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D o m i n i c  M a r n e r

E c h o e s  o f  t h e  v a n i s h i n g 
p a s t  a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c s 
o f  s p a c e

P rofessor Malcolm Thurlby’s teaching and research has focused upon the many 
and varied important medieval architectural monuments of England and 
Wales in addition to the revival of medieval architecture in nineteenth and 

twentieth century Canada. These linked and twin concerns have been the motivating 
force of his research resulting in an extraordinary output of articles and books over 
a career spanning more than forty years. At the heart of his research and teaching 
is the conviction that, as art and architectural historians, we must look carefully at 
the material evidence of the past, whether that is the fabric of a medieval building, 
the parchment of medieval manuscripts, or the brickwork of a neo-Gothic church. 
Looking closely and carefully is the place to start. Without this studied attention to 
material evidence, important aspects of the process of construction can be lost and this 
may potentially lead to significant errors in historical judgment. This essay examines 
briefly a contemporary monument built in Dublin and attempts to explore, analyze, 
and interpret this monument in relation to its past references, some of which lie in the 
medieval period and some in Ireland’s ancient past. It takes its methodological and 
contextual inspiration from Professor Thurlby’s keen eye and his interest in the extent to 
which the revival of the past informs the present, or perhaps in this case, the echoes of a 
vanishing past shape the political landscape of the present (Dublin).
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Looking closely

The Dublin Spire was erected in July 2003 as the 
millennium project for Dublin and, indeed, all of 
Ireland. In exploring the historical, political, and 
cultural contexts of the monument, I intend to 
focus my discussion on both its “iconographic” 
elements and the naming of the monument in 
both Gaelic-Irish and English. The architect, Ian 
Ritchie, said nothing of its meaning, and the nea-
rest one that might infer a sense of the architect’s 
intention comes with the name chosen by Ritchie, 
‘The monument of light,’ the significance of which 
will be examined below. 

The spire is 120 metres tall with a base 
diameter of 3 metres and a tip of 15 centimetres. 
The surface is finished to reflect the changing light 
of the sky. The lowest 10 metres are partially pol-
ished in an abstract design to provide a slightly 
higher reflective surface than the remainder of the 
monument (figs. 1 and 4). The design of the lower 
10 metres was inspired by a soil sample taken from 
the ground below the Spire while the top 12 metres 
is illuminated by 1200 LED diodes which pene-
trate the 11,000 perforations at the top. It is a light, 
hence the architect’s name ‘monument of light.’1 
The spire stands on the exact spot where Nelson’s 
Pillar once stood, at the intersection of Henry 
Street and O’Connell Street and just outside the 
General Post Office (GPO) (fig. 5). Its predecessor, 
Nelson’s Pillar, was blown up by the IRA in 1966 to 
commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Easter 
Rising.

Upon its unveiling, the Millennium monu-
ment received considerable vitriolic comment. 

1 . Although this essay is not concerned with the competition leading up to Ritchie’s winning entry, many unsuccessful bids were received by Dublin 
Council, many of which were commemorative in nature. They included monuments to commemorate: The Birth of Pearce (considered the Messiah 
of the Irish nation); Christ the King; the Birth of the Nation; the Birth of the City; and, finally, the millennium project commemorating the Birth of 
Christ. For a discussion of the development of the competition and the resulting winning entry by Ritchie, see McDonald, Frank, 2000, The construc-
tion of Dublin, Kinsale, Co. Cork, Gandon Editions, p. 120-133. Whelan, Yvonne, 2003, Reinventing modern Dublin. Streetscape, iconography and the 
politics of identity, Dublin, University College Dublin Press, p. 234-241. Dublin Corporation, 1998, A new monument for O’Connell Street. International 
competition, Dublin. 

Most of the public opinion was unfavourable 
as a poll taken on March 8, 2004 by the Irish 
Independent indicates: Great idea: 26.4%; Waste 
of money: 59.6%; Don’t care: 8%; Undecided: 6%. 
Likewise, a sample of written comments include: 
“The Spire is uninspiring. It does not reflect any 
symbol of the nation’s history or culture and is 
worse than any graffiti in the city. Maybe it is a 
symbol of modern Irish values, a symbol of noth-
ing” (Prof. Dr. Lohage, NJ, USA); “Forget it, bring 
back Nelson’s Pillar” (John); “Look on the bright 
side, this could be the greatest tourist attraction 
since the guillotine, a place to hang your corrupt 
politicians from” (J. Rogers, Australia); “It is so 
totally meaningless. A huge in-your-face piece of 
steel” (K. Reilly). 

