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Colonialism, tourism
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The New Omnipresence of the Good People

Just when they were supposed to be forever vanquished, this time by modernity,
electricity, and the motor-car, they have popped up again with a vengeance. I am not
talking about in religion or belief, h�
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Signs and Symbols
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It would seem that they are no longer
seen as a ‘threat’ to Christianity; that their
presence has been so trivialized that they
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are now ‘safe’. This may well be the case, but
whatever the reason, the sheer numbers of them are
staggering: great walls in tourist shops are filled with
tiny men, dolls of every size, plastic mugs, slippers,
whole adult-sized costumes, whole walls of
leprechauns.

The ‘wee folk’ now seems to have coalesced
along a certain representational style. This can be
viewed as representing in large part idealized images
of the past, to the point that it is often difficult to
discern in the representations what is supposed to
be a ‘fairy folk’ and what is a representation of
traditional Irish peasant. The clothes, for example,
are based on an older style of clothing. There are
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other common attributes: one is that they are mostly men (although the banshees
remain female), and they are commonly associated with drinking, if not in fact
inebriated. This seems to have much to do with the earlier-mentioned phenomenon
of adopting colonial stereotypes as affirmative, nationalist representations. The
leprechauns are usually bearded, pointy-eared, and often have a bit of a beer belly.
They are uniformly happy, often musical, and at times a bit lewd.

St. Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland, seems to be the number one Christian
contender in the tourist industry, and he is depicted variously – at times seriously,
in bronze or other images, usually with his fabled crook. At other times, however,
he is represented in a light-hearted manner, and indeed this seems to be on the rise.

As we can see in photo 4, St. Patrick has increasingly come to resemble the
leprechauns himself. While still dressed in ecclesiastical robes, these robes are now
often green, the color of the leprechaun’s clothes. He is frequently depicted with a
bushy beard, as are the leprechauns, and he has the figure of one as well, with the
slight pot belly. He has, in many of these representations, the same rosy cheeks and
incorrigible grin that countenances his fairy counterparts. In short, the two strands
are growing together.
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St. Patrick’s Day

All of the photographs in this article were taken in Dublin on St. Patrick’s day
2004. As one can see, St. Patrick’s day is replete with various symbols regarding
‘traditional’ Ireland.
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In this photo 5 we see the crock
of gold – not a part of any St. Patrick
legend, but surely connected with the
leprechaun. It is often said that these
items are for tourist, such as the ‘Irish
Leprechaun Costume’ (photo 6), but this
is clearly worn by the Irish themselves,
especially on St. Patrick’s day, which
has been transformed from a religious
day into a festival celebrating national
identity. Celebrating national identity
has increasingly included leprechauns.

In photo 7 the hat and beard can
be seen on a young Irish man. And
photo 8 displays a whole group of Irish
adults with the complete outfits, again
on St. Patrick’s day in Dublin.

Meanings

What to make of all this? Perhaps
nothing: ‘It is just tourist junk’, one
might say. But ‘tourist junk’ comes
from somewhere, and is a response to
demand. These representations are not
ex nihilo. They arise and succeed in a
certain cultural matrix. They are largely
produced by the Irish themselves, and
indeed one of the shameful little se-
crets of tourism is that frequently the
natives are also the consumers. There
is a recursive functioning to tourismus
(if I can coin a less value-laden laden term than ‘tourist junk’), where the items are
constantly perceived as representing identity outwards, for others, come to represent
identity inwards as well.

I saw a tough-looking youth one day who had a megalithic symbol tattooed on
his left shoulder, and directly beneath it was an even tougher-looking leprechaun,
fists clenched as if ready for a fight. The symbols of self-identification, and perhaps
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even more interestingly the daoine sí with artistic motifs from the Megalithic sí
sites, were clear, and clearly displayed for all to see.

