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   5. Textual Analysis: OôHalloranôs General History 1778 

 

5.1. Introduction 

Chapter 3 concluded that the London publication of the General History indicated 

that this work was directed at an audience outside of Ireland, as well as within 

Ireland. Chapter 4 identified two distinctive elements of that audience as consisting 

of a British political élite, and Irish émigrés in the service of Catholic European 

powers. Chapter 4 made the argument that the inclusion of Irish émigrés in the 

subscription-list of this work was an attempt by O‘Halloran to demonstrate a current 

suitability of the Irish for a British imperial role. Moreover, it was suggested that this 

message was not only received by a British political élite, but was also partially 

endorsed by it, by financially supporting the publication of the General History 

through subscription. The third distinctive feature of the General History is the 

manner in which O‘Halloran modified his source materials to construct an historical 

picture of an ancient Milesian Empire. The idea of a Milesian Empire, rather than a 

Milesian kingdom, is a totally new concept introduced by O‘Halloran, and sharply 

distinguishes his work from his contemporaries, and the General History from its 

antecedents in this tradition. The reason O‘Halloran argued for a Milesian Empire, 

rather than a Milesian kingdom, was because he wanted to establish an ancient parity 

with Britain, which was now an imperial power. Consequently, Britain‘s imperial 

status influenced the shape of his narrative, and reflects the eighteenth-century 

political context of his writings.  

 

This chapter will make the argument that the reason O‘Halloran modified his 

materials in this manner was because he wanted to engage British imperial interest in 

securing Irish Catholic relief, by showing how the Irish were historically suitable for 

an imperial role, thereby initiating Irish Catholic participation in the British Empire. 

O‘Halloran‘s argument for Irish Catholic inclusion in the British Empire had two 

strands. He wanted to show that Ireland had both a current and an historic aptitude as 

imperial agents. A current aptitude for empire is established in the subscription-list, 

while an historical aptitude is demonstrated in the text. Both of these two strands 

compliment and reinforce the central argument for Irish inclusion in the British 

Empire. O‘Halloran‘s means of communication and language use in the text 
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identifies his intended audience as the British Empire. This confirms the significance 

of the London publication of this work, and moreover, the recognition by O‘Halloran 

of London, as the metropolitan capital of the British Empire, as the site of power to 

bring about Irish Catholic relief, if issues of imperial security necessitated this 

action. The political context which shaped his narrative was the opportunity for Irish 

Catholic relief created by the Anglo-American crisis. 

 

Viewing the General History as a composite work, which includes the 

significance of its publication-site and audience, placed within the appropriate 

political context, provides a framework which complements the textual reading of its 

narrative. In the absence of this framework, the narrative of the General History 

could be viewed as a rather fanciful interpretation of Irish history, and the political 

context and direction of its narrative would be missed. The textual analysis of the 

General History following is guided not only by the political context, but also by the 

significance of its publication-site and audience.  

 

The central focus of this chapter is to analyse the content of the General History, 

and in a comparison with its aforementioned antecedents, identify the eighteenth-

century political context and imperial direction of the discourse. To date, no in-depth 

textual analysis of the General History has been undertaken, nor does it appear as a 

central theme in any current work. As mentioned, reference to the General History 

appears in the work of various scholars. Clare O‘Halloran (2004:53) refers to the 

opening page of the General History as evidence of the influence of Charles 

Vallancey‘s orientalism on O‘Halloran‘s antiquarian writings. Kidd (1999:161-2) 

refers to O‘Halloran‘s deployment of a Milesian civilisation in defence of Irish 

civility , and sees this work as underpinning the writings of Charles O‘Conor. Delury 

(2000:27) also compares the work of O‘Conor and O‘Halloran, and cites a paragraph 

from the ‗Dedication‘ section to the General History, to comment on the manner in 

which O‘Halloran uses a ―powerful patriotic rhetoric merged with a ―love of truth‖, 

to underpin the authority of his narrative.  

 

This chapter is divided into six main areas of discussion.  Firstly, this chapter 

briefly discusses the political use of Irish historiography in O‘Halloran‘s two main 

traditional sources, Lebor gabála Érenn and Foras feasa ar Éirinn, and explains how 
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O‘Halloran‘s use of classical sources and his new system of chronology, influenced 

the modifications in his narrative. Section two, three and four of his chapter focuses 

on identifying the influence of imperial Britain on reconstructions of the Irish past in 

a comparison with the traditional narrative.
1
 Section five discusses the General 

History as a military manifesto for Irish participation in the British Empire, and, 

sixthly, this chapter concludes by highlighting the distinctiveness of O‘Halloran‘s 

approach to the Irish historiographical tradition, in a comparison with the approach 

adopted by Charles O‘Conor.  

 

5.2. The Sources 

The two main Gaelic sources for O‘Halloran‘ General History are Lebor gabála 

Érenn and Foras feasa ar Éirinn, and these sources provide the framework for his 

narrative. Both of these works were composed at critical periods in Irish history, and 

both works appropriated the Milesian past as a political statement, or restatement of 

Ireland‘s past, at crucial periods as the contemporary situation demanded. The 

twelfth century produced the monastic compilation, the Lebor gabála Érenn, or, ‗the 

Book of the taking of Ireland‘, which was primarily a defence of immemorial rights 

of possession at the time of the Norman invasion of Ireland. This work contained the 

chronicles of early Irish historiography and narrated the five invasions of Ireland in 

pre-Christian times, including a list of the kings of Ireland in pre-Christian and 

Christian times, until the arrival of the Normans in the twelfth century.
2
 Although the 

Milesian invasion from Spain was the last invasion of Ireland, the Lebor gabála 

prioritised this invasion over the others, by placing it first in its accounts. Milesian 

and pre-Milesian invaders were formed into one poly-ethnic group, and immemorial 

rights of possession by the Gael to Ireland, were based on historical antiquity and 

priority of settlement (Kidd, 1999:152-153).  

 

 In the seventeenth century, Keating‘s Foras feasa ar Éirinn brought the lore of 

the Lebor gabála to a new audience, adding to and weaving new material from 

                                                 
1
By ‗traditional narrative‘ is meant Keating‘s Foras feasa ar Éirinn and Lebor gabála Érenn. These 

works are abbreviated in the following discussion as: Keating and LG. 
2
The Lebor gabála in its extant form is a compilation of two independent texts from the eight century. 

Reflecting the age in which they lived, a primary concern of the compilers of the Lebor gabála was to 

assimilate Gaelic history with the universal biblical history and clear parallels can be drawn between 

the history of the Gael in the Lebor gabála and the history of the children of Israel as found in the Old 

Testament (LG, 1938 pt.1:ix-xxix).   
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disparate sources into the first narrative history of Ireland (Cunningham, 2000). 

Foras feasa was primarily a defence of the Stuart dynasty and Catholicism, and was 

designed to deal with contemporary issues of the early modern period. In particular, 

Foras feasa dealt with ―those issues and preoccupations by which Keating himself 

was peculiarly exercised as a Counter-Reformation cleric and patriot‖ (Bradshaw, 

1993:167). Keating retrospectively shaped his sources to show continuity between 

the early Christian church and the Catholicism of the Counter-Reformation, and to 

provide historical validation and legitimacy for the Stuart dynasty (Ó Buachalla, 

2006:17).
3
 What was important for Keating, reflecting the political climate of his 

time, was to establish a parity of Ireland‘s kings with their British and Saxon 

counterparts (Cunningham, 2000:141-142).  

 

 The political climate in which O‘Halloran wrote was different again. The early 

years of the eighteenth century witnessed not only the consolidation of Protestant 

dominance in church and state in Ireland, but also, in the post-1763 period, the 

consolidation of the newly-extended British Empire. Britain, which was now an 

imperial power, influenced the shape of O‘Halloran‘s narrative. Therefore, 

O‘Halloran‘s argument for parity was based on the existence of an ancient Milesian 

‗Empire‘ in Ireland, and is reflective of the eighteenth-century political context of his 

writings. 

 

Although Lebor gabála and Foras feasa were the main Gaelic sources used by 

O‘Halloran, they were not the only ones. He (1778a,1:lvii) claimed also to have a 

copy of the Leabhar Lecan,  ―faithfully transcribed from the original in the Irish 

College at Paris‖, given to him by Dr. Mac Kenna, titular Bishop of Cloyne. The 

Leabhar Lecan, or Book of Lecan, is a manuscript from the end of the fourteenth 

century and contains a wide variety of Irish source material including two versions 

of Lebor gabála Érenn.
4
 O‘Halloran also stated that he had in his possession a copy 

of the Réim ríoghraidhe of Giolla Caomháin, and of its continuation by Giolla 

Moduda, which was given to him by Dr. O‘Cullinan of Mallow. The Réim 

ríoghraidhe or the ‗Succession of the kings‘ provides an account of the kings of 

                                                 
3
The most comprehensive work to date on Geoffrey Keating and his writings is Bernadette 

Cunningham‘s The world of Geoffrey Keating (2000). For other works on Keating see: Bradshaw 

(1993:160-190); Ó Buachalla (2006:13-18). 
4
For the historiography of the Book of Lecan, see: MacSwiney (1928/9:31-35).  
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Ireland, the length of their reign and the manner of their death, including some sparse 

genealogical information (Walsh, 1941). O‘Halloran (1778a,1:xlii) further claimed 

to have in his possession all the manuscripts he referred to in his writings. However, 

claims of this nature by a writer to be in possession of original sources gave 

authority to his work, but as no evidence has come to light, as yet, of the contents of 

O‘Halloran‘s library, it is impossible to verify this position. The central focus of this 

discussion is to analyse how O‘Halloran modified his traditional materials, rather 

than ascertain whether he was in fact in possession of original manuscript sources.   

 

The most significant changes O‘Halloran made to his source material concerns 

the early origin of the Gael in the Mediterranean. He used three forms of evidence to 

support these changes here, and elsewhere throughout his narrative. This evidence 

consisted of: comparative analysis, his new system of chronology and linguistic 

evidence. O‘Halloran‘s approach to early Irish history took the form of a 

comparative analysis with classical and other foreign sources as a validating measure 

of the Irish historical record. This approach was influenced by the prevailing 

historiographical trend, which prioritised classical sources, and also necessitated a 

correlating chronological system. O‘Halloran‘s thesis rested on the premise that the 

echoes of the migrations of the early ancestors of the Gael had been retained in the 

histories of the countries they passed through on their journey to Ireland, and that a 

comparison of these sources would lend further validity to the traditional accounts, 

as recorded in the native Irish historical record. Coincidentally, O‘Halloran found 

recorded in the fragmented histories of the Mediterranean, the memory of a once-

great maritime people which, he argued, paralleled the early history of the Gael. 

These people were the improvers and colonizers of Africa and Greece. Their exploits 

provided Homer with source material for his Odyssey, and were a model for Orpheus 

and the Argonauts. Ultimately, this race settled in the Hyperborean Island, according 

to the Greeks, and in the Atlantic Isle, according to the Egyptians. O‘Halloran 

submitted that a comparison of these fragmented histories, with those of the native 

historical records of Ireland, would confirm that this race of people were the Gael, 

and Ireland their final destination. Conversely, Charles O‘Conor‘s interest in this 

period was confined to establishing an early literacy through Phoenician contact. A 

contrast between the different political agendas of these two scholars, which 
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influenced their interpretation of the Gaelic historiographical tradition, is presented 

at the end of this chapter. 

 

O‘Halloran supported his comparative analysis by introducing a ‗new system‘ of 

chronology. Chronology and genealogy underpin and provide structure for 

O‘Halloran‘s narrative (Figure 5.1), and indeed, the sine qua non of his 

argumentation was the establishment of a stable time line and a precise genealogical 

paradigm for the pseudo-historical period. His system was computation-based. 

O‘Halloran (1778a,1:iv) selected the date of the reign of Laogaire in 428 AD and 

one ―accepted by all parties to be the commencement of historical time‖, as the 

starting date. Working backwards, O‘Halloran  (1778a,1:v,iv,5) then allocated 14 

years to a reign, and 35 years to a generation, further guided by what he called 

―sound criticism and plain sense‖, he arrived at a system that allowed him to 

pinpoint significant event dates with which to anchor his history.
5
 O‘Halloran then 

used this system of chronology as a correlating timeline to date events recorded in 

the fragmented histories of the Mediterranean. For example, O‘Halloran 

(1778a,1:vii) stated that letters were introduced into Egypt by Niul in AM 1941 

(Figure 5.1 Niul:1941), or that the inhabitants of Crete received the Phoenician 

alphabet from Cadmus, son of Sru in, AM 2046  (Figure 5.1 Sru:2046). 

 

It is most probable that O‘Halloran‘s sole purpose in introducing his ‗new‘ 

system of chronology in the General History was to confer a further degree of 

certainty on the early migrations, and to confirm interactions and linkages between 

the early Irish and other countries in the Mediterranean area. Thus established, this 

timeline is used to underpin retained contact with the Mediterranean area at a later 

date in the text. In altering the computations in the reigns of kings to suit his own 

particular objective, O‘Halloran was following a well established tradition. Keating 

(1:83-87) had also altered the various computations in the reign of kings to suit his 

own objective. 

  

                                                 
5
Two dominant dates existed for the creation of the world. These dates were based on the Septuagint, 

or the Greek version of the Old Testament, and the Hebrew Masoretic text. The Septuagint, postulated 

a date of 5500 BC, the Hebrew date was 4,000 BC. O‘Halloran (1778a,1:41) uses the Hebrew date.  
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 O‘Halloran‘s alterations to the migratory routes of the early Irish ancestors in the 

Mediterranean are shown in Figure 5.1 overleaf. This map is an attempt to simplify 

the large amount of complex data, which underpins O‘Halloran‘s account of the 

early migrations of the Gael in the Mediterranean, into a readily accessible medium. 

