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’Oh Women of Ireland, this is no time / For babbling or sitting still’ (Fanny Parnell, ‘To my Fellow Women’, 1880). Using this quotation and at least two key texts (‘Relics’), analyse/critically analyse how Celtic Revivalist authors presented the role of women within national/cultural revivalism. 
Celtic Revivalism emerged in Ireland and Wales from the late eighteenth century as a way of recovering languages, cultural traditions and histories which had been marginalised by centuries of Anglicisation. Whilst both movements shared an interest in preserving cultural identity, they grew out of different political contexts. Irish revivalism was developed and shaped by colonial resistance and increasingly linked to demands for political autonomy. Whereas in Wales, the focus was more specifically attributed to cultural, linguistic and moral reform. The concept of a unified British state had been largely accepted by this point in Wales, though the recognised commitment of preserving individual identity was still prominent. These differences have influenced how each nation was perceived both internally and externally and also shaped the expectations of roles women should take within nationalistic projects.
Across both contexts, revivalist writing was affected by wider social and political pressures, including imperial governance, restricted constitutional power, and prevailing ideas about gender and respectability. Women often appear at the centre of these cultural narratives, yet their presence was frequently limited to symbolic roles. Figures of continuity, tradition, and moral exemplars were valued, but women were rarely encouraged to participate directly in political action. 
This essay will argue that, although Celtic Revivalist authors relied heavily on women to embody and preserve national culture, they often restricted the forms of action that were actually available. Texts such as Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl and Augusta Hall’s Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costumes of Wales show how women’s contribution was often imagined as cultural or domestic rather than political. These approaches were shaped not only by nationalist aims but also by the desire to present Celtic identity in ways that seemed respectable and non-threatening within the broader British context.
By considering these symbolic and conservative representations alongside Fanny Parnell’s explicitly activist poem, the essay will suggest that feminist nationalism often developed as a response to the limitations imposed by both revivalist ideology and wider social constraints. Parnell’s call to action illustrates the tension between cultural revival and political mobilisation, showing how women’s centrality to the nation did not always translate into meaningful political power. 
Sydney Owenson, writing in the early nineteenth century shortly after the Act of Union, was an Anglo-Irish novelist addressing both Irish and British audiences. Her novel The Wild Irish Girl (1806) is a cautious form of cultural nationalism that shows how women were often central to Celtic Revivalist ideas about the nation, but usually in ways that emphasised symbolism and protecting culture, rather than direct political action. The novel presents Glorvina, an educated Irish aristocrat,[footnoteRef:1] as a living representation of Ireland. She is morally upright, knowledgeable about Irish history and language, and capable of shaping the male protagonist, Horatio’s understanding of the nation.[footnoteRef:2] Yet, while she wields influence, it is largely through education and guidance rather than active political participation. In this sense, Glorvina’s role reflects the limited forms of action available to women in early Revivalist literature, with passages in which Glorvina is given as a wife whilst being jealously accused of having another man, or “mysterious friend” prior to the union.[footnoteRef:3] Thus, questioning  both the purity of Irishness, metaphorically, and Glorvina herself. [1:  Sydney Owenson, The Wild Irish Girl Volume I, 4th edn. (London: Richard Phillips, 1808), pp. 113-127.]  [2:  Sydney Owenson, The Wild Irish Girl Volume II, 4th edn. (London: Richard Phillips, 1808), pp. 19-21.]  [3:  Sydney Owenson, The Wild Irish Girl Volume III, 4th edn. (London: Richard Phillips, 1808), pp. 218-231.] 