All in all, I believe it is a strangely telling barometer of cultural choices at play
where the overwhelmingly chosen image to represent Ireland and Irishness is some
form of daoine sí, while the previously common ecclesiastical images are seen in
definite retreat, and at times even merging with the ‘wee people’. Both have long
pedigrees in Ireland, and remain embedded in the culture; both were at times
dominant cosmological and religious foci, and both have left their respective
temples as the most notable structures in the island.

It is unclear where religious and spiritual beliefs are headed in Ireland. The
Catholic Church has lost an astonishing amount of good faith through its past
actions, and while it remains a part of many people’s lives, its hegemony has been
strongly challenged.

The ‘fairy faith’ has been so discredited (with a great deal of help from the
colonial interpretations thereof) as to have also ‘fallen from grace’ in terms of
cosmological or religious beliefs. Many of their former cultural and linguistic
associations and references have been lost in translation, as the use of Irish as an
everyday language in Ireland continues to decline. This ‘mundanization’ of the
fairy folk has certainly shaped their current forms, and it may have even helped
them attain their current level of popularity. Now they are not so much feared as
appreciated, not so much awesome as charming, not so much the spirits of the
ancestors as the representatives of the ‘good old days’.

The idea of supernatural others as representing an idealized past, has been
investigated elsewhere as well, for example in Barbara Rietie’s (1990) work in
Newfoundland, or Valdimar Hafstein’s (2000: 96) work on Icelandic elves, where
he states that ‘the contemporary tradition as a whole may be read as an extended



��	

metaphor for social changes. It provides a narrative framework for negotiaitng
their significance, validity, and their import for the cultural system of values and
identity’. As in Iceland, the Irish rural farmer is often held up as an idealized
image of traditional ‘Irishness’ while at the same time there is a diminishment of
the small farms as a viable way of life. Hafstein reads contemporary elf belief in
Iceland as providing a ‘clear-cut direction for dealing with these concerns through
ritual avoidance, and it affords a narrative code, through which to discuss and
negotiate them’ (100).

This may well be the case in Ireland as well – after all, how does one know
one is Irish (which is almost always posed in opposition to being ‘British’ or
‘English’)? The English language is spoken throughout the island, and England
has been a decidedly hegemonic presence for hundreds of years. The ‘good people’
provide something that the English, by and large, do not (or at least do not profess
to) have. It is, as Hafstein intimates, a discourse full of taboo nuance, a code by
which highly sensitive notions of nationalism, traditions, and the loss thereof, can
be played out.

But this is not to assert that these representations are entirely bereft of traditional
meaning. Indeed, in many traditional areas there is still, if not a belief in the fairy
tradition, a great respect for the tradition. The sí remain embedded throughout the
Irish language, landscape, and linguascape, and are an indelible part of the island’s
customs, place names, personal names, and other parts of the culture. Some Irish may
wince at the trivial, jovial leprechauns sold in stores as denigrating the once-great
tradition, while at the same time others may see this sort of representation as a
harmless, playful reference to the fairy faith, something that once defined Ireland
more than perhaps any other aspect, and is now doing so again.

Both of these aspects – Christian and sí, are often conjured up in images of Ireland –
I have demonstrated how they often overlap with little apparent incongruity. All in all,
the little people currently seem to be on the ascendancy in representations – not
particularly in their earl��
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1 Hall 1996.
2 Ó Giolláin 1984.
3 Ó Dónaill 1992, p. 1089.
4 For tuaith hÉrend bai temel, tuatha adortais síde (Stokes 1887, p. 409).
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5 Koch and Carey 1995, p. 198.
6 See Carey 1999.
7 See Ó Giolláin 1991.
8 Carol Silver’s book, Strange and Secret Peoples: Fairies and Victorian Consciousness (1999),

provides an excellent account of this process.
9 Freeman 2001, pp. 28–29.
10 See, e.g., Freeman 2001.
11 See Cunliffe 2001.
12 Munnelly 1992–1993.
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