Critics writing in the Dublin newspapers 
also voiced their opinion. Perhaps the most 
vociferous and early of these opinions was Bruce 
Arnold’s, initially published in an article in the 
Irish Independent (25 January 2003) and later 
republished in a book entitled The Spire and other 
essays in Modern Irish Culture. Although the book 
features the Spire on the cover, there is no mention 
of the Spire except in the first republished news-
paper article. Of the Spire he says the following:

It has a meaning, the Spire, and I will tell you 
about it. It stands for us, the Irish, now. It has 
no religious significance, no cross on the top of 
it …. The Spire has no nationalist significance. 
It has no association with our past. We might 
try and attach its meaning to a historic figure, 
a hero like Brian Boru or Daniel O’Connell. But 
to do so would be an entirely false attachment 
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of identity to something that is not about them 
or what they did or what they now stand for.2

He goes on to relate it to a kind of inter-
nationalism. “We are like other cities and we want 
to be like other cities […] we are not looking for 
an emblem of the past, of ourselves as we used to 
be, of history, of Irish literature or culture or life or 
identity.”3 And further on, to conclude:

The Spire is neither religious nor irreligious. It 
is not Irish. It stands for nothing at all. It does 
not express the personality of the people, the 
dignity of their achievements, the hospitality, 
the wit, the intellectual energy, the creativity 
of the city or the country. And nobody minds at 
all. Nobody knows what is wanted any more. 
The Spire is impermeable […].4

Echoing Arnold’s sentiments, Yvonne 
Whelan argues, in her excellent book on the history 
of the monuments of Dublin, that: “[t]he attrac-
tion of the monument for some rests in its overtly 
apolitical nature. It does not appear to have any 
obvious message political or otherwise.”5 Quoting 
Pearson in the Irish Times, Whelan reinforces her 
point:

Perhaps that says something about Ireland 
and ourselves. Unlike the other monuments 
around, it’s not religious, it’s not military, it’s 
not political — which is not to say that it should 
be any of these things, of course. But it does 
say something about wealth. I wonder whe-
ther in the future people might look back on it 
and view it as the product of a pointless society 
(Irish Times,  November, 26, 1998).6

2 . Arnold, Bruce, 2003, The Spire and other essays in modern Irish culture, Dublin, The Liffey Press, p. 4.
3 . Idem, p. 5.
4 . Idem, p. 4.
5 . Whelan, 2003, p. 238.
6 . Idem, p. 239.

In relation to the monument, it is important 
to consider the lack of specific historical and pol-
itical meaning. Such meaningless proclamations 
might immediately beg the questions, what mean-
ing is being suppressed and why? The next part of 
this study will attempt to do two things: firstly, 
to investigate the naming of the monument by 
Dublin City Council and secondly, to tease out 
some of the implications of the names in order to 
place the monument in its historical, political, and 
religious context. 

Once Ian Ritchie’s proposal was accepted, a 
debate ensued within Dublin and on the ‘street’ as 

~ �Fig. 1 The Spire/An Túr Solais. PHOTO: DOMINIC MARNER
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to what to name it, with a variety of inventive and 
colourful appellations being proposed by both the 
members of the public and the civic authorities. 
‘The Spike,’ or ‘the Dublin Spire’ were considered, 
as was the ‘Sword of Light’ or the ‘Monument of 
Light,’ the name given by the architect Ian Ritchie. 
Other more colourful names emerged on the street 
such as the ‘Stiletto in the ghetto,’ ‘the pole with no 
soul,’ or the rather racy, ‘Stiffy on the Liffey.’ Sinn 
Fein suggested calling it the ‘Patrick Pearce’s Pillar’ 
in memory of the Easter Rising which took place 
in 1916 at the General Post Office immediately 
next to the Spire, and which is arguable the single 
most important political event in the Republic’s 
history. The colourful appellations had become so 
profuse and ridiculous that by February 2003 the 
City Council had set up a working group to settle 
the matter and by 3 March 2003 the committee 
had published the official names: ‘The Spire’ and 
‘An Túr Solais.’7

Since it has long been recognized that the act 
of naming or renaming something or someplace 
has direct relevance to the political and cultural 
climate of the day, it is important not to dismiss 
this official naming ceremony by the Council. This 
renaming is part of the changing politics of the 
urban landscape of Dublin, both before and after 
independence as Whelan has demonstrated. The 
best example of this change occurs when Sackville 
Street was changed to O’Connell Street in the mid-
twentieth century in order to commemorate one 
of Ireland’s great emancipators. The report writ-
ten by Dublin City Council clearly states that, 
although the monument has a clear historical 
reference point, this point cannot be reflected in 
the naming of the monument nor the meaning 
ascribed to the monument. The monument “was 

7 . Harding, Thomas, February 17, 2003, “Shortlist of 500 in quest to name the Dublin spire,” The Telegraph. Fitzgerald, J., J. Fitzgerald Report of Advisory 
Group established to consider official title for the new monument on O’Connell Street, Report no. 93/2003, Dublin City Council.
8 . Report no. 93/2003.
9 . Stanton, Phoebe, 1971, Pugin, London, Thames and Hudson; Brookes, Chris, 1999, The Gothic Revival, London, Phaidon Press.

not commissioned to commemorate any individ-
ual or event.” Furthermore, the monument was a 
“forward-looking and aspirational” monument, 
and “not retrospective and historic in intent,” even 
though in the previous paragraph it says that its 
location near the GPO “provide[s] a clear historical 
reference point.”8 Like Dublin critics, historians 
and the public, there is an effort being made in 
the report to apoliticize the monument and free it 
from potential meaning.

