkins and John Henry Newman.

Newman was buried with his close friend Ambrose St John who ‘loved him with an

intensity of love that was unaccountable’. There is no suggestion that there was any

sexual expression of this love. Another great Dublin figure, Bartholomew Mosse, founder of the Rotunda Hospital and famous doctor and male midwife, was buried alongside his close friend, Benjamin Higgins.

Oscar Wilde, Roger Casement, Hugh Lane, T.E Lawrence, Edwards and Mac

Liammoir are all discussed alongside ahistory of gay rights in modern times.

There are some wonderful quotes.‘Sean O’Faolain is notoriously supposed

to have said that the definition of an Irish ‘queer’ in the 1950’s and 1960’s was a

man who preferred women to drink’.

By writing in a balanced, scholarly and unsensational manner, the author has produced a most interesting book on a subject most often avoided in Irish society.
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This is a collection of obituaries, set out as they were written at the

time, so the picture given of these famous individuals is the assessment of their

contemporaries rather than the verdict of later historians. Subjects include wellknown

figures from Daniel O’Connell to Nuala O’Faolain.