Glorvina also illustrates a common trend in Celtic Revivalism: women as mediators between past and present, tasked with the preservation of cultural knowledge. Her understanding of Irish traditions positions her as someone whose authority rests on maintaining the nation’s identity rather than challenging political authority. Scholars have noted that the nineteenth-century Irish novel frequently personified the nation as female, linking moral and cultural virtue to national identity.[footnoteRef:4] In Owenson’s novel, this centrality is clear: women are essential to imagining the nation, but their influence is mostly indirect. [4:  Joseph Leerssen, Remembrance and Imagination: Patterns in the Historical and Literary Representation of Ireland in the Nineteenth Century (Cork: Cork University Press, 1996), p. 54. ] 

It is also important to see this in the historical context. The novel was written just a few years after the Act of Union in 1801, which fundamentally altered the political landscape by abolishing the Irish parliament and consolidating governance under Westminster.[footnoteRef:5] This loss of legislative autonomy intensified nationalist feeling but also created a climate in which overt political dissent could be dangerous.[footnoteRef:6]  Owenson therefore frames Ireland as culturally rich and morally resilient, but politically cautious. Women’s roles are instructive and socially acceptable, reflecting broader Victorian ideas about gender and the separate spheres that limited women’s public participation.[footnoteRef:7] This emphasis on cultural preservation rather than political activism is mirrored in the Welsh context, for instance in the work of Augusta Hall, where women were encouraged to maintain language and tradition without stepping into directly political roles.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  UK Parliament, An Act for the Union of Great Britain and Ireland, 1800. Parliamentary Archives, HL/PO/PU/1/1800/39&40G3n241.]  [6:  James Kelly, ‘Popular Politics in Ireland and the Act of Union’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 10 (2000), 259-287 (p. 259) <https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3679382?searchText=&searchUri=&ab_segments=&searchKey=&refreqid=fastly-default%3Ac97cde1357cbf51ed6a04c99cb15ff3b&initiator=recommender&seq=1> [Accessed 03 January 2026].]  [7:  Lynn Abrams, Ideals of Womanhood in Victorian Britain (2001) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/trail/victorian_britain/women_home/ideals_womanhood_01.shtml> [accessed 03 January 2026].]  [8:  Jane Aaron, Nineteenth-Century Women’s Writing in Wales: Nation, Gender and Identity (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), pp. 68-69.] 

Within these constraints, Glorvina demonstrates a subtle power. Through her instruction, she shapes Horatio’s understanding of Ireland and its traditions. While this influence falls short of the explicit political activism later called for by Fanny Parnell, it does suggest that cultural labour could pave the way for women’s more direct involvement in nationalist projects. In this way, the novel hints at the tension between women’s cultural centrality and their restricted political activity, a tension that would remain in Irish nationalist discourse.
Overall, The Wild Irish Girl highlights both the importance and the limitations of women in early Celtic Revivalism. Women were essential as cultural mediators and symbols of the nation, but their practical influence was constrained by social norms and imperial pressures. The novel shows how cultural authority could coexist with restricted political agency, setting the stage for later figures, like Fanny Parnell, who would challenge these limits and call for women’s direct involvement in nationalist action.
In Wales, Augusta Hall, Lady Llanover, writing within the Welsh gentry, provides a clear example of how women were central to the continuation of national culture within Celtic Revivalism, while their roles remained largely symbolic and socially constrained. Her work, Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costumes of Wales (1834), emphasises the importance of maintaining the Welsh language, music, and traditional dress. Hall presents women as the primary transmitters of these traditions, encouraging them to uphold cultural identity through socially approved activities.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Augusta Hall, Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costume of Wales (Cardiff: William Bird, 1836), pp. 10-12. ] 

The contributions of women within Welsh revivalism were often framed as domestic, reinforcing the nation’s traditions and values without directly challenging British authority.[footnoteRef:10] This aligns with Victorian ideas of separate spheres, which confined women to private and cultural domains and limited their public or political participation. By linking women to the preservation of language, music, and costume, Hall ensured that Welsh identity could be maintained in ways that were socially acceptable and non-threatening, even under the pressures of an expanding British imperial state.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Jane Aaron, Nineteenth-Century Women’s Writing in Wales: Nation, Gender and Identity, p. 69.]  [11:  Augusta Hall, Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costume of Wales, pp. 7-8.] 