The committee chose two names, one Irish-
Gaelic and one English. The fact that two distinct 
names were chosen in English and Irish-Gaelic is 
curious. The architect’s title was not chosen but 
was subtly changed. However, the Irish name pro-
posed is much closer to Ritchie’s suggestion of the 
‘Monument of Light,’ than the English name. There 
was no justification of the English name, ‘The 
Spire,’ but there was some justification provided 
for the Irish title. Before addressing the implica-
tions of the name ‘An Túr Solais,’ a consideration 
of ‘The Spire’ is warranted. The word spire is often 
associated with church spires which were common 
enough on the Dublin landscape but were perhaps 
most popular in the nineteenth century and asso-
ciated with Pugin (1812-1852) and his transforma-
tion of the urban landscape of London.9 Although 
the name ‘The Spire’ is supposed to have a neu-
tral tone, it nevertheless has associations with a 
particular form of church architecture and, curi-
ously, a form of architecture that may have colonial 
associations. 

In terms of naming the monument in 
Gaelic-Irish, the committee provided more com-
ment. According to the committee minutes, ‘An 
Túr Solais’ was chosen because: i) it alludes to the 
title given by the architect; and ii) the reference 
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to ‘light’ relates to “a characteristic of Irish land-
scape which has inspired artists and sculptors from 
Newgrange onwards.” This decision and its ration-
ale invite several questions. Why was the archi-
tect’s suggestion “Monument of Light” not chosen, 
especially when the Irish name is so close to the 
original name? Why were two names chosen? 
Why not simply translate the Gaelic-Irish name 
into English, ‘the Tower of Light,’ especially if the 
name in Irish encapsulates a particularly Irish and 
ancient preoccupation with light? Furthermore, 
given the supposed lack of historical referencing in 
the monument, it is remarkable that the committee 
specifically refers to Newgrange and the idea of 
light and the landscape. Newgrange, in particular, 
is associated with the annual winter solstice event 
and by extension the associations of renewal and 
rebirth.

Although the committee justifies the Irish 
name of An Túr Solais by referring to both the 
architects name and the idea of light, what they 
do not say is why they changed the architect’s name 
from the ‘monument of light’ to the ‘tower of light.’ 
I would like, therefore, to explore the words ‘tower’ 
and ‘monument’ in relation to Irish history and 
culture. Monuments tend to be expressions of 
colonial power and oppression evident upon the 
streets of Dublin, Cork, and Galway—and partici-
pate in an urban colonial architectural vocabulary. 
For instance, the monument to Queen Victoria 
erected at Leinster House in Dublin in 1908 was 
later removed and shipped off to Australia like a 
criminal, and now sits majestically in downtown 
Sydney while the monument to Queen Victoria in 
Cork was simply buried.10 Secondly, the famous 
Nelson’s Pillar on O’Connell Street was blown up 

10 . Whelan, 2003, p. 195-201.
11 . Idem, p. 201-207.

in an act of defiance and celebration in 1966.11 All 
of these acts of iconoclasm were performed against 
symbols of Empire in an attempt to regain and 
reform contested space in the landscape of Ireland.

In terms of the built environment of Ireland, 
the idea of a tower is embedded in the medieval 
round tower. Of all the built objects in Ireland this 
has been understood as authentically and uniquely 
Irish. With the subtle shift in naming the monu-
ment a “Tower”, the Council has placed the object 
spatially and temporarily in the context of this 
other important symbol, the round tower.

~ �Fig. 2. Ardmore, round tower. PHOTO: SUDESH MARNER
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Echoes of a vanishing past

In a paper published in 1997 Alistair Rowan fol-
lowed on the footsteps of Pevsner, his mentor, who 
wrote the “Englishness of English art” (1955)12 and 
also Edward McParland from Trinity College, 
Dublin, who spoke about the “Englishness of 
Irish architecture,”13 to write his own version, 
“The Irishness of Irish architecture.”14 Although 
Rowan makes some rather problematic charac-
terizations of the Irish in which he extrapolates 
ideas about nation from the history of Irish art 
and architecture, he does place the round tower 
at the centre of Irish architecture and of what has 
come to exemplify ‘Irishness.’ At one point, he 
states emphatically: “These towers are the iconic 
monument of Irish early Christian Architecture.”15 
Indeed, others like Roger Stalley, fully subscribe 
to the notion that the round tower is a distinctive 
Irish feature on the landscape of Irish architectural 
and cultural history.16