There are three important elements presented: the inset in the upper right-hand 

corner highlights geographical locations which have been omitted by O‘Halloran, 

but were present in the traditional narrative migratory routes; the main map shows 

the migratory routes taken according to O‘Halloran‘s account; the genealogical 

tables, based on O‘Halloran‘s narrative at the bottom of the map, are in groups, 

headed by the name of the leader and the destination of a migration. The 

genealogical tables are dated and colour-coded to correspond to the migratory routes. 

O‘Halloran‘s form of spelling is used in the listing and throughout the discussion 

here. The larger arrows indicate dispersal and influence. This map is accessed during 

the course of the following discussion via date and name headings from the 

genealogical tables, for example Niul:1941. The information in this table reads that 

Niul, high-priest and prince, was the leader of the expedition to Egypt in the year 

AM 1941. He married Scota, daughter of the Egyptian Pharaoh. They had a son 

Gaedel Glas, who became king in AM 1996. Easru, son of Gaedel Glas, was king in 

AM 2006, followed by Sru in AM 2036. Sru had two sons; Heber Scot and Cadmus.  

 

 O‘Halloran also used a Phoenician model of linguistics to support his narrative 

changes. The linguistic theories of Samuel Bochart (1599-1667), who postulated a 

Phoenician origin for most European languages, was influential amongst Irish 

traditional scholars because his theories provided linguistic evidence to support the 

Gaelic myths of early origin in the Mediterranean (Leerssen, 1986a:334).
6
 In the 

latter half of the eighteenth century, O‘Halloran correspondent and subscriber 

Charles Vallancey was the strongest proponent of the Phoenician model, and his 

work is referenced by O‘Halloran (1778a:37,48) on two occasions. The use of 

etymologies is a common feature in O‘Halloran‘s writings. In the General History, 

 

 

 

                                                 
6
For an account of linguistic developments that were significant to the Irish language see: Leerssen 

(1986a:333-339).  
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however, he defended his usage by arguing that etymologies were useful only to 

provide corroborating support for events already substantiated by historical 

evidence:  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

And here let me once for all remark, that etymologies in general should be 

very cautiously admitted, as in themselves of no great force in forming 

inductions from ancient history; nor should I produce them so often on this 

and former occasions, but that I am first warranted by the evidence of 

history.  

           (O‘Halloran, 1778a, 1:85-86)         

 

5.3. Influence of Imperial Britain on Reconstructions of the Irish Past  

The aim of this section is to demonstrate the influence of imperial Britain on 

O‘Halloran‘s narrative reconstruction of the Irish past, in a comparison drawn with 

the traditional narrative. The reason O‘Halloran introduced various innovations into 

his narrative, it will be argued, was to demonstrate an Irish historic suitability as 

imperial agents and was complimentary to his argument for a current suitability, as 

demonstrated by the subscription list analysis in the previous chapter. O‘Halloran‘s 

innovations were both structural and terminological. The aim of these innovations 

was to support his assertion of the existence of an ancient Milesian Empire in 

Ireland, which had once wielded the sceptre of an extended empire, embracing 

Britain and part of Gaul in the pre-Roman and Roman period. This section presents 

the argument that the contemporary direction of O‘Halloran‘s discourse, and the 

reason for his alterations to the traditional narrative, was to demonstrate that, as 

descendants of an ancient Milesian Empire; the Irish were eminently suited for 

participation in the contemporary British Empire. The introduction into the 

traditional narrative of the concept of a Milesian Empire is a totally new innovation 

by O‘Halloran. What significance can be attached to this innovation in the 

contemporary sense? And how would O‘Halloran‘s audience have understood this 

concept? 

  

 The direction of O‘Halloran‘s argument had a contemporary resonance. There 

was, after all, a demand for literature on empire in Britain, and the first volume of 

Edwards Gibbons The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire published in 1776 only 
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two years prior to O‘Halloran‘s General History, was considered a best seller (Sher, 

2006:159). The reason for this interest was that territorial gains and expansion as a 

result of the Seven Years War altered Britain‘s popular conception of her empire. In 

the pre-war period Britain viewed her empire as an empire based on trade and 

commerce, a ―peaceful enterprise‖. It was, therefore, considered ‗secure‘, because 

unlike earlier territorial empires such as the Roman, Britain‘s empire was built on 

trade not conquest. However, territorial expansion as a result of victory in the Seven 

Years War challenged this popular conception of Britain‘s empire as a peaceful 

enterprise based on trade. Britain‘s empire was now an empire of conquest and 

dominion, sustained by force of arms, like earlier empires, and there was no 

guarantee that the British Empire would not decline and decay like earlier empires of 

conquest. (Colley, 2009:103, Marshal, 1998b:5-7).  Therefore, there was a current 

market interest in the reasons for the decay of empires and a clear connotation and 

association, for the well-read eighteenth-century reader, between the ancient Roman 

and contemporary British Empires. However, the difficulty for O‘Halloran was that 

the concept of a Milesian Empire would have meant very little to his eighteenth-

century readership.  

 

 The following discussion, which is divided into three main areas, examines how   

O‘Halloran presented his argument for an Irish historic imperial aptitude. The first 

area of discussion focuses on the novel alterations O‘Halloran made to the traditional 

narrative concerning the early migrations of the Gael in the Mediterranean area and 

demonstrates how these innovations were directed towards both constructing an 

imperial past for the early ancestors, and laying the basis for his later assertion of an 

ancient Milesian Empire in Ireland. Moreover, this section shows how O‘Halloran 

tailored his narrative to suit the sensitivities of the Protestant bible-reading audience 

towards whom this work was directed, by removing the Catholic overlay and other 

biblical connections, which had permeated Keating‘s narrative.  

 

 After the successful conquest of Ireland by the Milesian expedition, 

O‘Halloran‘s alterations to the narrative are both terminological and structural. 

O‘Halloran housed his narrative of Milesian rule in Ireland in an imperial nuanced 

language and argued for the existence of an ancient Mileisan Empire in Ireland. This 

second area of discussion focuses firstly, on the manner in which O‘Halloran both 



Textual Analysis: O‘Halloran‘s General History 1778 

 203 

introduced and justified his use of an imperial nuanced language and how this usage 

has impacted on his narrative.  Secondly, this area investigates the possible 

significance of this usage in the contemporary eighteenth-century context and 

examines what his eighteenth-century audience might have understood by this usage.  

 

 The third area of discussion focuses on the structural changes O‘Halloran made 

to his narrative in his account of Milesian rule in Ireland. In particular, this section is 

concerned with investigating the manner in which O‘Halloran employed and 

expanded creatively on Irish encounters with the Roman Empire in the traditional 

narrative as a counterpoint, to demonstrate the power and influence of his alleged 

Milesian Empire. O‘Halloran‘s positioning of the Roman Empire, a concept which 

was as familiar to his audience as the British Empire, as the Other against whom the 

excellence of his Milesian Empire was given authority, was a rhetorical strategy to 

link the familiar concept of the Roman Empire with the unfamiliar concept of a 

Milesian Empire, and form a bridge of understanding for his eighteenth-century 

audience.  Additionally, this section examines the political significance of 

O‘Halloran‘s innovative assertion of Irish aid to the Carthaginians during the Punic 

Wars in the context of the central focus of O‘Halloran‘s narrative, which was to 

demonstrate Irish suitability as imperial agents. 

 

The first part of this discussion focus on the O‘Halloran‘s alterations to the 

traditional narrative of the account of the origin of the Gael in the Meditterrean. 

Within Gaelic historiography the origin of the Gael in Scythia, and subsequent 

migrations prior to arriving in Ireland, has always formed an integral part of the 

narrative of origin, from its first textual manifestation in Lebor gabála Érenn. This 

tradition was replicated over time by subsequent Gaelic antiquarians. In the process, 

certain core elements of the tradition became conventionalized, and carried a special 

significance in defining the dominant meaning of the traditional narrative. A 

comparison of O‘Halloran‘s narrative with his main sources can identify where his 

account deviates from the traditional narrative, and identity the eighteenth-century 

political context of his narrative.
7
 This is the approach adopted here.   

                                                 
7
There are three redactions and a verse account of most every event in the Lebor gabála. The 

approach adopted here is to use the version that provides the fullest account of the events. 
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O‘Halloran made three significant alterations to the migratory routes of the early 

ancestors in the Mediterranean as found in the traditional narrative. His reason for 

making these changes was to provide an imperial past for Ireland‘s Milesian Empire, 

by linking the Milesian ancestors with both the Phoenician and Carthaginian 

Empires of the Mediterranean area. The first alteration O‘Halloran makes is directed 

towards creating a link between Ireland‘s Milesian Empire and the ancient Phoenicia 

Empire. According to the traditional narrative, the territory of Scythia and the 

birthplace of Phaenius, King of Scythia, and from whom the Gael claim descent, was 

located in the interior of Asia, with access to the Mediterranean via a Scythian river 

called the Tanais (Keating, 2:31). However, O‘Halloran argued that historians had 

erred in locating the Scythian settlement so far inland at this early period. O‘Halloran 

located Scythia, not in the interior of Asia, but on the Syrian coast and claimed that: 

 

Every circumstance and every fact that can be collected, unite in fixing it 

[Scythia] on the Syrian coast bordering the Mediterranean, and to be the 

ancient Phoenicia, so renowned in history.             (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:40)                                                       

 

 The reason O‘Halloran rejected the location of Scythia in the interior of Asia, as 

per the traditional narrative, was because his preoccupation was with providing an 

imperial identity for the early ancestors. The compilers of the Lebor gabála and 

Keating had no such concerns, as the political context which motivated their writings 

was different. By moving the location of Scythia to the Syrian coast, and identifying 

it as the site of ancient Phoenicia, and Phaenius, the eponymous ancestor of the Gael, 

as the King of Phoenicia, O‘Halloran (1778a,1:41) linked the narrative of early 

beginnings with an historically significant and ancient empire. The claim of the 

Phoenicians to supremacy in navigation, commerce, arts and the sciences before 

other nations was well documented (Bryant, 1767; Goguet, 1761; Blennerhassett, 

1751; Du Pin, 1709). Phoenicia was not only a geographical location but a highly 

emotive and succinct political concept. Therefore, this concept postulated here by 

O‘Halloran, with all its ramifications, was one that was readily understood by a 

reasonably well-read eighteenth-century audience. To strengthen his argument 

O‘Halloran (1778a:44-7) compared the customs, mode of worship and language of 

the Phoenicians and the Gael, and concluded that the Gael were the ancient 
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Phoenicians. They were called Phenians from Phaenius; ―Feni o fhenius adbearta, 

brigh gan dochtaò (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:43).
8
   

 

 Therefore, according to O‘Halloran‘s (1778a:49) narrative, the Milesians who 

invaded Ireland in the year AM 2736, were direct descendants of the ancient 

Phoenician Empire. This is the first link in the chain which will provide the early 

ancestors of the Gael with an imperial past. This is the direction of O‘Halloran‘s 

alteration in the original migratory route and is confirmed in the text;  

 

After such proofs and such illustrations of times so extremely remote, will 

any candid man of letters deny the truth of our early records? Will he any 

longer refuse us the use of letters, when it appears to demonstration, that the 

very father of letters, of arts and of sciences was our great ancestor? Will he 

deny us the use of ships, when it becomes evident, that the first inventors of 

ships, and of navigation, were our great ancestors?‖        

             (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:52-3)                                                                                                              

 The second alteration O‘Halloran made to the traditional narrative provided a 

link between the Gael and the Carthaginian Empire. O‘Halloran (1778a,1:183) 

submitted that Gaothluigh Mheadhonacha, which previous Gaelic antiquarians had 

taken to mean Gothland/Gothia (Keating,2:35), referred in fact to Getulia on the 

North African coast bordering on Carthage. O‘Halloran (1778a,1:83-84) claimed that 

both Carthage and Numidia were very early inhabited by Phoenician colonies, and 

identified this early Carthaginian colony as the Gael under the leadership of Laimh-

fionn in AM 2279 (Figure 5.1). The Laimh-fionn colony remained in this area for 

approximately 280 years and as they were a ―commercial‖ and ―a warlike people‖, 

O‘Halloran (1778a,1:85) argued that they would have ―planted colonies‖, and 

formed regular settlements there. He further argued that the place names surrounding 

Carthage corresponding ―exactly to the ancient Irish language‖, strengthened his 

hypotheses. He provided the following examples: ―the plain surrounding Carthage 

was called Magaria; and mugh is Irish for a plain‖; the harbour of Carthage was 

called Cohon, and ―cuan is Irish for an harbour‖; Cirta he derived from the Irish for 

                                                 
8
Also in Keating (2:20).  
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city which is cathair, and Carthage, he derived from cathair and oghe, a maiden city 

(O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:85).   

 

 The Carthaginian Empire did not rise to prominence until some time after this 

period, approximately AM 3350. However, based on O‘Halloran‘s (1778a,1:85-6) 

assertion of a Phoenician colony under Laimh-fionn in the area around Carthage, it 

would seem to follow that at least a portion of the Carthaginian Empire, which came 

to prominence about AM 3350, were direct descendents of this earlier Laimh-fionn 

colony. Therefore, not only were the Gael a branch of the ancient Phoenician 

Empire, they were also the progenitors of the great Carthaginian Empire. 