Despite these limitations, Hall’s work demonstrates that women could have a meaningful impact on national identity. By documenting language, music, and costume, she helped establish tangible markers of Welsh culture that could be celebrated and transmitted across generations. In this sense, women’s labour was essential to the survival of national culture, even if it did not translate into political power or direct activism. Hall’s emphasis on cultural preservation mirrors the broader strategy of many Revivalist movements: maintaining a visible and morally upright Celtic identity while avoiding direct confrontation with British authority.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Jane Aaron, Nineteenth-Century Women’s Writing in Wales: Nation, Gender and Identity, p. 76.] 

Emphasis on civility and traditional customs can also be understood as operating in opposition to hostile English literary representations of the Welsh circulating in the nineteenth century. As Jane Aaron demonstrates, writers such as Rhoda Broughton depicted Wales and the Welsh as culturally backward, linguistically unpleasant, and morally suspect, often portraying Welsh communities as drunken, unintelligent, and unworthy of serious attention. These representations were popular with English audiences and reinforced a view of Welsh identity as inferior or embarrassing. Hall’s Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costumes of Wales responds to this cultural climate by asserting the dignity and refinement of Welsh tradition, particularly through the figure of the Welsh woman.[footnoteRef:13] This narrative directly counters opposing literature that sought to marginalise or ridicule it. In this sense, Hall’s appeal to tradition is not simply nostalgic, but a defensive cultural strategy developed in response to hostile English literary representations. [13:  Jane Aaron, Nineteenth-Century Women’s Writing in Wales, pp. 106-107. ] 

Looking across the Irish and Welsh contexts, it becomes clear that women in Celtic Revivalism were simultaneously central and constrained. In texts like Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl and Hall’s work on Welsh language and costume, women are depicted as crucial for the preservation of culture, responsible for preserving language, history, and moral values. Their roles are essential to the survival of national identity, yet these contributions are largely confined to socially acceptable spheres. Cultural authority was granted, but political power was not. This pattern reflects a range of broader pressures, from Victorian ideas of gendered spheres to the limitations imposed by British imperial authority, and, in the Irish case, the political tensions following the Act of Union of 1801.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Ibid., pp. 4-6.] 

Fanny Parnell’s To my Fellow Women offers a sharp contrast to these more restrained representations. Her statement that this was “no time / For babbling or sitting still,” especially as republished in Irish nationalist feminist newspapers,[footnoteRef:15] calls for women to take direct, active roles in nationalist struggle and challenges the symbolic and domestic model exemplified by Glorvina or Hall. Parnell rejects the idea that women should remain solely cultural figures, insisting instead that their political engagement is both necessary and urgent. In doing so, she exposes the tension at the heart of Celtic Revivalism: while women were indispensable to the cultural imagination of the nation, the Revival itself often sought to contain that influence within moral or educational boundaries. [15:  Fanny Parnell, ‘To my Fellow-Women’, Bean na hEireann, 1.4, February 1909, pp. 10-11.] 

Fanny Parnell’s insistence on urgency and action in “To my Fellow Women” is closely connected to her personal and familial involvement in Irish nationalist activism. As the sister of Charles Stewart Parnell, a central figure in the Home Rule movement, she was raised in an environment where political struggle against British rule was both immediate and unavoidable. However, while her brother pursued constitutional reform through parliamentary politics, Fanny Parnell was more closely aligned with radical nationalist networks, including the Land League and Irish-American nationalist circles, which emphasised collective action and resistance.[footnoteRef:16] This background helps explain the forceful tone of her poem and her rejection of passive roles for women. The poem’s later republication in Bean na hÉireann in 1909 reinforces this activist nature, situating Parnell’s words within a feminist nationalist context that explicitly encouraged women’s political engagement rather than cultural support alone. In this setting, the line “no time / For babbling or sitting still” functions not merely as rhetoric but as a practical demand shaped by lived political experience. Women involved in nationalist movements often became frustrated with cultural nationalism that celebrated female symbolism while excluding women from decision-making and action. Parnell’s poem, informed by both family influence and direct activism, therefore represents a decisive challenge to earlier Revivalist models, transforming women from moral custodians of the nation into political actors within it. [16:  Danae O’Regan, ‘Anna and Fanny Parnell’, History Ireland, 7.1 (1999) <https://historyireland.com/anna-fanny-parnell> [Accessed 03 January 2026].] 