Although modern scholars have pointed 
out the importance of the round tower to Irish 
identity, it was in the nineteenth century that the 
round tower became entrenched in the historical 
imagination as a distinctive feature of Irish visual 
culture. At the forefront of scholarship surround-
ing the round tower was George Petrie, a landscape 

12 . Pevsner, Nicholas, 1964, The Englishness of English art: an expanded and annotated version of the Reith lectures broadcast in October and November 
1955, Harmonsworth, England, Penguin Books.
13 . Quoted in Rowan, Alistair, 1997, “The Irishness of Irish architecture,” Architectural History, vol. 40, p. 6.
14 . Rowan, p. 1-23.
15 . Idem, p. 3.
16 . O’Keeffe, Tadhg, 2004, Ireland’s round towers: buildings, rituals and landscapes of the early Irish church, Stroud, Tempus; Stalley, Roger, 2000, Irish 
round towers, Dublin, Town House Trinity House; O’Reilley, Sean, 1999, “Birth of a Nation’s symbol: the revival of Ireland’s round towers,” Irish Arts 
Review Yearbook, vol. 15, p. 27-33; Stalley, Roger, 2001, “Sex, symbol and myth: some observations on Irish round towers,” in C. Hourihane (ed.), From 
Ireland coming: Irish art from the Early Christian to the Late Gothic Period and its European context, Princeton, Princeton University Press, p. 27-48.
17 . Murray, Peter, 2004, George Petrie (1790-1866)–The rediscovery of Ireland’s past, Kinsale, Co. Cork, Gandon Editions.
18 . O’Keefe, p. 32.
19 . Petrie, George, 1845, An inquiry into the origin and uses of the round towers of Ireland; comprising remarks on the ecclesiastical architecture of Ireland 
anterior to the Anglo-Norman invasion. The transactions of the Royal Irish Academy, vol. 20, p. iii-521; O’Keefe, p. 32.
20 . O’Brien, Henry, 1898, The round towers of Ireland; or, The history of the tuath-de-danaans, London, W. Thacker & Co; Leerson, Joep, 1997, Remem-
brance and imagination. Patterns of the historical and literary representation of Ireland in the nineteenth century, Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame 
Press and Cork, Cork University Press, p. 108-126; O’Keefe, p. 32-34.

painter, a collector of music and an antiquarian, 
who had worked as a professional scholar with the 
Ordinance Survey and was a long-time member of 
the Royal Academy.17

In 1830 Petrie suggested to the Royal Irish 
Academy that a prize be awarded for the best essay 
on the origin and use of the round tower.18 Petrie 
then went on to write an essay himself and eventu-
ally won the prize. In his essay, he argued that the 
towers were indeed products of Christian culture, 
thereby contesting some long-held views that they 
were products of an Ireland that had fallen under 
the influence of pagan Phoenicians who placed 
them in sacred areas of fire worship.19

The main competition for Petrie was a 
graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, called Henry 
O’Brien, who argued that the towers were pagodas 
for phallic worship erected by Zoroastrian refu-
gees from Persia.20 Although this might seem a 
little far-fetched to us today, the Council of the 
Royal Academy had a hard time deciding between 
Petrie and O’Brien and even after the winner was 
announced, O’Brien felt that Petrie won only 
because of his academic connections and he also 
felt that the various revised deadlines that kept 
being announced by the Academy were granted 
to allow Petrie to better his essay. As a result of 
O’Brien’s disgust at the process and the result of 
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the competition he decided to go public and for a 
period in the 1830’s the Dublin Penny Journal and 
the Dublin University Magazine were full of the 
debates and opinions generated on the varied ideas 
of the round towers’ origin and function, some-
thing which brought the round tower into public 
light and discussion for the first time.

In many ways, it was thanks to O’Brien’s 
persistence that the round tower became central 
to the issue of Irish historical identity, and once 
the origin of the towers was resolved in favour 
of Christianity, according to O’Keefe, the towers 
gained an iconic national status. Although Petrie’s 
theories soon took hold, an added wrinkle to the 
meaning of Towers took place with the discovery 
of skeletal remains at the base of several extant 
towers. The Cork antiquarian John Windele con-
cluded that the round towers of Ireland must have 
a sepulchral function. O’Keefe usefully provides 
a list of excavations which all produced skeletal 
remains at or near the base of the tower: Ardmore 
and Drumbo in 1841, Roscrea in 1842, Armoy and 
Kildare in 1843, Drumlane in 1844, Clones c.1845, 
and Kilkenny in 1846-47.21