Considering the fact that O‘Halloran seeded the area around Carthage with Gaelic 

place names, this appears to have been his assertion also. Phoenicia and Carthage 

provide major anchor points in O‘Halloran‘s narrative of origins, and forge a direct 

link between the Irish ancestors and two major ancient maritime trading empires of 

the Mediterranean.
9
   

 

Lastly, an attempt to clearly delineate the exclusively maritime nature of the 

journeys of the early ancestors influenced O‘Halloran‘s third alteration. According to 

the traditional narrative, although there are some variations as to specifics, the 

migratory route of the Gael included a trip to the land of the Amazons on the 

Caspian Sea, a journey north to the Rhipean mountains, a trip to Britain and back, a 

visit to the island of Gothland and the land of the Goths, in addition to a short 

sojourn on the island of Sicily (LG, pt.2:69,71; Keating, 2,32-37; Figure 5.1). All of 

this O‘Halloran omitted and prioritised the maritime nature of their expansion, 

thereby avoiding all tiresome explanations of circuitous routes and river-hopping as 

in Keating.  From their departure point at Phoenicia, as they worked their way 

through the Mediterranean, sailing past the Pillars of Hercules to Corona, from 

where they eventually sail to Ireland, their expansion route was by sea. The reason 

O‘Halloran confined the travels of the early ancestors to sea journeys was because he 

wanted to emphasise the maritime nature of their expeditions, a concept which was 

easily translated into eighteenth-century terms by a British Empire who viewed itself 

                                                 
9
Throughout his General History O‘Halloran argues for a close affinity between Ireland and Carthage 

to explain the advanced state of Irish commerce and Irish participation in the Punic wars against the 

Romans. These references are interspersed through his narrative.  See: O‘Halloran (1778a,1:136,138-

9,143-4,168). 
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primarily as a maritime trading nation. Pride in naval power and maritime prowess 

was a significant element in Britain‘s sense of identity (Armitage, 2000:100-124; 

Marshall, 1998b:5; 1998b, 5-7; Baugh, 1994:186).  

 

Although there was a significant military element to the British Empire in the 

post- Seven Years War period, the popular conception of the British Empire was as 

―a trading empire‖, ―the beneficent creation of a liberty-loving and commercial 

people‖ (Colley, 2009:103). O‘Halloran‘s recreation of the benign influence of the 

early ancestors in the Mediterranean, is suggestive of this ideal. In the course of their 

travels throughout the Mediterranean, O‘Halloran informs us, through migration, 

conquest and commerce, the Gael exercised the earliest known civilizing influences, 

diffusing a religion in the form of their druidical tenets, letters in the form of the 

Phoenician alphabet and a sophisticated system of government and polite society to 

the more barbarous areas, thus bringing a unity of culture and learning to the 

Mediterranean area prior to the great civilizations of Greece and Rome (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:54-72). Thus placed, these early migrants are cast by O‘Halloran as the 

major hub in a network of commercial trade routes in the Mediterranean.  

 

The greater antiquity of the Scythians in education and learning, compared to the 

Egyptians or Greeks, is stated in Keating (2:13; 1:229), as is the notion that 

―institutes and laws and ordinances‖ originated in Scythia. However, the idea of a 

significant diffusion of culture, as postulated by O‘Halloran, is absent. This is 

another example of O‘Halloran structuring his narrative in the eighteenth-century 

context, and suggestive of a modern parallel in the trading enterprises of the British 

Empire (Marshall, 1996:185-223). The validity of O‘Halloran‘s reconstruction, or 

whether it would stand up to modern scrutiny, is irrelevant. What is important is that 

within the British imperial mindset and for O‘Halloran‘s contemporaries, this 

concept is readily perceived as pertaining to power and empire. What was important 

for O‘Halloran here in the early migrations, was to reconstruct an ancient Milesian 

imperial past, in an embryonic or potential state at least, to underpin his assertion of 

a Milesian Empire in Ireland, at a later date. O‘Halloran does not refer to the early 

migrants as constituting an empire at any stage.  
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 Aside from changes in migratory routes, O‘Halloran made other significant 

changes to the traditional narrative to suit the eighteenth-century context and the 

religious sensitivities of the non-traditional audience towards whom this work was 

directed. His narrative deviated from the traditional narrative in four main areas.  

Firstly, there is the absence of a Catholic perspective or ethos which is so pervasive 

in Keating. Secondly, O‘Halloran rejected out of hand the linkage of native and 

biblical genealogies fundamental to the traditional narrative. Following from this he 

also rejected the assertions of early contact between the Gael and Israelites. Lastly, 

and more revealing, perhaps, of the altered eighteenth-century perspective on 

religious matters and Ireland‘s relationship to Rome, was O‘Halloran‘s forthright 

condemnation of the twelfth-century Bull of Pope Adrian, which was in contrast to 

the position adopted by Keating.  

 

O‘Halloran removed the heavy overlay of Catholicism which had permeated 

Keating‘s Foras feasa and refashioned Ireland‘s narrative of origin as a secular 

myth, actuated only by a spirit of toleration, thus subverting the controversial 

Catholic element of the earlier work. One of the significant differences between 

Keating and O‘Halloran centred on the right of the Papacy to assign sovereignty, and 

focused on the twelfth century Bull of Pope Adrian IV, Laudabiliter granted in 1155 

(Norgate, 1893:18-52). O‘Halloran‘s history and the traditional narrative sharply 

diverge on this matter and emphasise the altered political climate under which both 

these authors, O‘Halloran and Keating, worked. According to Keating (3:7), the 

sovereignty of Ireland had been given to the Pope by Donnchadh Mac Brian 

Bhoraimhe when on a pilgrimage to Rome, ―about seventy-seven years before the 

Normans came to Ireland‖. Donnchadh and the ―nobles of Ireland consented to the 

Bishop of Rome having authority over them, because they were wont to contend 

with one another for the mastery of Ireland‖ (Keating, 3:7). The purpose of this 

account in Keating was to place the sovereignty of Ireland in papal hands to 

legitimise the subsequent papal transfer of the sovereignty of Ireland to Henry II of 

England. This, as Bernadette Cunningham (2001:17) has suggested, was a 

―deliberate fabrication‖ on Keating‘s part, but a fabrication that was ―crucial to his 

argument concerning the legitimacy of the Norman invasion‖. Keating (3:351) goes 

further and explains that the reason the twelfth-century Diarmaid Mac Murchadha 

king of Leinster, went to the king of England for help, ―rather than any other king‖ 



Textual Analysis: O‘Halloran‘s General History 1778 

 209 

was because, ―it was the King of England who had authority over Ireland from the 

Pope ―.  

 

For O‘Halloran‘s Protestant audience this assertion of papal authority to dispose 

of kingdoms would have been anathema. Protestants feared the politico-religious 

basis of Catholicism, and viewed the pope as the arch enemy of all Protestant 

countries as mentioned (Sneddon, 2004:38). O‘Halloran‘s explanation of the Bull of 

Adrian was elaborate and filled one entire chapter of thirteen pages in length. In 

forthright and critical language O‘Halloran (1778a,2:364) condemned the actions of 

this Pope, and pejoratively described him as ―by birth an Englishman, the spurious 

offspring of a priest‖, who had been ―deserted by his father‖. The Bull of Adrian was 

portrayed by O‘Halloran (1778a,1:366-379) as the work of a manipulative English 

king and an opportunistic English Pope. O‘Halloran was equally severe in his 

treatment of Pope Alexander III , who issued a confirmation of Adrian‘s Bull in 1172 

(Norgate, 1893:23). O‘Halloran (1778a,2:368) condemned the conduct of Alexander 

and his ministers as indefensible ―hypocritical and abominable to the last degree!‖. 

O‘Halloran‘s total and vehement rejection of Papal authority to dispose of kingdoms, 

in contrast to Keating‘s acceptance of papal authority, highlights the eighteenth-

century context of O‘Halloran‘s narrative and the non-traditional audience towards 

whom his work was directed  

 

 O‘Halloran (1778a,2:166) adopted a position of ―universal toleration‖ on 

religious issues in his public works. This was just one eighteenth-century response to 

Protestant supremacy. Another response was to argue for a subsidiary position for 

the Catholic Church within this Protestant structure, and this was the response 

advocated by Charles O‘Conor and John Curry in Observations on the Popery Laws 

(1771).
10

  

 

 In fact, in the process of casting off the Catholic aspects of Keating‘s model, 

O‘Halloran set about constructing a new religious identity for Ireland, based on a 

Milesian prototype, and one more in sympathy with the emerging imperial ethos of 

                                                 
10

Charles O‘Conor also adopted a secular approach in his antiquarian writings.  See: O‘Halloran 

(2004:25,81).  
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‗toleration‘ permeating the empire. Notwithstanding the fact that the religion of the 

British Empire was Protestantism, and Britain conceived of itself as a Protestant 

empire, which held at its core a common anti-Catholicism, and a common belief that 

Catholics must be restrained in order to protect the moral and social order, exclusion 

on religious grounds was simply no longer practical in administering a 

multidenominational Empire. Expediency would drive the toleration ethos of 

Empire, which would ultimately be based on the acceptance of a plurality of legal 

and religious systems (Marshall, 2001:14). O‘Halloran‘s reconstruction of Ireland‘s 

identity narrative in the form of a secular myth added to the imperial resonance of 

his history, and was tailored to appeal to an empire ruling over multi-denominational 

subjects. 

 

 O‘Halloran‘s (1778a,2:166) approach to religious issues in his narrative was to 

adopt a secular approach, where religious inclination was left to the conscience of 

the individual provided that the, ―religious tenets are neither injurious to the state, 

or to individuals‖. He held up for emulation the religious toleration exercised by 

Milesian society on the advent of Christianity in Ireland. His basic argument was that 

it was not necessary for a king and subject to profess the same religious principles – 

in contrast to the contemporary situation in Europe, where loyalty to the king was 

premised on subject and King professing the same religion.  In fact, O‘Halloran 

(1778a,2:45) argued that a king who granted religious toleration to his subjects was 

the mark of a truly civilised society. Or, as he (1778a,2:9) put it elsewhere, ―but 

persecution and death for religious tenets, was never the practice of truly polished 

people‖. More specifically, O‘Halloran commented, with tongue in cheek,    that 

Christianity, unlike Protestantism, did not need penal laws to encourage devotees:  

 

Such a doctrine [Christianity] preached, and by religious, whose lives and                           

examples added new lustre to it, needed neither miracles from above, nor 

restraining or penal laws on earth to support it!     (O‘Halloran, 1778a,2:20) 

 

Although Protestantism is not specifically mentioned in this extract above, for 

O‘Halloran‘s eighteenth-century audience the meaning would have been understood. 
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 A second feature in O‘Halloran‘s history, which distinguishes his work from the 

traditional narrative, was his rejection of the genealogical link of the eponymous 

ancestor Phaenius to the biblical Japheth. O‘Halloran (1778a,1:42-43) argued that 

this linkage was a later interpolation. In the traditional narrative, this link between 

Phaenius and Japheth had served to connect biblical and native genealogy. Part one 

of the Lebor gabála was totally occupied with the creation and the dispersal of the 

nations, and assimilating Irish history with biblical history. Keating (1:133-140) also 

insisted on the accuracy of the biblical tracing of native genealogy from Adam. 

O‘Halloran (1778a,2:18) on the other hand, rejected this connection and attributed 

―making Phaenius, the son of Baath, the son of Magog, the son of Japheth, in order 

to reconcile our history to that of Moses‖, to a ―pious fraud‖ of St. Patrick. 

O‘Halloran (1778a,1:39) declared instead that, ―With Phaenius our Ethnic historians 

began their history, and so shall I‖. The reason O‘Halloran removed this alleged 

biblical linkage was that for the Protestant bible-reading audience towards whom this 

work was directed, its inclusion would have undermined the entire narrative:   

 

I shall commence the chronology of the Milesian race with this prince 

Phaenius.  He, it is agreed upon by all parties was our great ancestor: zealous 

Christians might have traced him by an imaginary genealogy up to Japheth, 

[…]; and this it is that has furnished moderns with specious arguments, to 

suppose the very early Irish chronology to have been invented about the time 

of the introduction of Christianity amongst them.  

    (O‘Halloran. 1778a,1:38-40)                                        

 

A third element which highlights O‘Halloran‘s deviation from the traditional 

narrative, aside from the lack of a Catholic perspective and the genealogical linkage 

to the Bible, was his rejection of contact between the Gael and the Israelites. The 

assertion of contact between the Gael, in the person of Niul, second son of Phaenius 

(Niul: 1941) and the Israelites as they escaped their bondage in Egypt, had become a 

conventional element in the account of early beginnings, and persisted into the 

eighteenth century.
11

 There were four central elements to this assertion. Firstly, Niul 

was portrayed as sympathetic to the plight of the Israelites. Secondly, Moses healed 

                                                 
11

For an example of this tradition, see: Comerford (1742). 
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Niul‘s son, Gadel, when he was bitten by a serpent. Thirdly, the Gael were said to 

have been present at the parting of the Red Sea, and ultimately, although some 

generations later, under the leadership of Sru (Sru: 2046 Figure 5.1), the Gael were 

expelled from Egypt, because of the help they once gave to the Israelites (LG, 

pt.2:59-62; Keating, 2:17-25). O‘Halloran (1778a,1:42-43; 2:18) dismissed this 

account as an interpolation of later times and added that ―The glaring anachronism in 

this tale alone renders it ridiculous‖. 