In its republication in Bean na hÉireann in February 1909, Fanny Parnell’s To my Fellow Women is framed not as a historical curiosity but as a continuing political demand. The poem’s language is deliberately plain and forceful. The opening address, “Oh Women of Ireland,” establishes a collective audience, while the declaration that this is “no time / For babbling or sitting still” rejects both passive speech and inaction. In the context of Bean na hÉireann, a newspaper explicitly committed to nationalist and feminist causes, these phrases take on a sharper meaning. “Babbling” can be read as a dismissal of the limited, socially acceptable forms of female expression that dominated earlier revivalist writing, where women were encouraged to speak as moral or cultural authorities but not as political actors. Likewise, “sitting still” evokes the expectation that women should remain spectators to nationalist struggle rather than participants. The poem’s inclusion in Bean na hÉireann reinforces this challenge by placing Parnell’s words alongside articles that promoted women’s education, labour, and political engagement, transforming the poem into a call for contemporary mobilisation rather than symbolic inspiration. In this setting, Parnell’s language actively dismantles the cultural model seen in earlier Revivalist texts such as Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl or Hall’s work on Welsh culture, where women’s influence was mediated through respectability and tradition. Instead, the poem insists that women’s role in national revival must be immediate, collective, and political, exposing the limitations of cultural nationalism that relied on women’s symbolism while denying them agency.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Fanny Parnell, ‘To my Fellow-Women’.] 

These examples reveal that Celtic Revivalist texts both relied on and restricted women’s roles. Women were imagined as indispensable to the nation, yet the forms their participation could take were heavily mediated by social pressures and expectations. The tension between symbolic cultural authority and political activism is central to understanding the gendered dynamics of the Revival, and it is precisely this tension that Parnell’s poetry makes visible and challenges.
Across Ireland and Wales, Celtic Revivalism consistently placed women at the heart of national identity, yet their roles were shaped and constrained by social, cultural, and political pressures. In texts like Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl and Hall’s work on Welsh language and costume, women are pivotal for the preservation of national identity. However, their influence was largely indirect, and restricted to morally or socially approved spheres. The historical context, such as the Act of Union in Ireland, British imperial authority, and Victorian gender norms, helped shape these limitations, reinforcing a vision of women as essential to the nation’s imagination but not its formal political life.
Fanny Parnell’s To my Fellow Women represents a crucial shift. By urging women to take direct action in nationalist struggle, she challenges the symbolic model of female centrality and exposes the tensions inherent in Celtic Revivalism. Parnell’s call demonstrates that women’s authority could be transformed into political agency, suggesting that the Revivalist reliance on women as custodians of identity could be a foundation for feminist nationalism.
Comparing Irish and Welsh contexts highlights how the nature of women’s roles was not uniform. In Ireland, colonial pressures and political tension created conditions where women’s influence could extend into moral guidance but rarely into formal activism. In Wales, cultural and linguistic preservation dominated the Revival, emphasizing respectability and continuity rather than direct political engagement. Yet in both cases, women were indispensable to sustaining the nation’s identity, whether through symbolic representation, cultural labour, or the transmission of tradition.
Celtic Revivalist texts reveal a gendered and growing tension. Women were imagined as central to the nation, yet their participation was restricted by social, cultural, and political constraints. The contrast between the symbolic roles in Owenson and Hall and the activist model in Parnell highlights the uneven ways in which women’s importance was translated into action. By examining these texts together, it becomes clear that women were not only essential to cultural revival but also positioned as agents of change, with the potential to challenge the limits imposed upon them. This tension between symbolic presence and political action lies at the heart of understanding women’s role in the Celtic Revival.
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