Petrie (and subsequent scholars) rejected this 
funerary aspect, but in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury it was less clear-cut. Petrie was asked to design 
the Glasnevin monument to the ‘Liberator,’ Daniel 
O’Connell, and although he decided to build a 
round tower, a Romanesque chapel, and a High 
Cross, only the Tower was erected. Furthermore, 
the tower was required to have a burial crypt 
(much to Petrie’s irritation). It is perhaps with this 
act of conflation that towers became associated 
henceforth with memorial functions. In addition, 
as O’Keefe has argued, the reasons why towers 
became a strong symbol of Gaelic-Irish identity 

21 . O’Keefe, p. 36.
22 . Quoted in Dunne, Tom, 2004, “Towards a national art? George Petrie’s two versions of The Last Circuit of Pilgrims of Clonmacnoise,” in Murray, 
p. 129.

towards the end of the nineteenth century are: its 
uniqueness to Ireland; its location on church sites; 
and its association as a monument-type built in 
defiance of the Vikings, and by extension foreign-
ers in general. As a result, the round tower became 
a distinctive Irish feature and a defining aspect of 
Irishness.

Petrie wrote a prize-winning essay on round 
towers, and he also drew and painted round towers. 
His romanticized and melancholic image of the 
Clonmacnoise round tower, in his watercolour 
of c.1828, led him to muse about the relationship 
between ancient ruins and nationalism:

Its ruined buildings call forth national asso-
ciations and ideas. They remind us of the arts 
and literature, the piety and humanity, which 
distinguished their time, and are the work of 
a people who, in a dark age, marched among 
the foremost on the road to life and civiliza-
tion, but who were unfortunately checked and 
barbarized by those who were journeying in 
the same course and ought to have cheered 
them on.22

Petrie’s nostalgia led Tom Dunne, in an 
essay on the relationship between Petrie’s art 
and nationalism, to speculate that it was Petrie’s 
view that Irish civilization had been destroyed 
by England, and that Ireland was a prisoner of 
the past. Furthermore, Dunne points out that 
Petrie described the round tower and ruins of 
Monasterboice declaring that “if we were desir-
ous to give a stranger a true idea of Ireland, [we 
would show him a] round tower with its little 
parent church in some sequestered valley … and 
of such a scene we would say emphatically, ‘This 
is Ireland’” (Dunne notes the use of the present 
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tense).23 Through the writings and art of Petrie 
and the ensuing discussions around the medieval 
round tower, the Tower became a key symbol of 
Irish nationalism.

The idea of a “Tower of Light” as named by 
Dublin City Council and the notion of the sepul-
chral and memorial aspect of the nineteenth-
century Glasnevin monument are conflated in a 
curious twentieth-century parallel in the tower 
commissioned by the Irish government to com-
memorate the 80th anniversary of Armistice 
Day and the Irish who fought and died in the 
WWI. The monument is a 110 foot-high Irish 
tower erected in Belgium in November 1998. It is 
located at the Flanders Peace Park in the village of 
Messines, where the Irish and British soldiers died 
side by side. It was unveiled by the Irish President, 
Mary McAleese, who was accompanied by 
Queen Elisabeth and it marked the first time that 
the Irish State formally honoured the 50,000 Irish 
who died in the war.24 Like the Glasnevin tower it 
too incorporates Celtic cross and tower and it too 
has a memorial function. There is an added pecu-
liar feature to this monument in that at 11:00 a.m. 
on 11 November the rising sunlight is directed 
through the upper window, or light box, and 
illuminates its interior making its way along the 
gravel path to the grave marked by a Celtic cross. 
This interest in a light box, although not the focus 
of this paper, echoes that found in the Neolithic 
tomb site at Newgrange in the Boyne valley, where 
each year at 9:00 a.m. on December 21 (the winter 
solstice), the light slowly creeps along the floor of 
the interior to illuminate the ancient carvings on 
the innermost room. In 1998 the government built 
a monument that was commemorative, had the 
form of a round tower, and directed the sunlight 
on a particular day each year towards a grave and 

23 . Quoted in Dunne, p. 129.
24 . Whelan, p. 241.

~ �Fig. 3. Brochure. PHOTO: DOMINIC MARNER
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Celtic cross. Tower and light, old and new, tomb 
and commemoration, are brought together.

These ideas or elements are also present in the 
record of the justification in naming the Spire, or 
An Túr Solais. Reference is made to commemora-
tion, this time the events of the Easter rising, refer-
ence is made to Newgrange, and by implication to 
the light box and notions of rebirth and renewal, 
to light, and finally with the unexplained name 
change from monument to Tower. Although the 
medieval Tower was not a marker for the dead, in 
certain cases it seems to have been used for that. 
By the nineteenth century the tower was quintes-
sentially Irish, and, furthermore, was memorial 
in function. The Glasnevin tower commemorated 
the great emancipator, Daniel O’Connell. In the 
twentieth century, Sackville Street was changed to 
O’Connell Street and in 1998, the tower in Belgium 
commemorated the dead soldiers of WWI and in 
2003 a ‘Tower of Light’ was erected on O’Connell 
Street. Does this tower commemorate anyone, or 
anything? According to public and scholarly opin-
ion, it does not, but I would suggest that it functions 
not just as a celebration of the birth of Christ, but as 
a memorial to the Easter Rising, and by extension as 
a celebration of the birth of the nation.