 

The insertion of contact between the Gael and the Israelites in the Lebor gabála 

had been an overarching attempt to associate the Gael with the biblical wanderings 

of the Israelites, an oppressed race favoured by God. O‘Halloran‘s rejection of any 

contact between the Israelites and the Gael, was not only a desire to cater to his 

Protestant audience, it was a rejection of the political-religious ethos which 

underpinned the work of Keating and others in the seventeenth century, when there 

appeared an identification for the first time between ―cor na hÉireann agus cogadh 

na hEaglaise Caitlicí‖ (Ó Buachalla, 1983:105), or what Morgan (1993:23-4) has 

called, a ―faith and fatherland ideology‖. The Gaelic intelligentsia drew on the 

previously concretised biblical image of the Israelites to describe their own plight, in 

common with many other national groups in seventeenth-century Europe (Ó 

Buachalla, 1983:115).
12

   

 

 Aside from the changes in the migratory routes and the construction of a secular 

narrative, O‘Halloran also made some alterations in the identity characteristics of the 

early migrants. Within the maze of genealogies, constant migrations, serpentine 

etymological assertions, which are common to both O‘Halloran‘s history and to the 

traditional narrative, there is one core political concept regarding the characteristics 

of the early ancestors, and that is that the Gael were, ―a Learned, a Pious and a 

Warlike people‖ ab initio (O‘Halloran, 1778a:55). O‘Halloran did not materially 

alter this traditional identity concept. He did, however, add one new concept that was 

not in the tradition narrative, and that was the idea of the early ancestors as ‗benign 

coloniser‘. The majority of individuals recorded by O‘Halloran in the genealogical 

tables have no function and exist only as cardboard figures or fillers (Figure 5.1). 

                                                 
12

For the theme of Israel in British identity, see: Colley (2009:32-33). 
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Therefore, the most useful approach for analytical purposes is to view these 

‗individuals‘ as representatives of the larger cultural identity that O‘Halloran wished 

to establish. For clarity and ease of discussion, I suggest the following paradigm, 

where the personages below represent a particular element that constitutes the 

organic identity of the group. These elements are not specifically confined to those 

categorised, as the entire group embodies these elements in one way or another; what 

I am suggesting is that they are strongest in the personages I have delineated below.   

 

Figure 5.2: OôHalloranôs General History:  

Identity traits of the early migrants 

                                  

Designation         Attribu te 

Phaenius : Niul          Learned 

Niul          Learned : Pious 

Sru          Coloniser 

Breogan : Gollamh          Warlike 

  

For instance, the concept of ‗learned‘ was personified in the eponymous ancestor 

figure Phaenius Farsaidh, or Phaenius the sage, (LG, pt.1:147). The Lebor gabála 

(pt.2:47) describes him as ―one of the sixteen men most learned [and of highest 

degree] of the seed of Riphath Scot, who brought the Scotic language from the 

tower‖. Phaenius, as king of Phoenicia, also embodied the concept of kingship. On 

his death the kingship passed to his first-born son Neanuil, while the concept of 

‗learning‘ passed to his second son, Niul. Niul was noted for the ―greatness of his 

skill, his knowledge, and learning (LG, pt.2:49). Keating (1:231) also stated that 

Niul‘s inheritance was ―the acquisition of the sciences and of the several languages‖. 

Therefore, the concept of learning, which had been embodied in Phaenius, passed to 

Niul. The origin of the Gael is traced through Niul, not Neanuil. It appears then, that 

it was the concept of learning, or erudite origins, rather than kingship, that the Gael 

desired most in their ancestor figure. When the narrative of origin first came into 

being, at some time prior to its textual manifestation in the twelfth century, the 

underpinnings of a written history, the ‗learned‘ concept, rather than an oral tradition 

were of central concern, as they were in O‘Halloran‘s time (LG, pt.1:xxviii). 

O‘Halloran retained this core political concept as it served to underpin the authority 

and written transmission of the Irish historical record. At the same time, he recast 
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and strengthened the image. The importance of this figure in the context of providing 

authority for the Irish historical record is clearly stated by O‘Halloran (1778a,1:52), 

as mentioned, ―Will any candid man of letters deny the truth of our early records?‖, 

when ―the very father of letters, of arts, and of sciences was our great ancestor? 

Thus, the erudite origins of the Gael were an important element in providing a 

written authority for the Irish records from earliest times.  

 

The persona of Niul, son of Phaenius Farsaidh, progenitor of the Gaelic race, is 

confined to literacy in the traditional narrative (LG, pt.2:11; Keating, 2:9,13-15).  

O‘Halloran (1778a,1:41) expanded on this conventionalised image by adding the 

designation ‗high priest‘, a designation which significantly altered the original 

concept. This alteration in the original persona of Niul was an attempt by O‘Halloran 

to compensate for the removal of the Christian connotations from the narrative. It 

can be recalled that the three interdependent concepts informing the core concept 

that identified the Gael were: ‗pious, learned and warlike‘. As a result of 

O‘Halloran‘s removal of the Christian connotations from the narrative, the concept 

‗pious‘ suffered depletion in meaning, and was consequently reduced to ‗learned and 

warlike‘. In order to fill the vacuum that had been created, and to rehabilitate the 

organic whole, an element of moral direction - a role filled by contact with the 

Israelites in the traditional narrative - needed to be inserted. This function devolved 

to Niul, who now supplied the colony with leadership and moral direction, by being 

prince and high priest (Niul: 1941 Figure 5.1), and represented the concept of  ‗piety, 

wisdom and learning‘ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:41).   

 

The idea of Sru, son of Easru as the benign coloniser of Crete is a new concept 

introduced by O‘Halloran (Sru: 2046 Figure 5.1). The use of the term ‗coloniser‘ is 

supported in the text where O‘Halloran (1778a,1:61) contextualises the various 

migrations of the Gael in the Mediterranean as ―the earliest account of colonisation 

extant‖.
13

 Sru receives very little attention in the traditional narrative, as the 

following extract from Keating shows: 

 

                                                 
13

O‘Halloran‘s uses this term to mean the planting of settlements. 
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Sru […] proceeded […] from the mouth of the Nile through the Torrian Sea 

to Crete, which is now called Candia where he dwelt for a time, and where 

he died, and where he left succeeding generations of his descendants; and 

hence, according to the author of our records there are no serpents in Crete 

as there are none in Ireland.                      (Keating, 2:31)                                                                         

 

The Lebor gabála (pt. 2:65) simply records Sru and his son Heber Scot as the leaders 

of the expedition that left Egypt for Scythia. However, for O‘Halloran, Sru 

personified the important ‗benign coloniser‘ element in the identity composition of 

the early migrants, whose arrival was described as a ―blessing‖ rather than in terms 

of conquest: 

 

Crete at once yielded to them its sovereignty. It appeared to the old 

inhabitants a blessing; for instead of distressing and hunting them down like 

wild beasts, they introduced amongst them the social arts. They formed them 

into communities; they instructed them in agriculture, in arts, and 

manufactures. Cadmus taught them letters, the knowledge of the Deity, the 

reverence due to him, and the duties they owed to each other, and to society.  

[…] The Curetes or warriors instructed them in feats of arms, and in the 

warlike dance.                                                         (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:53-4)                                            

. 

The contemporary resonance of this comment, and the covert criticism it contained 

of the methods used in the English conquest of Ireland, although implied rather than 

explicit here, would have been readily understood by O‘Halloran‘s readership. The 

message or lesson that O‘Halloran wished to convey is significant, — a coloniser 

who improves the social, commercial and military life of their subjects is welcomed. 

Evidence to support this interpretation can be discerned elsewhere in the narrative. 

For instance, O‘Halloran (1778, 1:97) draws an implicit comparison between the 

―policy and humanity with which the Milesians treated their new subjects‖ and the 

―opposite conduct pursued [in Ireland] since the Revolution‖ (1688). These 

comparisons further highlight the eighteenth-century context of his narrative. 

 

The martial dynamic of the group is embodied in Breogan and Gollamh. 

O‘Halloran does not materially alter this concept, expect to apply a contemporary 
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resonance to their exploits. Breogan was a ―gallant and warlike prince‖ (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:58). He was a conquering warrior who subdued Spain, and erected an 

enduring fortress city named from him Breogan-sciath. Displaying also the maritime 

and commercial dynamic of the group, Bratha erected a pharos ―for the direction of 

all shipping from Ireland and Britain, with which he had opened a considerable 

trade‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:57). 

 

However, the true hero figure of the group is Gollamh, grandson of Breogan, 

―called by way of pre-eminence Mile-Espaine, or the Hero of Spain‖ (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:58). Gollamh ―impatient of new laurels‖ sailed to provide military aid to his 

―Phoenician ancestors‖ with whom they kept up ―constant intercourse […] for the 

sake of commerce and other advantages‖. Gollamh, in his guise of military supreme, 

coloniser and statesman, defeated Phoenicia‘s enemies, extended its borders and 

ensured a lasting peace. From there he travelled to Egypt to assist the Pharaoh, who 

was also besieged by invaders, and ―so celebrated a commander was received with 

open arms‖ (O‘Ha1loran 1778a,1:59). Gollamh was as successful in Egypt as he had 

been in Phoenicia until finally recalled to Spain to restore order there. ―The report of 

his [Gollamh‘s] return gave new courage to his people; and in some time he restored 

peace and happiness to the land‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:60). Although the warlike 

element of the group is personified in Gollamh, this element is restrained from 

degenerating towards barbarism by the balancing concept of ‗learning‘.  We are 

reminded that Gollamh brought with him ―twelve youths of uncommon learning and 

abilities, who were directed to make remarks on whatever they found new, either in 

astronomy, navigation, arts, sciences, and manufactures‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:59).  

  

The Lebor gabála (pt.2:67) account of Gollamh bears little resemblance to 

O‘Halloran‘s except in the barest of outline. Keating (2:41) provided a clearer 

account of Gollamh and was slightly more effusive in his praise calling him ―a 

mighty son of renowned deeds‖. What sharply separates the traditional narrative 

from O‘Halloran‘s account of these two heroes, is the manner in which O‘Halloran 

dressed his narrative in a contemporary and political nuanced language. Two 

instances here will suffice to illustrate this point. In Keating (2:41) Gollamh‘s trip to 

Scythia was motivated by a desire to ―visit his kinsmen and to serve under them‖. In 

O‘Halloran‘s account (1778a,1:58), Gollamh ―impatient of new laurels‖ went to 
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―assist [his] Phoenician ancestors, then greatly distressed by continental wars. […] 

for the sake of commerce and other advantages‖.  

 

A second comparison confirms O‘Halloran‘s altered style of presentation. 

Keating (2:43) reported that ―when Milidh (Gollamh) had passed some time in 

Scythia, he had much success against rebels and plunderers in that country, so that 

the inhabitants loved him greatly‖. O‘Halloran (1778a,1:59) portrayed Gollamh not 

only as a Phoenician, a military supreme, but also as a statesman. Gollamh ―was 

received with distinguished honours by the Phoenicians‖ and ―he not only repelled 

and defeated the invaders of the country, but greatly extended their borders, and 

procured for them a lasting peace‖. Therefore, although O‘Halloran was drawing 

from Keating, he deliberately altered the presentation for his eighteenth-century 

political audience. O‘Halloran did not significantly alter the core identity traits of the 

early ancestors, and what changes he did make were in the nature of a contemporary 

update. The basic identity concept of the early ancestors as ‗pious, learned and 

warlike‘ was retained.  

 

To summarise, O‘Halloran‘s narrative of early origins diverges significantly 

from the traditional narrative. He has provided an imperial past for the early 

ancestors in the Mediterranean by linking them with two ancient empires of that 

area, the Phoenician and Carthaginian Empires. He has also emphasised the maritime 

nature of their journeys and omitted the travelogue version of events which is 

common to the traditional narrative. He has also removed the biblical connections 

from his narrative and the heavy overlay of Catholicism which had permeated 

Keating‘s accounts, in order to tailor his narrative to suit the non-traditional audience 

towards whom this work was directed. In contrast, he did not make any material 

change to the identity traits of the early ancestors and the basic identity concept of, 

pious, learned and warlike was retained.   
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5.4. Imperial Terminology /A Milesian Empire?
14

 

After the successful conquest of Ireland by the Milesian expedition, O‘Halloran 

argued for the existence of a Milesian Empire, rather than kingdom, in Ireland at this 

time. His argument was based on both terminological and structural innovations in 

his narrative. This discussion focuses on terminological changes in the narrative and 

the introduction by O‘Halloran, for the first time in his narrative, of an imperial 

nuanced terminology. This section investigates the manner in which O‘Halloran both 

introduced and justified his use of an imperial nuanced language and how this usage 

impacted on his narrative. Secondly, this area investigates what O‘Halloran‘s 

eighteenth-century audience might have understood by this imperial terminology and 

the possible significance it may have held for his readership.  

  

 There is no use of imperial terminology or any reference to the existence of a 

Milesian Empire in the traditional narrative. The term ‗empire‘ or ‗emperor‘ is never 

used in the Irish context. The idea of a Milesian Empire is also absent in the writings 

of Charles O‘Conor. In O‘Conor‘s Dissertations (1753:102) there is one reference to 

the term ‗empire‘ in the Irish context where he  comments that the Lia Fáil, or stone 

of destiny, was viewed by the pagan and Christian Scots as the ―palladium of their 

empire‖. Aside from this one comment, there is no indication that O‘Conor viewed 

Ireland‘s past in terms of empire. As to antiquarians from the Anglo-Irish tradition, 

there is no hint of an Irish imperial past in the work of Thomas Leland (1773). 