The official brochure published by the 
Council is particularly interesting with respect to 
the name of the monument (fig. 3). On the front 
cover is an image of the Spire with Larkin’s out-
stretched hands in front. The words “The Spire 
2003” appear in the top left-hand corner with Túr 
Solais 2003 directly below the English name title. 
It might be useful to look at these names from the 
non-Irish speaking and Irish speaking perspec-
tives. From a non-Irish speaking point of view, the 
Irish name looks like it is probably a translation of 
the words ‘The Spire.’ Two words begin with the 

25 . Report no. 93/2003.
26 . McGonagle, Declan, Finton O’Toole, and Kim Levin, 1999, Irish art now – from the poetic to the political, London, Merrell Holberton Publishers, p. 21.

same letters of the English name and it would be 
reasonable to assume that it is a direct translation. 
There is nothing to suggest otherwise. Significantly 
the article ‘An’ has been omitted from the official 
title in the brochure. I would suggest that if the ‘An’ 
had been retained this would have confused the 
non-Irish audience because the Irish name would 
have had three words. Presumably the non-Irish 
speaker would have questioned its meaning given 
that it did not seem to ‘match’ the English name 
above, instead of assuming it was a simple transla-
tion of ‘The Spire.’ Conversely, an Irish-speaking 
reader would have immediately noticed that the 
English and Irish names were different: ‘The Spire’ 
as opposed to ‘Tower of Light.’ In naming the 
monument in this way, it has been given two faces: 
it looks both outwards, internationally as The Spire 
and inwards, nationally as An Túr Solais. Another 
brief mention or justification of the Gaelic name 
is that the reference to ‘light’ relates to “a char-
acteristic of Irish landscape which has inspired 
artists and sculptors from Newgrange onwards.”25 
“Landscape” and “Newgrange” are mentioned. 
Like the round towers and ancient tomb sites, 
the natural environment, the rural countryside, 
even the soil of Ireland becomes, like literature, a 
key aspect of the Irish historical imagination and 
identity. Fintan O’Toole has written of an elderly 
woman, Kate Murphy, who, in the 1897 Irish Fair 
in New York, knelt down and kissed the soil of 
her native country that had been brought over 
from the 32 counties of Ireland and placed across 
a topographical map spread across the floor. She 
proceeded to cross herself and pray while kneel-
ing on the map. He says, “The land, the soil that 
Kate Murphy venerated in New York, was an object 
of both religious devotion and national pride.”26 
This devotion to the landscape is manifest in both 
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literature and art, witness a recent example of this 
with Doherty’s Longing/Lamenting in which two 
emblematic images of land and sky are overwrit-
ten with the word ‘Longing’ on the bright blue sky 
and ‘Lamenting’ over the image of grass.27 In rela-
tion to the Spire it is important to remember that 
the design on the lower 10 m were inspired by the 
soil upon which it stands. Here is a direct visual 
reference to the land and the importance of the 
soil to Ireland. Despite the urban context of the 
Spire, the landscape is evocatively inscribed into 
its base (fig. 4).

According to the subcommittee’s minutes, 
light is a central feature of the Irish landscape 
beginning with Newgrange. Although no more is 

27 . Idem, p. 41.

mentioned of light by the committee, except, of 
course, in naming the monument, the concept of 
light is pregnant with meaning. This is especially 
the case in a Christian country where light is a 
central theological concept of the church and an 
important part of its ancient past at Newgrange is 
explicitly concerned with the winter solstice, an 
event which is in turn all about light, death, and 
renewal. Apart from the cyclical winter solstice 
event of Newgrange, a more commonly experi-
enced event is the cyclical celebration of light at 
Easter when the Paschal candlestick is lit signi-
fying the resurrected Christ. Historically these 
candlesticks were enormous and were often dis-
mantled during the year, only to be brought out and 

~ �Fig. 4. Lower 10 m detail. PHOTO: DOMINIC MARNER 
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reassembled at Easter. Perhaps another echo of the 
past lies in the Easter vigil and is obliquely referred 
to in the new An Túr Solais. Both Newgrange and 
Easter have this fundamental and defining cyclical 
light aspect. Furthermore, Easter in Ireland is not 
only a religious celebration of the resurrection, it 
is a time commemorating the events of the Easter 
Rising at the GPO and the birth of the nation, a 
space now marked by An Túr Solais.

The politics of space

In the report from the committee, the location 
of the monument is mentioned in relation to the 
importance of the General Post Office and the 

events of 1916. However, it is stated in the next 
paragraph that the monument “was not commis-
sioned to commemorate any individual or event.” 
In order to contextualize the importance of public 
monuments in Dublin, we must consider that 
during the height of Empire the heroes and lea-
ders of Britain, France and Portugal stood proudly 
over the civic spaces of many colonized cities and 
Dublin was no exception. Queen Victoria and 
Lord Nelson are the two archetypical subjects 
of civic monuments that adorned the avenues of 
Dublin. However, Dublin City Council offered 
a considerable voice to the implementation and 
erection of ‘Irish’ heroes. The streets of Dublin, 
therefore, were a place where the colonial and 
anti-colonial struggle was manifest and made 

~ �Fig. 5. O’Connell Street, c.1890. NLI REF.: L_CAB_02921
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visual in the commemoration of important 
historical figures.28

For instance, Nelson’s pillar was erected in 
1809, four years after the admiral claimed victory 
at the Battle of Trafalgar. Soon after his victory a 
committee was formed and decisions were made 
concerning the funding and location of an appro-
priate commemorative monument. Once erected 
on the city’s central thoroughfare, Sackville Street, 
later named O’Connell Street, the monument 
evoked considerable comment.29 A number of 
people rejected the monument on political grounds, 
while others felt it was not aesthetically pleasing. 
These criticisms came to a head in the second half 
of the nineteenth century when some felt that the 
pillar was a traffic obstruction, which led in 1876 
to Dublin Corporation considering moving it else-
where. However, the fact remained that it had no 
legal power to remove the pillar.

The pillar was situated outside the General 
Post Office which was the focus of arguably the 
most important political event in the history of 
the Republic: the Easter Rising. The Easter Rising 
began in April 1916, an insurrection that led to 
death, destruction, and unrest on the streets of 
Dublin.30 During these years sectors of Dublin 
were destroyed, in particular the area around 
Sackville Street, as well as some of the city’s chief 
public buildings, notably the General Post Office, 
the custom House, and the Four Courts. The Easter 
Rising rebellion raged for one week and saw large 
portions of the city centre reduced to rubble, 
while a number of strategically located buildings 

28 . Whelan, Yvonne, 2001, “Monuments, power and contested space – the iconography of Sackville Street (O’Connell Street) before Independence 
(1922),” Irish Geography, vol. 34, no. 1, p. 11-33.
29 . The controversy is outlined in Whelan, 2001, p. 15-20.
30 . Whelan, Yvonne, 2001, “Symbolising the State—the iconography of O’Connell Street and environs after Independence (1922),” Irish Geography, vol. 
vol. 34, no. 2, p. 135-156; McGarry, Fearghal, 2010, The Rising. Ireland: Easter 1916, Oxford, Oxford University Press; McCarthy, Mark, 2012, Ireland’s 
1916 Rising. Explorations of history-making, commemoration & heritage in modern times, Farnham, Surrey, Ashgate Publishing Limited.
31 . McGarry, p. 99-100; Moran, Sean Farrell, 1991, “Patrick Pearce and patriotic soteriology: The Irish Republican tradition and the sanctification of 
political self-immolation,” in Yonah Alexander, and Alan O’Day (eds.), The Irish terrorism experience, Aldershot, Dartmouth Press; Murphy, Brian P., 
1991, Patrick Pearce and the lost Republican ideal, Dublin, James Duffy.

throughout the inner city were occupied. By the 
following Sunday, the city was quiet. Four hun-
dred and fifty people had been killed, 350 of them 
civilians, while a further 2,614 were wounded, and 
damage was estimated at two million pounds ster-
ling. The focal point of British communications 
in Ireland, The General Post Office, was destroyed 
and the building left in ruins.

As a result of this uprising and its timing 
to coincide with Easter, Easter in Ireland is not 
simply a time of celebration concerning the death 
and resurrection of Christ. Easter can be viewed 
as a political holiday commemorating the events 
of 1916 that took place at the GPO making the 
GPO, arguably, the most important historical 
site in the Republic. Pádraic Pearce, along with 
Davis, Lawlor, and Parnell staged the event in an 
attempt to overthrow, through violent means, the 
colonial rule of the English. The date of Easter 
was not a coincidence. On Christmas Day, 1915, 
it was decided that the uprising should take place 
the following Easter as Pearce wanted the event 
to correspond with the death and resurrection of 
Christ. He saw their inevitable deaths as part of a 
grand mystical nationalist enterprise that would 
culminate in the Resurrection of the Republic. In 
order for the Republic to exist, blood had to be 
shed, a sacrifice had to be made.31 The uprising, 
therefore, was not only an act of civil war, but as 
Pearce would have it, a real-life Passion play staged 
in Dublin at the GPO. With those events, Easter in 
Ireland went from being a religious holiday cele-
brating the resurrection of Christ, to a political 
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holiday celebrating the resurrection of the nation. 
Here the relationship between the Christological 
notion of resurrection and the birth of the nation-
state were clearly articulated.