Charles Vallancey, however, through his linguistics studies did argue for a strong 

connection between the Gaelic language and the Mediterranean region, in Essay on 

the Irish Language (1772) and Grammar of the Iberno-Celtic Language (1773), 

where his linguistic theory supported the traditional narrative of the Meditterrean, or 

eastern origin of the Gael (O‘Halloran, 2004:42-3). The first reference to empire in 

the Irish context, and remaining within a similar field to that of O‘Halloran‘s work, 

did not appear until 1793 in the Rev. James Hely‘s translated version of O‘Flaherty‘s 

Ogygia (1793). There are three references to the term ‗empire‘ in the Irish context in 

Hely‘s narrative. Hely (1793:135,243,272) mentions that: in 3619 Hugony ―extended 

his empire‖; ―Hibernian Empire‖ and the three Collas had ―a thirst for empire‖. 

                                                 
14

To avoid confusion I retain the term ‗Milesian‘ here throughout, although it could be argued that 

another term, such as ‗Gaelic‘ or ‗Irish‘ perhaps, might be equally appropriate. 
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Therefore, the use of imperial terminology sharply differentiates O‘Halloran‘s 

narrative from the traditional narrative and from the writings of his fellow 

antiquarians.   

 

 To provide textual evidence for the existence of an ancient Irish imperial past, 

O‘Halloran referred to the speech of the English delegate at the Council of 

Constance (1414-1418).
15

 According to O‘Halloran (1778a,2:68-9), English 

advocates seeking voting rights as an independent nation at the Council of Constance 

claimed that as: ―Europe was divided into four empires, […] the Roman, the 

Constantinopolitan, the Irish and the Spanish‖ that they were entitled to rank as a 

nation as they were a ―branch of the [Irish] empire‖ by way of Henry being monarch 

of Ireland  However, O‘Halloran was not quite accurate in his account of the 

argument made by the English delegates. The argument given by the English 

ambassador, Thomas Polton, who cited the writings of the thirteenth-century German 

Dominican philosopher, Albertus Magnus, and the English Franciscan 

encyclopaedist, Bartholomew de Glanville, was:  

 

That Europe was divided into four kingdoms, the first of these is the Roman 

kingdom, the second is the kingdom of Constantinople, the third is the 

kingdom of Ireland which has now been made over to the English; and the 

fourth is the kingdom of Spain. From this it is plain that the King of England 

and his kingdom are among the most noble and ancient kingdoms of Europe: 

nor can the kingdom of France lay claim to this prerogative.                                               

                       (Gywnn, trans. 1939/40:220)
16

 

 

The comments of the English delegate confirm the antiquity of Ireland‘s kingdom 

status, but the term ‗empire‘ is not specifically mentioned. In the original Latin 

version of this text provided by Gwynn (1939/40:220 fn.116), the term used is 

regna/regnum which translates as ‗kingdom‘, the term imperium/empire is not used. 

                                                 
15

The Council of Constance was the 16
th
 ecumenical council called by the See of Rome and lasted 

four years. For an account of this Council and the various arguments as to the voting rights of 

particular nations, and also the suggestion that the English delegate‘s comments were fabrication as 

the writing of Albertus Magnus did not contain this extract, see: Gwynn (1939/40: 183-233).  
16

Gwynn explains that the English claim at the Council of Constance was printed from the Barberini 

Mss. by Giovanni Mansi, Concillio xxvii 1022-31. Mansi (1692-1769) was an Italian theologian and 

scholar. The Barberini Mss. is held at the Vatican Library in Rome. 
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O‘Halloran‘s substitution of the term ‗kingdom‘ with ‗empire‘ is not by chance, or, 

by error. In his first antiquarian work Insula sacra (1770:30), O‘Halloran also 

referred to the Council of Constance. There, however, he used the term ‗free 

kingdom‘ and not ‗empire‘, although in other respects the substance of the reference 

is the same as the one used above. Two years later in his Introduction (1772a:159), 

he again referred to the Council of Constance, but this time he substituted the term 

‗empire‘ for ‗kingdom‘. The notion then of Ireland‘s ancient imperial status, based 

on the assertion of the delegate at the Council of Constance, is present in the 

Introduction. However, this fact, which was briefly stated there and filled only half a 

page, was more strongly argued for and extended in the General History, where it 

filled four times more text,  and was a vital component in directing the narrative 

(O‘Halloran, 1772a:158-9; 1778a,2:67-69). In the General History the concept of an 

extended Irish Empire and the legitimate entitlement of the high king of Ireland to 

the title of emperor, in addition to the independence and antiquity of Ireland over all 

nations of Europe, is argued: 

 

Considered on this ground, [antiquity] Ireland should have the precedence of 

every other nation in ancient Europe: first, because it is the most ancient 

kingdom; secondly, because it has been governed by a regular hereditary line 

of princes, (one instance only excepted) for above 2400 years; thirdly, its 

monarchs may truly rank as emperors, being the sovereigns of kings; and 

fourthly, it was the only kingdom in Europe which preserved its 

independency when the rest were enslaved by Rome. Add to this, the 

extensiveness of her dominion; both Britains, the adjacent isles, and part of 

the continent, for a considerable time confessing her sway.     

                    (O‘Halloran, 1778a,2:68) 

                                               

Therefore, O‘Halloran‘s use of the term ‗empire‘ rather than ‗kingdom‘ is deliberate 

rather than accidental, and confirms that his interest was in asserting Ireland‘s status 

as an ancient empire, rather than as an ancient kingdom.  

 

One of the most striking aspects of O‘Halloran‘s narrative, in comparison with 

the traditional narrative, is the imperial nuanced language which permeates his 

account. O‘Halloran supported his use of imperial nuanced language by arguing for 
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equivalence between the term ‗ard ríô and the term ‗emperor‘. In the General 

History O‘Halloran (1778a,2:68) stated that Ireland‘s kings or ñmonarchs may truly 

rank as emperors, being the sovereigns of kings‖. Following from this assertion 

O‘Halloran dresses Ireland‘s high kings of the traditional narrative in the more 

contemporary style of emperor in his narrative. This alteration significantly changes 

the resonance of his history. For instance, ―Eochaidh the son of Muireadhach […] 

was proclaimed emperor‖; ―Roderic O‘Connor last emperor of Ireland‖ (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:288,v-vi); ―Conal-Claon made emperor‖ ―Laogaire elected emperor‖; ―in 

the reign of the present emperor Laogaire‖; ―Fionachta, called Fleadhach was saluted 

emperor‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,2:98,1,10,105)  

 

Following from O‘Halloran‘s assertion of equivalence between the terms ‗high 

king‘ and ‗emperor‘, all matters relative to the high king are prefixed with the term 

‗imperial‘ in his narrative. For instance, the armies of the reigning monarch are 

everywhere referred to as either, ―the imperial army‖ or, the ―imperial troops‖, and 

exist as a constant refrain throughout the narrative, impressing on the reader the 

‗imperial‘ status of Ireland.
17

 For example, Colman-Rimhidh ―defeated the imperial 

troops in the bloody battle of Sleamhna‖; ―A most bloody battle is fought at 

Cuildreimhne; the imperial army is defeated with great slaughter‖ (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,2:84,71).  

 

O‘Halloran‘s use of the term ‗empire‘, in his narrative of Milesian rule in 

Ireland, appears most frequently in the phrase ―under the ban of the empire‖. This 

phrase implies initially, the existence of an empire, and secondly, the power of the 

high king/emperor to punish miscreants by banning them from imperial territory.  

For instance, in AC 118, Eochaidh king of Leinster was ―put under the ban of the 

empire‖ by the monarch Tuathal (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:223).  In AC 154, the 

monarch Con proposed putting Criomthan king of Leinster ―under the ban of the 

empire‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:232). Connal Cruachan, king of Connaught was ―put 

under the ban of the empire‖ by the monarch Cormac in AC 259 (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:267). Moreover, when the monarch Niall died in 406 AC, Daithi, son of 

Fiachra, ―was his successor in the empire‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:301). O‘Halloran‘s 

                                                 
17

For imperial troops, see: O‘Halloran, 1778a: 109, 289; II:84, 99 and 314. For ‗imperial army‘ see: 

1778a: 172, 174, 194, 195, 233, 264; II: 71, 99, 182, 226, 260, 262, 263, 265, 313, and 314. 
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use of imperial language as a means of communication, supported by the London 

publication of this work, identifies his audience as the British Empire, and confirms 

the imperial rather than the insular direction of his narrative. 

 

In a work that relies heavily on tools of rhetoric, hints and allusions, frequency 

of imperial terms may seem a rather crude method to emphasis the imperial 

resonance of a work. However, the manner in which O‘Halloran‘s use of imperial 

terminology operated within the text can also be demonstrated. For instance, the 

three texts below respectively describe the accession of Jughaine More (Ugaine Mór) 

as follows:  

 

Then there took Ugoine Mór s. Eochu Buadach […] the kingship of Ireland 

for a year […] and he took the daughter of the king of  France to wife – 

Cessair Crothach; […]. Now when Ugoine took the kingship of all Europe, to 

wit from the Meeting of the Three Waters to the Caspian Sea, and to the 

Tyrrhene Sea as others say; he divided Ireland among his children (as below).   

                       (LG, pt.5:271)    

 

Ughaine Mor son of Eochaidh Buadhach, son of Duach Lagrach, […] held 

the sovereignty of Ireland thirty years, […]. He was called Ughaine Mor, as 

his reign was great, since he held sway over the island of western Europe; 

and this Ughaine had twenty-five children, namely twenty-two sons and three 

daughters […] (Keating, 2:157). Ceasair Chruthach, daughter of the king of 

the French, wife of Ughaine Mor was the mother of Laoghaire Lorc and 

Cobhthach Caol mBeag.                     (Keating, 2:161)

                                                                           

                                                                                               

Jughaine, called More, or the Great, the son of Eochaidh Buadhaigh, the son 

of Duach Laighreach, of the house of Heremon, was enthroned monarch. His 

empress was daughter to the French King, and called Caesariasurnamed 

Crothach, or the Lovely. […] he equipped a mighty fleet, with which he 

sailed into the Mediterranean, landed in Africa, and from thence sailed to 

Sicily, and other islands, and for his great success was saluted with the 
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glorious titles of, Monarch of Ireland and Albany, and of all the Western 

Isles of Europe!                                                     (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:154)                                           

 

O‘Halloran went to some lengths here to insert an imperial resonance, ―the 

empress Caesaria‖, which by extension implied that Jughaine (Ughaine/Ugoine) in 

turn laid claim to the title ‗emperor‘. In contrast, the central concern of the traditional 

narrative was the division of Ireland among Jughaine‘s heirs. Having established a 

basis, however fragile, for his Milesian Empire, O‘Halloran was anxious to 

demonstrate the military power and influence of this empire in a European context.  

 

The idea that Ireland‘s dominion had a European context is present in the 

traditional narrative. However, this is not a central concern of the narrative, and is 

confirmed by the brevity of the references as shown in the comparison of extracts 

above. The manner in which O‘Halloran emphasised the European dominion and 

aspect of Jugaine‘s military activities in the above extracts shows that his interest 

was in a show of military power, as his italicisation of Jughaine‘s military conquest 

and titles, confirm. Another example of the disinterest of the traditional narrative in 

the European dominion of Irish kings is highlighted in the traditional narrative 

account of Criomthan son of Fiodhach. Of this king Keating (2:368) simply states, 

―Criomthan gained victories and obtained sway in Alba, Britain, and France‖. In 

contrast, and reflecting O‘Halloran‘s interest in the aggrandisement of these events, 

his description of Criomthan‘s victories against the Picts and Romans and his 

invasions of the maritime coast of France, fills two page of text and emphasis his 

interest in highlight the military capabilities of Criomthan‘s European forays. Lebor 

gabála (pt.5:367) gives only the length of Criomthan‘s reign and the manner of his 

death by poison. 

  

 An instance in the reign of Moghcorb provides another example of O‘Halloran‘s 

interest in confirming the power of his alleged Milesian Empire in a European 

context. Moghcorb‘s mother was a Danish princess, Oiruind. Oiruind‘s brothers, 

princes of Denmark, applied to Moghcorb for protection and help to gain the throne. 

Moghcorb invaded Denmark, killed the king and placed Oiruind‘s two uncles in 

―joint sovereignty‖ and ―exacts tribute‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1,:279). I can find no 

reference to this incident in the Lebor gabála, although Keating referred to this 
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incident. A comparison with the tradition narrative highlights the manner in which 

O‘Halloran‘s interest is in the promotion of the power and influence in his account of 

the event:   

 

This Mogh Corb, with the manning of 300 ships, went with two brothers of 

his mother (they were the sons of the king of Lochloinn) to obtain from them 

the sovereignty of Lochloinn from the king of Lochloinn, whose name was 

Iarus son of Iarnmhor, and he defeated the king in battle, and slew him and 

his four sons and his eight brothers, and the majority of the nobles of 

Lochloinn, and left his mother‘s two brothers in possession of the country of 

Lochloinn.                                                                             (Keating, 2:355-7)  

 

 The mother of Moghcorb was a Danish princess, her name Oiruind, called 

Illchrothach, or the All Lovely. […] Soon after his two uncles, Danish 

princes, by name Airid and Osna, came to Ireland to claim his protection, 

being expelled from their country. Influenced by his mother, he prepares a 

large fleet, and with a select body of troops, taken out of the Munster and 

Leinster militia, he invades Denmark. The Dane prepares to meet him. The 

battle was fierce, bloody, and well fought! The superior discipline of the Irish 

at length prevailed, the Danes were totally defeated; and there fell on their 

side, the king of Denmark, his four sons and four brothers, besides numbers 

of his nobility, and 3000 of his choicest soldiers. Moghcorb, having now the 

ascendancy, caused his uncles to be proclaimed joint-kings, exacted Cain, or 

tribute, from the country, and returned home crowned with glory.     

                   (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:279)                                      

 

Although O‘Halloran‘s source material here was drawn from Keating, and perhaps in 

the manner of Keating the above tale could be considered ―very silly fictions‖, his 

anecdotes like those of Keating, had a strong political and contemporary purpose 

(Cunningham, 2001:17). The central focus of O‘Halloran‘s accounts here was to 

emphasise the influence and power in the European context of the Milesian Empire.  

 

A final example of O‘Halloran‘s intent in demonstrating the power of his 

Milesian Empire can be shown in a further comparison with the traditional narrative. 
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The landing of the Cruithneach or Picts in Ireland in the reign of Heremon, and their 

settlement afterwards in Scotland, is common to the traditional narrative and to 

O‘Halloran‘s history. According to O‘Halloran‘s (1778a,1:104-5) narrative, after 

Heremon defeated the Cruithneach they ―requested that settlement might be allotted 

to them in Britain‖, which certainly implies that Heremon had, at this stage, the 

power to do so and did grant them territory in North Britain. O‘Halloran 

(1778a,1:106) also asserts that during Heremon‘s reign, the Brigantes, petitioned 

Heremon ―for permission to settle in Britain‖, and he granted them Cumberland. 

O‘Halloran interprets these events as a confirmation of power and dominion and 

conjectures that if these colonies:  

 

Were not the tributaries of the Irish, which one would be apt to think, by 

these last assigning to the Picts, and afterwards to the Brigantes, settlements 

there, they must certainly dread their power. By establishing these two 

colonies they at least proved what they could do.                                    

                  (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:108) 

  

 In contrast, the Lebor gabála does not mention the Brigantes and as to the 

Cruithneach settlement in Britain, the Lebor gabála (pt. 5:185) states that it was in 

consequence of Heremon giving them Irish women for wives that, ―the princedom 

over the Cruithne-folk comes ever from the Men of Ireland‖. Keating (2:115) 

provides a fuller account of the events, and describes how Heremon defeated the 

Cruithneach and told them ―that there was a country to the north-east of Ireland, and 

―bade them go and occupy it‖, which does not have the same resonance of power as 

O‘Halloran‘s narrative imparts. O‘Halloran‘s conjectural observation in the above 

extract, as to the meaning that can be taken from the granting of settlements by 

Heremon, verifies his objective in using these instances as a confirmation of the 

power of his alleged Milesian Empire.  

 

 What significance can be attributed to O‘Halloran‘s use of imperial terminology 

and his assertion of an ancient Milesian Empire in his narrative?  The term ‗Empire‘, 

or, ‗British Empire‘, was a readily-understood concept in eighteenth-century political 

usage. By British Empire was meant Britain and her overseas possessions as one 

body politic overseen by the imperial Parliament in London. Books and pamphlets 
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issuing forth from the public press confirmed this usage by the Irish and British body 

politic. For instance, in 1770, the British writer, John Huddlestone Wynne published 

a work entitled, A general history of the British Empire in America: containing an 

historical, political, and commercial view of the English settlements; including all 

the countries in North-America, and the West-Indies, ceded by the Peace of Paris, 

which provided a detailed list of all British possessions within the prevailing 

understanding that the British Empire was one political community.  In 1778, a 

pamphlet was published anonymously in London entitled, An appeal to reason and 

justice on behalf of the British constitution and the subjects of the British Empire 

(Anon, 1778d), where this concept of one body politic is further accepted and 

confirmed, and where the British House of Commons is accepted as being the 

―Virtual Commons of all he British Empire‖ (Anon., 1778:9). In 1782, in a published 

speech by the Earl of Abingdon, Willoughby Bertie (1740-1799) claiming British 

sovereignty over the Irish Sea, frequent references are made to ―Great Britain and 

her Empire‖ (1782:11,13) as consisting of one political community, and the 

―Parliament of Great Britain‖ as ―the seat of the Empire‖ (1782:16,17).  A similar 

understanding existed in Ireland as to the one body politic that informed the concept 

of the British Empire. The debates in the Irish House of Commons on Gardiner‘s 

Catholic Relief Act (1778), as revealed in Sir Henry Cavendishôs parliamentary 

diary (1778) account of these events, can clarify its usage in context in contemporary 

political parlance. In the debates in the Irish House of Commons at this period, the 

term ‗British Empire‘ or, ‗Empire‘, to signify Great Britain and her overseas 

dominions is used frequently. Although particular territories are not mentioned, the 

encompassing nature of the term is clearly stated and can be understood from the 

following examples. For instance, George Ogle expressed his indignation at British 

Government interference in the debates in the Irish House in the context of 

Gardiner‘s Catholic Relief Act as:  

 

that indignation which every man must have felt who wished well to this 

Empire, who wishes well to the Royal House of Brunswick; who wishes well 

to the Constitutions of all the Countries that are dependent upon the Empire 

of Great Britain.                                 (Ogle in Cavendish: 4 August 1778:160) 
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Hon. Thomas Connolly contextualised Irish Catholic relief at this period as ―a 

question upon which the whole Empire depends in a very serious manner. (In 

Cavendish:4 August 1778: 262). Barry Yelverton, MP for Carrickfergus, placed his 

pro-relief argument for Catholic relief within the context of British imperial security 

at this particular juncture: 

  

The British Empire is now pitted against France, is the strength of the British 

Empire equal to the numbers of Inhabitants it can bring into action against 

the Common Enemy?          (Yelverton In Cavendish: 4 August 1778:215-6)
 
 

 

 

 Therefore, the term ‗British Empire‘, to describe the greater body politic which 

encompassed Great Britain and her overseas dominions, was in common usage 

among the British and Irish body politic.  

 

 There was also a clear connotation and association, for the well-read eighteenth-

century reader, between the ancient Roman and contemporary British empires, and 

there was a contemporary interest in the reasons for the causes of decline of empires. 

Conversely, the idea of the Milesian Empire, as O‘Halloran must have been aware, 

would have meant nothing to his eighteenth-century audience, which would render 

his use of imperial terminology rather pointless, and his argument for an Irish 

historic suitability without potency, unless he could find a strategy to bridge the 

distance between his audience‘s understanding of empire and what his narrative 

strived to convey. To bridge this gap, O‘Halloran positioned the Roman Empire, a 

concept which was familiar to his audience, as the other against whom the excellence 

of his Milesian Empire was given authority in his narrative. 

 

5.5 Roman Empire vis à vis Milesian Empire  

The Roman Empire plays a significant role in establishing the military power and 

influence of O‘Halloran‘s Milesian Empire in his narrative and informs the third part 

of this discussion. In addition, this section investigates the political significance of 

O‘Halloran‘s assertion of Irish aid to the Carthaginian during the Punic Wars. 

O‘Halloran‘s primary concern was to establish parity with Britain‘s imperial state 

based on the assertion of a once powerful Milesian Empire, who had wielded the 
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sceptre of an extended empire, which embraced Britain and part of Gaul, in the pre-

Roman period. There was perhaps no better way to demonstrate Ireland‘s military 

aptitude than to show how Ireland had successfully withstood the power of the 

greatest empire of antiquity, the Roman Empire. As mentioned, there was a current 

British interest in empires, particularly the Roman Empire, and O‘Halloran may well 

have hoped that the juxtaposition of the Milesian and Roman Empires in his history, 

would have engaged the ear of a British élite audience, who were fully conversant 

with the latter at least. 

 

 In the General History the Roman Empire occupies a central position as the 

Other against whom the military excellence of O‘Halloran‘s Milesian Empire is 

confirmed.  Keating (1:7) also stated that no other people in Europe had been ―more 

valiant than they, [Irish] for contending with the Romans for the defence of 

Scotland‖. Keating‘s (1:17) references to the Roman Empire are brief, but he 

emphasises that Ireland was never occupied or threatened by any foreign power, 

even the Roman one. However, the Roman Empire, or Ireland‘s engagements with 

the Romans, is not a central concern of the traditional narrative. Therefore, much of 

O‘Halloran‘s descriptions concerning encounters with the Romans is very much of 

his own conjecture, and highlights the contemporary direction of his narrative in 

constructing a powerful military past for Ireland.  

 

 The link between Rome and Ireland is established early in O‘Halloran‘s 

narrative account of the Milesian invasion of Ireland by paralleling the similarities in 

the establishment of both dynasties. The last battle fought by the Milesian invaders 

with the Damnonii (Tuatha Dé Danann), who were in possession of Ireland, was at 

Tailtiu. The decisive point in this engagement, according to O‘Halloran, was the 

fight between the commanders of the opposing armies: the three sons of Milesius 

and the three sons of Cearmada of the Damnonii, kings of Ireland. At this point in 

the narrative, O‘Halloran (1778a,1:96) interjects to comment that ―the fate of Ireland 

now, like that of Rome in the days of the Horatii, hung on the swords of these 

contending brothers‖. 

 

For the well-read eighteenth-century reader the story of the dispute between the 

city of Rome (Horatii) and Alba Longa (Curatii), was a familiar reference from 
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Livy‘s accounts of the history surrounding the foundation of Rome, which like the 

Milesian account, was the story of three brothers, in this instance fighting on behalf 

of their cities (Foster, 2005, tran.:33-35). The Horatii (Romans) were successful as 

were the Milesians. The reason O‘Halloran highlighted the similarity between these 

two encounters was to establish in the minds of his audience an equivalence between 

the significance of both events. By establishing a link between the foundation of the 

Milesian Empire and the Roman Empire, or at least with one of the many stories 

surrounding the foundations of the Roman Empire, he was attempting to transfer 

some of the significance and iconic resonance that surrounded the Roman event to 

the Milesian event, by linking it to Rome and the story of the Horatii and Curatii. 

There is no similar reconstruction of this battle in the traditional narrative. The Lebor 

gabála (pt.5:61) simply states that at the battle of Tailtiu ―there fell the three kings 

and the three queens of the Tuatha Dé Danann‖. Keating‘s (2:95) account read ―The 

sons of Cermad were defeated by the sons of Milidh‖. Therefore, O‘Halloran 

deliberately expanded on this event to establish a linkage between the better-know 

concept of the Roman Empire with that of a Mil esian Empire to construct a linkage 

in the minds of his audience. Keating‘s references to encounters between the Irish 

and Romans are both sparse and insubstantial, as mentioned. In O‘Halloran‘s 

narrative they occupy a central theme, and his interest is in the military 

aggrandisement of these encounters.  

 

 Equally striking as a demonstration of Ireland‘s past military power was the 

manner in which O‘Halloran attributed the ebb and flow of Roman power in Britain, 

to unrest or peace in Ireland. Irish resistance to the rise of Roman power in Britain, 

O‘Halloran argued, was constrained only by domestic unrest at home.  For example, 

in AC 118, during the reign of Tuathal, O‘Halloran (1778a,1:222) observed; ―The 

establishment of internal peace and economy gave vigour to the arms of the Irish in 

Britain; who in conjunction with their Pictish allies reduced the Romans and their 

British friends to a state of great distress and misery‖. Or, in AC 137, unrest in 

Ireland during the reign of Tuathal ―accounts well for the Romans extending their 

bounds, as they did at this time, in Britain ―(O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:225). In AC 221, 

―The distress and confusions occasioned by this revolution in favour of Mac Con, 

will well explain why Severus extended the Roman arms in Britain‖ (O‘Halloran, 

1778a,1:249). Similarly, Cormac‘s harassment of Britain and Gaul in AC 259 was 
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curtailed only when ―intestine commotions demanded all his power and authority to 

be exerted at home‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:262). 

 

Therefore, O‘Halloran‘s position was that the Milesian Empire was not just a 

worthy adversary of the Roman; rather its military power was such that it could have 

broken Roman power in Britain, if the conditions in Ireland had been right. For 

instance, in AC 183, O‘Halloran (1778a,1:242) commented that so successful were 

Conaire‘s attacks against the Romans that ―had his reign lasted longer the Roman 

power over that country would have been totally annihilated‖. Moreover, O‘Halloran 

conjectured that in AC 367, the Irish monarch Criomthan, styled ―monarch of Ireland 

and Albany, and leader of the Franks and Saxons‖ headed the coalition of states 

against the Romans on the continent known as the ‗Saxon League‘ and furthermore, 

joined with the Picts and Saxons and broke through the Roman wall, ―carrying 

desolation through all her British provinces‖ (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:291-2). 

Moreover, the monarch Niall of the Nine Hostages, attacked the Romans not only in 

Britain but pursued them onto the continent (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:298).  

 

In contrast, the Lebor gabála (5:349) statement regarding Niall was sparse, 

―Níall Noí-giallach took the kingship of Ireland and of the Western World for a 

space of twenty-seven years‖. In Keating‘s (2:375) account of Niall there was no 

mention of pursuing the Romans, rather that ―Niall […] sent a fleet to Brittany in 

France, [...], for the propose of plundering that country […]; and it was in this 

captivity that they brought Patrick ….‖. Keating‘s concern here is not with Niall‘s 

European forays but in noting that this was the king who first brought Patrick and, by 

extension, Christianity to Ireland. This comparison further highlights the different 

political context of both these writers, and the circumstances that subsequently 

shaped and informed their narratives. O‘Halloran‘s narrative is an attempt to create 

an imperial past housed within a traditional familiar framework, which lends 

authority to his narrative, where he expands those elements of the traditional 

narrative which he considers useful in the political circumstances of eighteenth-

century Ireland, and discards those that are not useful. Irish encounters with the 

Roman Empire act as a counterpoint in O‘Halloran‘s narrative to demonstrate to his 

contemporary audience the power and influence of his alleged Milesian Empire, and 
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by extension, the historic suitability of the descendants of this empire as imperial 

agents. 