Because of its proximity to the GPO, Nelson’s 
Pillar functioned as a marker for the contested site 
generating an uneasy balance between admiration 
and political disquiet, between acceptance and 
resistance. Following Independence in 1922, calls 
mounted for the removal of the column in the inter-
ests of the civic improvement of the newly named 
O’Connell Street area. Throughout the 1930s to 
the 1950s, calls were made for the removal of the 
pillar and suggestions made for a more appropri-
ate replacement, including a statue of the instiga-
tor of the Easter Rising, Pádraic Pearce.32 Despite 
these attempts to remove the pillar, the Trustees 
were legally bound to safeguard its position. The 
fate of the monument was eventually taken out 
of their hands, however, when it was badly dam-
aged in an explosion in 1966, one month before 
the 1916 Golden Jubilee celebrations. The explo-
sion was widely thought to have been carried out 
by a splinter group of the Republican movement, 
known in English as ‘the Government.’

With its destruction and demolition, a var-
iety of opinions and feelings were expressed con-
cerning such a contentious monument. For some 
the pillar had become a jarring symbol of colonial 
rule, for others it acted as an obstruction to traffic, 
while over time it also became a popular meet-
ing place and viewing point, the symbol of the 
city centre. This perhaps explains why the State, 
despite intermittent calls that were mounted for its 
removal, never formally sanctioned such a course 
of action. Instead a dissident group seized upon its 
political symbolism and fifty years after the Easter 
Rising, in an iconoclastic gesture, fundamentally 

32 . Whelan, 2003, p. 44-50.

altered the iconography of O’Connell Street and 
Dublin.

The Spire: an interpretation

Given the discussions and proposals around crea-
ting a monument for O’Connell Street after the 
destruction of Nelson’s Pillar and prior to the 
Spire, and given the various debates surrounding 
the millennium monument prior to its construc-
tion and the evidence provided by the minutes of 
the committee concerned with naming the monu-
ment, it is possible to suggest a series of under-
lying, perhaps overlapping references and implied 
meanings encircling the new tower. The Spire or 
An Túr Solais does seem to have more to it than a 
purely apolitical monument divorced from any his-
torical or religious context. The millennium monu-
ment is a tower of light. The millennium project 
was, of course, supposed to celebrate the birth of 
Christ and was therefore backward looking, while 
the new monument is forward looking. However, 
embedded in its form and its name are a series of 
associations and meanings that have to do first and 
foremost with medieval round towers, nineteenth-
century nationalism, light, Newgrange, winter 
solstice, Christ, Easter and the arguably notions 
of the resurrection of the nation as articulated by 
Pearce in 1916. These associations, however, have 
to be teased out and cannot be seen readily. You 
have to look closely.

Rather than declaring that this object has 
no meaning, no historical references, no religious 
or cultural context, I would prefer to explore its 
form, placement and name(s) which inevitably lead 
me to a series of meanings and contexts that seem 
to be attached to it, surround it, and envelop it.  
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It does not participate in the notion of ‘revival,’ like 
a neo-Gothic church in Guelph, Ontario might, 
but it vibrates with the subtle echoes of a van-
ishing past in the hustle and bustle of a modern 
urban Ireland.33 These echoes are central to the 
cultural identity of Ireland and include two of the 
most significant places in Ireland, Newgrange and 
the GPO. I would like to suggest that this object 
clearly does have a context and a history, albeit a 
history that Ireland may be moving away from and 
one which is becoming more difficult to articu-
late. Central to this context is its placement on 
O’Connell Street outside the GPO, a space that is 
politically and historically ‘hot,’ a place that is cru-
cial to the history of Irish politics and nationhood.  

33 . Thurlby, Malcolm, 1990, “The Church of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception at Guelph: Puginian principles of the Gothic Revival architecture 
of Joseph Connolly,” Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada Bulletin, vol. 15, p. 32-40.

Because of the position of the GPO in the political 
history of the  Republic, perhaps what is needed 
today is something that will act as a neutralizing 
force, a kind of neutral object with no associations, 
no form, no historical reference point, an object 
that can exist almost out of time, with no reference 
to the past. Hence, the universal exclamation by 
academics, critics, and Dublin City Council, and 
the almost conspiratorial silence by its maker, that 
this object is meaningless, a floating signifier of 
nothing at all. Despite this lack of meaning, the 
visual, cultural, and political echoes of that van-
ishing past can still be found on the glimmering 
surface of An Túr Solais, for those who wish to 
look closely.
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