 

Another innovation that O‘Halloran introduced into his narrative was the idea 

that troops from Ireland aided the Carthaginians during the Punic wars. This 

assertion is found only in O‘Halloran‘s General History. Although the fact that the 

Irish may have sent military aid to the Carthaginians does not providing supporting 

evidence for the existence of O‘Halloran‘s alleged Milesian Empire, it does have a 

contemporary political resonance which will be referred to shortly. O‘Halloran 

(1778a,1:301,154-171) argued that not only did the Irish prevent a Roman invasion 

of Ireland by ñgiving the Romans so much employ abroad, they thy would never 

think of bringing the war into their own country‖, but that they also actively pursued 

the destruction of the Roman Empire in their alliances with the Gauls and the 

Carthaginians in the Punic wars. It may be recalled that O‘Halloran laid the basis for 

this connection earlier, describing the Carthaginians as the descendants of the 

Laimh-fionn colony who had settled in the area around Carthage prior to the rise of 

the Carthaginian Empire (Laimh-fionn: 2242 Figure 5.1). O‘Halloran‘s conjecture 

that the Carthaginians retained a select body of Irish troops in their army is based on 

a comment by Corinthian mercenaries at Syracuse, and found in Plutarch‘s Life of 

Timoleon:
18

  

 

Have you so little sense as to suppose, that they [Carthaginians] came hither 

with an army from Hercules‘s Pillars, and the Atlantic Sea, to hazard 

themselves for the establishment of Icetes?          (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:155)                                   

 

O‘Halloran identified this army, referred to in the above extract, as coming from 

Ireland based on the reference to ―Hercules‘s Pillars and the Atlantic Sea‖ in the 

narrative. The reason O‘Halloran (1778a,1:73-78) made this connection was because 

his use of classical sources, as mentioned, led him to believe that the famous Atlantic 

or Hyperborean island mentioned in the fragmented histories of the Mediterranean 

referred in fact to Ireland. Based on this reference, he conjectured that the 

Carthaginians retained a select body of Irish troops in their army. He presented his 

                                                 
18

Clough‘s translation of this extract in the Life of Timoleon is the same in substance with 

O‘Halloran‘s translation above. See: Clough (1859:132). 
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conjecture in a parallel drawn with the presence of Irish soldiers in the service of 

France and Spain:  

 

From the whole, I think, we may reasonably conclude, that the Carthaginians 

procured powerful assistance from Ireland, as well as from Spain and Gaul, 

in their wars with the Romans: nor do I think I should be censured of 

rashness, if I were to offer a conjecture that the Sacred Cohort, the Delecta 

& Sacra Cohors of the Carthaginians, […] was a select body of Irish troops, 

whose fidelity and intrepidity could be always depended on, and who were 

kept in constant pay; if in these days of distress and persecution, which 

followed the Reformation the Irish kept up a large body of troops in the 

service of Spain, as we know they did in the reign of Elizabeth, and long 

after. And if, since the year 1691, a most respectful corps has been kept up 

both in France and Spain, whose incorruptible fidelity and unexampled 

bravery, have added new laurels to their drooping country; why doubt the 

probability and possibility of their lending their troops to the Carthaginians 

in days of splendour, especially when the country was so full of inhabitants?  

Nay I persuade myself, that it was a useful piece of state policy in the 

victorious prince, to engage a restless military in foreign wars, to preserve 

domestic tranquillity; and this will explain why this body were honoured 

with the title of Sacra Cohors, as being denizens of the Insula Sacra 

[Ireland].                                                             (O‘Halloran, 1778a,1:155-6)                     

                                                                                                                                         

The above extract is a useful example of the subscription-list complementing the text 

of the General History. For O‘Halloran, this extract had a dual function. Firstly, he is 

drawing attention to the military accomplishments of his French and Spanish 

subscribers described in Chapter 4. Secondly, the military success of this group 

retrospectively verifies the existence of a similar mercenary military body in the 

Carthaginian army. O‘Halloran‘s linkage of an historical and current military 

aptitude, in this brief digression, creates the impression of a continuous historical 

stream of Irish military ability, which might almost be viewed as an indigenous 

characteristic trait. O‘Halloran‘s message is very clear in this digression and reads 

like a manifesto for Irish participation in empire: The Irish inherently make good 

imperial soldiers, and to ―preserve domestic tranquillity‖ this type of martial spirit is 
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best put to use in war. The linkage in this short extract, between a past and current 

military aptitude, represents in microcosm the core argument presented in this thesis. 

The aim of the General History was to showcase Ireland‘s current and historic 

readiness for an imperial role. And although the assertion that Ireland provided 

military aid to the Carthaginian Empire does not support the notion of a Milesian 

Empire in Ireland, this assertion does present the argument that the Irish are capable 

of aiding the contemporary British Empire by supplying troops, as they have done 

previously for another empire, the Carthaginian Empire, which provides the 

contemporary political significance of this aid.  

 

 O‘Halloran frequently refers in his narrative to Irish aid to the Carthaginians; 

however, many of these references and others, aside from the Carthaginians, are both 

tenuous and conjectural, based on his own system of chronology, as mentioned, and 

classical sources. However, notwithstanding that O‘Halloran‘s observations are 

conjectural, or perhaps because of it, his comments clearly betray his interest in 

creating a European military context for his Milesian Empire. For instance, on an 

observation that in AC 3402 the monarch Eochaidh invaded Greece, without further 

evidence O‘Halloran (1778a,1:146) conjectured that to explain this event ―we must, I 

think, agree […] that the Irish confederated with the Carthaginians, and frequently 

assisted them in their wars‖. Of the reign of Conuig AC 3416, O‘Halloran 

(1778a,1:148) comments, ―It is remarkable, that in the beginning of this prince‘s 

reign we read for the first time, of the irruptions of the Gauls into Italy. For my own 

part, I do not entertain the least doubt, but the Irish were deep in these schemes‖. The 

significance of O‘Halloran‘s narrative here is not in its historical accuracy, but rather 

in its efforts to refashion an imperial past and set in train a positive discursive shift in 

Irish identity that will facilitate an argument for inclusion in the British Empire. 

 

In the contemporary context, Britain considered herself the natural inheritor of 

the mantle of the Roman Empire, where France replaced Carthage in the 

Rome/Carthage Britain/France parallel. Therefore, O‘Halloran‘s assertions of 

Mi lesian support for the Carthaginians could be interpreted subversively. Leerssen 

(1986b:100-102), focusing on a particular section of Vallancey‘s Essay on the 

Antiquity of the Irish Language (1772), identified a similar divisive element where 

Vallancey commented on the destruction of the great Carthaginian library: 
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Almost all the Carthaginian Manuscripts were committed to the flames, and 

the history of this brave and learned People, has been written by their most 

bitter Enemies, the Greeks and the Romans; in this too they resemble the 

Irish.                                                                                  (Vallancey, 1772:3)                       

 

Clare O‘Halloran (2004:43-44) has similarly quoted and drawn attention to this 

element in Vallancey‘s writing, but further elaborated that with the passing of time 

Vallancey adopted a more negative stance regarding the Carthaginian influence on 

the Irish language. However, this is not the direction of O‘Halloran‘s presentation 

here, although clearly he was aware that his argument was open to that 

interpretation. The Rome/Carthage – Britain/ France parallel was in the public 

domain and was a generally accepted view of the ideological juxtaposition of these 

empires, as the following extract from the Freemans Journal demonstrates: 

 

Nothing can be more clear than that nations have their antipathies and 

aversions. […]. This was the case of Rome and Carthage; two great 

neighbouring commonwealths, jealous of each other, and mutually animated 

with such implacable hatred, that nothing but an intestine war (which ended 

in the total destruction of the latter) could extinguish it. The Romans were a 

generous, open, but withal a rigid and warlike people. The Carthaginians, on 

the other hand, were a cunning, subtle, false race of men; […]. The strongest 

instance of that national hatred and aversion, after those already mentioned, 

seems to be that which subsists at present between the French and the 

English. I shall not attempt to trace these animosities to their original, nor 

pretend to decide who gave the first occasion for them; […] I think the cause 

of them very evident.                                                           (A Whig, 1778a:1)

  

O‘Halloran‘s assertions here of the antagonistic positioning of the Milesian 

Empire vis à vis the Roman in ancient times could reasonably be translated, in 

eighteenth-century parlance, to represent the contemporary British/French situation. 

O‘Halloran did fiercely condemn and rail against English injustice in a forthright 

manner throughout his histories and the following extract is a good example of the 

unrestrained language and tone that typified O‘Halloran‘s criticisms:  
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Had the English, better informed and more humane, instead of making 

Ireland a slaughter-house for near 500 years, by constantly stirring up her 

sons to war against each other, granted them the laws of Britain, who freely 

acknowledged Henry for their Ard Righ; and made her the ally, instead of the 

enemy of Britain, that greatness and power, that they have now attained, thro‘ 

her means, they would long since have reached. But thro‘ an unexampled 

spirit of absurd oppression and rapacity, while they endeavoured everywhere 

to destroy the antient legislation of the Irish, they not only neglected, but 

refused to establish, any other in its place, insomuch that at length the killing 

of a Merus Hibernicus, became no crime!          (O‘Halloran, 1772a:204-205)                                                     

 

However, notwithstanding that O‘Halloran‘s forthright language here is a 

blanket condemnation of English rule, his primary grievance is that Ireland has been 

excluded from the British Empire, rather than indicating a desire to establish an 

alternative dynasty in its place. This extract marks out both O‘Halloran‘s admiration 

for Britain as ―that greatness and power‖ but also his antagonism to the treatment 

Ireland has received. This double move, whereby he claims a place in the British 

Empire and ―made her an ally‖ yet maintained a critical distance from her ―spirit of 

oppression and rapacity‖ characterises the complexity of O‘Halloran‘s antiquarian 

discourse in general. This reading further confirms that O‘Halloran‘s overall 

argumentation here in the General History is directed towards initiating participation 

in the British Empire predicated on an historical suitability rather than supporting an 

oppositional stance premised on the ancient Rome/Carthage or a current 

Britain/France parallel.   

 

To summarise: O‘Halloran‘s alterations to the traditional narrative were 

structural and terminological and aimed at supporting his assertion of an ancient 

Milesian Empire in Ireland. O‘Halloran‘s creation of an imperial Irish past is 

pervasive throughout his narrative and consistently reinforced by layers of evidence 

.Examples presented in isolation, as they must be here, convey in part only the 

pervasiveness of the imperial theme in his narrative. However, the political context 

of his time and Ireland‘s relation to Britain, informs us why he constructed his 

narrative as he did. His means of communication and language usage shows his 

audience to be imperial Britain. He wanted to establish an ancient parity with 
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Britain‘s contemporary state and present an argument for inclusion of Irish Catholics 

in the British Empire, based on an historic suitability for an imperial role. 

 

5.6. A Military Manifesto  

O‘Halloran intended his General History as a military manifesto, a documented 

historical account of Irish suitably for military imperial service. However, it is not 

possible to say whether his work was ever used in the way that he intended. Catholic 

numbers into the British army did increase after 1778, and Irish Catholic officers 

also began to receive commissions into the British army, although this was still 

strictly illegal (Bartlett, 1993b:71). In the 1830s there were more Irishmen than 

Englishmen in the British army and between 1825 and 1850, 48% of all troops in the 

Bengal army were Irish (Jeffrey, 1996:94). Irish service in the British Empire was 

not confined to military service; many Irishman carved out successful careers in the 

Indian Civil Service at the height of the British imperium (Cook, 1987). However, it 

would be impossible to demonstrate what influence, if any, the General History had 

on these figures. 

 

Nonetheless, there is some evidence to suggest that O‘Halloran‘s General 

History may have been used in the manner he intended by another diaspora some 60 

years later. This conjecture arises from a comparison between the republication 

history of this work in nineteenth-century America with that of the Abbé 

MacGeoghegan‘s Histoire de lôIrlande ancienne et moderne (1758-1762), and the 

antiquarian writings of Charles O‘Conor. There was substantial demand for 

O‘Halloran General History in the Irish concentrated centres of New York and 

Boston in the nineteenth century where it enjoyed a long publication history. There 

was only one edition of the General History. However, between 1845 and 1887 the 

General History was republished in full seven times as part of larger historical works 

on Ireland by various publishing houses in New York and Boston. For instance, in 

1845, a work entitled The history of Ireland, from the invasion by Henry the Second 

to the present times was published in New York. O‘Halloran‘s General History was 

republished in full there to describe Irish history from the earliest times to the twelfth 

century. Responsibility for the undertaking was attributed to ―William Dolby; aided 

and assisted by a committee of admirers of Irish history, natives of different 

countries, who are now residents or citizens of the United States‖ (Dolby ed.1845:iii-
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iv). Inscribed on the spine of this work is ‗O‘Halloran‘s Ireland‘, so that it is clear to 

the reader that it is O‘Halloran‘s vision of Ireland, rather than another, that is being 

promoted there. In a similar manner the General History was republished in 1846, as 

part of a work entitled Complete history of Ireland: from the earliest times and again 

in 1850, under the title The history of Ireland: from the invasion by Henry the 

Second to the present times. The authorship in all cases is attributed to Sylvester 

O‘Halloran and William Dolby. It is likely that these three books are all the same but 

with different covers, as three editions in five years is unlikely.  

 

 There were also three republications of the General History in Boston. In 1881 

Murphy & McCarthy of Boston, published The history of Ireland, from its first 

settlement to the invasion; with a continuation from the invasion to the present time, 

with a similar authorship to that of the other works mentioned above. In all cases the 

combination of names, Sylvester O‘Halloran and William Dolby, suggests that, 

although these publications appear under slightly altered titles, the work is basically 

the same in substance as that published by Martin in 1845. In 1884, Murphy & 

McCarthy published The pictorial history of Ireland: from the landing of the 

Milesians to the present time. The first section, as in the other works mentioned 

above, reproduced O‘Halloran‘s two-volume General History to describe the early 

part of Irish history to the twelfth century. However, in this case, the history is 

continued with contributions from the nationalist journalist A. M. Sullivan
19

 and 

P.D. Nunan.
20

 A second edition of this work appeared from the same publishing 

house in 1887. This work was further republished by the Office of Catholic 

Publication New York but the date is uncertain. 

Conversely, the works of Charles O‘Conor did not appeal to the Irish /American 

diaspora, and a database search produced no results for an American-based 

republication of his works. On the other hand, a database search of Mac 

                                                 
19

Alexander Martin Sullivan (1829-1884), journalist and nationalist was born in Bantry, Co. Cork. He 

became a partner in the Nation newspaper in 1855 and in 1858 became its sole proprietor and editor. 

The Nation newspaper was originally founded by Charles Gavin Duffy, John Blake Dillon, and 

Thomas Osborne Davis. Its aim was to create a sense of Irish nationhood based on identity rather than 

social status or religion. Oxford DNB.  
20

P.D. Nunan is not mentioned in the biographical databases. However, the following works of a 

similar genre amongst others bear his name and that of A. M. Sullivan:  Sullivan, A.M. Nunan P.D. 

(1885) The story of Ireland: a narrative of Irish history: from the earliest ages to the Fenian 

insurrection of 1867; Joyce, W.P. Sullivan, A.M. Nunan, P.D. (1899) Atlas and history of Ireland: a 

comprehensive description of each county. Boston: Murphy and McCarthy. 
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Geoghegan‘s Histoire de lôIrlande ancienne et moderne, and of which O‘Halloran 

(1765b) commented ―I love Mac Geoghegan for his plain dealings‖, enjoyed a 

republication history that surpassed that of O‘Halloran. The New York Publishing 

House of D. & J. Sadlier published Mac Geoghegan‘s work four times in an English 

translation between 1808 and 1851. From 1868, the republication of Mac 

Geoghegan‘s work takes on a form similar to that of O‘Halloran‘s above, where Mac 

Geoghegan‘s history is continued on by another author to the present time. For 

instance, The history of Ireland, ancient and modern: taken from the most authentic 

records, and dedicated to the Irish Brigade; with a continuation from the Treaty of 

Limerick to the present time by John Mitchel.  In this form the work was republished 

by D. J. Sadlier & Co. in 1868, 1869 and 1878. A third name was added to this work, 

that of David Power Conyngham in the 1870 edition. Power Conyngham was a 

novelist and historian of the Irish Brigade in the American Civil War.
21

 Four more 

editions appear of this work bearing all three names in 1884, 1886, 1889 and 1896.  

The point of confluence between the works of O‘Halloran and Mac Geoghegan, 

and absent from the works of Charles O‘Conor, was an emphasis on Irish military 

valor and achievement. The Histoire de lôIrlande ancienne et moderne was, after all, 

dedicated to the Irish Brigade and its military achievements in the service of 

European Catholic powers. Therefore, it appears that it was this element of the work 

that appealed to the Irish/America diaspora. In the new world, the Irish demonstrated 

their fittingness for inclusion predicated on their military reputation, as they had 

done in the old world (Power Conyngham, 1867). The Irish American diaspora 

joined the Union army during the American Civil War and formed the famous 69
th
 

Regiment, whose achievements and exploits equaled those of its eighteenth-century 

counterparts as eulogized by O‘Halloran and Mac Geoghegan. It appears then that 

the success and attainments of the earlier diasporic movement on the European 

continent appealed to their transatlantic familiars, stimulating a demand for the 

works of O‘Halloran and Mac Geoghegan, in the centers of Irish concentration in 

New York and Boston in nineteenth-century America, as confirmed by the forgoing 

publication history of these works. A full investigation of the reasons which 

surrounded the popularity of works like the General History for the Irish/American 
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David Power Conyngham ((1825-1885) was born in Co. Tipperary and served as aide-de-camp to 

General Sherman in Georgia. See: DIB. 
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diaspora in America is outside the parameters of this study. However, it seems 

possible that the writings of O‘Halloran and Mac Geoghegan provided a literary 

support framework around which the Irish/America diaspora constructed their 

political identity, in the same way that these writings had serviced the earlier 

eighteenth-century Spanish/French Irish émigré society. 

 

5.7. Divergent Views: Insular V ersus Imperial    

Charles O‘Conor and Sylvester O‘Halloran mobilised the Gaelic tradition in their 

appeal for Catholic relief; however, their views as to how this material might be used 

were fundamentally different. As the forgoing analysis has demonstrated, 

O‘Halloran adopted an imperial perspective. He situated his Catholic relief politics 

in British imperial discourse and addressed the Catholic relief issue to an audience 

outside of Ireland by publishing his work in London. O‘Halloran viewed the British 

Empire as a framework of liberty and the site of power to bring about Irish Catholic 

relief. O‘Halloran was the first Irish antiquarian to mobilise the antiquarian tradition 

in an imperial context, and his imperial perspective sharply distinguishes his 

approach from that of his contemporaries.  

 

O‘Conor‘s view of the Catholic relief issue was a narrow dichotomy focused on 

bringing Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants into closer sympathy with each other. 

He published his works in Dublin, indicating his discourse was directed towards an 

Irish rather than a British imperial audience. His view on the Catholic relief issue 

was insular. O‘Conor‘s style was discreet and pleasing rather than vigorous and very 

aware of the ‗sensitivities‘ of his Protestant audience (O‘Halloran, 2004:37). 

O‘Conor focused on the political sophistication of early Irish government and 

deliberately excluded references to military exploits, as he felt it reinforced the 

stereotyped barbaric image of the Irish, although he had been less discreet in his 

earlier work (O‘Halloran, 2004:24-25, 110-111).   

 

 In contrast, O‘Halloran championed the European and military element of early 

Irish history and origins, and showed no reluctance whatsoever in valorising Irish 

military prowess, either in the distant past or in the more immediate present. The 

eulogising of military valour is a pervasive theme in his writings. O‘Halloran did not 
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equate military prowess with barbarity as O‘Conor did. O‘Halloran equated military 

proficiency with power. And considering that the British Empire in the post-1763 

period was an empire of dominion and conquest, which acknowledged the centrality 

of military proficiency in securing its dominions, O‘Halloran‘s view, rather than 

O‘Conor‘s, best reflected the contemporary and imperial situation (Marshall, 1998:7-

8). In fact, the imperial careers of O‘Halloran‘s sons are emblematic of an outward-

looking imperial context for O‘Halloran‘s thoughts. His second son, John, was a 

Captain in Colonel Brown‘s regiment of American Loyalists and secretary to the 

Governor of the Bahamas.
22

 His youngest son, Brigadier-General Joseph O‘Halloran 

spent over fifty years in British service in India and on his eventual return he 

received a knighthood from William IV.
23

 

 

Both scholars, O‘Conor and O‘Halloran, had used outside sources in an attempt 

to separate the history from the fable of the early origin of the Gael in the 

Mediterranean, however, the results were surprisingly divergent. O‘Conor used the 

chronological scheme of Sir Isaac Newton (1728) to recover that ―so long buried in 

the Rubbish of Fable‖ (1753:20,15-21; 1776:12-17). O‘Conor (1776:22) discounted 

this early period of the migrations of the Gael in the Mediterranean as ―a Fable of the 

Bards, to render the Original of our Monarchs more august and sacred‖. 

Consequently, O‘Conor held that the story of the early migrations of the Gael did not 

have a reliable historical foundation. Rather, O‘Conor believed that these tales 

reflected a common race memory of a once conquering hero, probably Egyptian, but 

not particular to the Irish, whose deeds and exploits were absorbed into the histories 

of different nations at an early stage. This hero subsequently appeared under various 

names in various origin stories. His various names in the Irish account appear as Sru, 
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John did not merit an account in the DNB. According to Lyons (1963c:279), John was the second 

son of Sylvester O‘Halloran. He was a Captain in Colonel Brown‘s regiment of American Loyalists 

and secretary to the Governor of the Bahamas. This position he certainly occupied by 1787, as I find 

him listed in the subscription-list to Ferrar‘s The History of Limerick (1787), where he ordered thirty 

copies of Ferrar‘s work. John was granted three hundred acres on Long Island in December 1787, and 

a further five hundred acres in January 1788. He was a Peace Commissioner, a member of the 

Committee of Correspondence and a very active member of the General assembly.  
23

Sir Joseph O‘Halloran (1763-1843) was a Brigadier-General in the East India Company, served over 

53 years in India, was knighted by William IV, and appointed an honorary member of the Royal Irish 

Academy in 1838. A transcript of a letter sent by him to his father in 1799 is provided in Appendix 

A., letter 16.  Joseph converted to the Church of England at some point, as his funeral service was 

conducted by a Church of England minister. Records at Kensal Green Cemetery, London. See: Oxford 

DNB.  
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Aghnoin, Tait et alia, and were simply different manifestations of the same figure. 

O‘Conor‘s conclusions then, based on the work of Newton, resulted in a curtailing of 

the origin myth. Consequently, O‘Conor (1776:25) adopted the position that ―The 

Intercourses of the European Iberians with the Phenecians and Egyptians, […] were 

of much more Importance, then their Asiatic Original‖ in establishing the early 

literacy of the Milesian colony. Therefore, O‘Conor‘s interest in this period was 

confined to establishing an early literacy through Phoenician contact.  

 

O‘Halloran adopted a different approach and extended the narrative of early 

origin to meet and reflect the changing face of British imperial ideology by locating 

Irish history within a formulation more readily accessible to an imperial mindset 

(Armitage, 2000). O‘Halloran (1776b) championed these early migrations in a 

manner unlike that of many of his antecedents and he commented to O‘Conor that, 

―these Accounts hitherto deemed a kind of Mill stone to Irish History will appear as 

Invaluable Treasure‖. O‘Halloran‘s interest was in the imperial and this is 

demonstrated by the alterations in his narrative, which linked the early Irish 

ancestors to two ancient empires of the Mediterranean, Phoenicia, and Carthage, and 

his assertion of an ancient Milesian Empire in Ireland. Therefore, although both of 

these scholars drew on the same sources, they modified their material to reflect 

different political agendas, which resulted in two very different interpretations of the 

Gaelic historiographical tradition.  

 

O‘Halloran felt that O‘Conor had betrayed Irish history by presenting a  

watered-down version of events in order to appeal to, or perhaps placate, the 

Protestant view of events. In fact, Delury (2000:27-28) negatively views 

O‘Halloran‘s writings as an attempt to ―establish a new absolutism of Gaelic 

monumental history‖ that signalled the death knell to O‘Conor‘s conciliatory 

attempts to ―create a dialogue across the cultural divide‖. If the different approaches 

of these two scholars could be placed in a simple dichotomy ,it would probably read 

as: loyalty versus utility. O‘Conor believed that continued assertions and 

demonstrations of Catholic loyalty, and hence the avoidance of martial prowess in 

his writings, would gradually argue Protestants out of their prejudices. O‘Halloran 

does not appear to have had a similar faith and he, more pragmatically believed that 

a demonstration of Catholic utility, as in Irish military proficiency, would best serve 
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the Catholic issue. This belief underpinned O‘Halloran‘s refutation of Leland‘s 

History of Ireland, as mentioned, and his eulogising of military valour in the General 

History narrative, confirms this belief.  

 

5.8. Conclusions  

The forgoing analysis has demonstrated that O‘Halloran deliberately modified his 

source material to construct an historical picture of an ancient Milesian Empire in 

Ireland. The idea of a Milesian Empire, rather than a Milesian kingdom, is a totally 

new concept introduced by O‘Halloran and sharply distinguishes his work from his 

contemporaries, and the General History from its antecedents in this tradition. The 

reason that a Milesian Empire, rather than a Milesian kingdom, was important to 

O‘Halloran was because he wanted to demonstrate an ancient Irish parity with the 

British Empire, and highlight Ireland‘s historic suitability for an imperial role. 

O‘Halloran‘s argument for an ancient imperial status for Ireland had a contemporary 

resonance. Empire was a concept in general usage by the British body politic, and 

although a Milesian Empire was an unknown concept, he used the contemporary 

awareness and interest in the Roman Empire to create a bridge of understanding for 

his audience, however, how successful this strategy may have been is impossible to 

gauge. O‘Halloran created an imperial past for his Milesian empire by linking the 

early ancestors with two ancient empires of the Mediterranean, Phoenicia and 

Carthage. He created the image of an ancient Milesian Empire rather than kingdom, 

by arguing for Ireland‘s ancient imperial status, and from this assertion and that of 

the high king/emperor equivalence, emerges the pervasive use of imperial 

terminology in the text. A comparison between similar events in the traditional 

narrative with O‘Halloran‘s accounts, has confirmed that his main interest was in the 

aggrandisement of military exploits and valour. A history of Ireland, narrow in focus 

and approach, detailing an ancient splendour and origin had no appeal outside the 

home market. However, to contextualise Ireland‘s past wealth and military splendour 

as a barometer of contemporary potential was to highlight its value as an underused 

commodity of the British Empire. The General History was the first attempt by an 

Irish Catholic antiquarian to introduce an imperial perspective into Catholic relief 

politics and address his concerns to an audience outside of Ireland. The General 

History was O‘Halloran‘s manifesto or ‗job application‘, which formed the basis of 

his argument for Catholic inclusion in the British Empire. 


