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It cannot be denied that the Radio Mind is undeveloped in our people, and that we are
years behind other countries in the possession of wireless. It is our intention in this page in
Ireland’s new national magazine to strive for the cultivation of that Radio mind of which
we speak, and in this we cordially invite the co-operation of all our readers

— An Sgéaluidhe Nuadh/The New Irish Magazine!

Wireless transmission has recently emerged as a major context for Flann O’Brien
studies: while Ireland only began broadcasting in 1926, Brian O’Nolan’s sporadic career
in radio bridges the gap between the demise of Blather magazine in 1934 and the debut
of the Cruiskeen Lawn in the Irish Times in 1940, stretching into the 1950s. In 2023,
one of the present authors, Joseph LaBine, presented new archival evidence of Brian
O’Nolan’s radio appearances (together with those of his close friends) and, situating
these contributions within sound and radio studies, began to explore how his writing
was shaped by radio broadcasting.? Although these broadcasts were not recorded, the
importance of what that article termed ‘radio aesthetics’ to O’Nolan’s project overall
can be discerned in bidirectional relationships between printed and broadcast texts. In
November 1934, a Blather editorial announced ‘2BL,’ their own ‘Pirate Station’ which
decried (and threatened to ‘jam’) the ‘wretched programmes’ on 2RN.3 O’Nolan’s
newspaper writing as Myles na gCopaleen has associations with Irish radio as well.
Maurice Gorham notes that by 1946, weekly radio features ‘were inspired by wits from
the columns of the Irish Times: “Whatnots from Quidnunc” by Patrick Campbell, then
contributing to the Irishman’s Diary, and “A Drink from the Cruiskeen Lawn” by the
perennial Myles na Gopaleen.’* Irish Times editors R. M. Smyllie and Alec Newman
appeared on ‘Information Please’ throughout the 1940s—a quiz programme where
listeners sent Radio Eireann questions and attempted to stump a panel of experts to
earn a half crown.> Smyllie, Newman, Niall Sheridan and Donagh MacDonagh all sat on
the panel at different times.® This article, setting the scene for the essays in this issue
of The Parish Review: Journal of Flann O’Brien Studies, deepens our understanding of
what An Sgéaluidhe Nuadh/The New Irish Magazine described as the Irish ‘radio-mind,’
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a term which we use as a shorthand for the specifically Irish expression of the global
form of the ‘Wireless Imagination’: radio-consciousness as a wider phenomenon than
listening to the radio, and impacting on all varieties of thought and expression.

Radio acts partly as a metaphor and partly as a programmatic frame that prompts
aesthetic considerations. As David Hendy has theorized in an essay on ‘Sound Studies,’
‘those of us engaged in tracing radio’s transmissions are, in some sense, always
dealing in cultural history, simply because we have to.’” Debra Rae Cohen examines
this ‘methodological fracturing’ in her ‘Wireless Imaginations’ essay for Sound and
Literature (2020).% Cohen argues that recent radio-oriented scholarship on literary
broadcasting tends to ignore broader historical and social contexts: ‘“radio” is,
singularly, pruned out of the broader soundscape, rendering media ecology as
monoculture [...] the umbrella designation of “wireless imaginations” references yet
fails to contain a subfield as diffuse as a dissipating echo.’® Cohen’s central claim is that
— within this broader ecology — radio is ephemeral.’* Radio studies, as a field, frequently
must make do with fragments, indirect evidence, and gaps in the historical record. For
example, there are but few extant recordings of O’Nolan’s voice and it seems unlikely
that any of his radio appearances were ever recorded. O’Nolan’s early involvement in
broadcasting occurred at a time when recordings were rare and infrequent. Radio was
essentially a live performance. However, O’Nolan did have knowledge of recording
processes, likely obtained through his understanding of folklore collecting practices.
The subtitle to ‘Sheain Bhuidhe,’ 0’Nolan’s 1932 story about the arrival (and departure)
of John Bull, is ‘Tarsma an Bhéarla cuireadh ar phlatai ceoil é!” which ironically refers to
recording English on phonograph music plates.” Sound and radio theory was already an
emerging epistemological field by the 1930s,> which radio editorials in An Sgéaluidhe
Nuadh/The New Irish Magazine hailed as the ‘Radio-Mind’ and ‘The Modern Tower
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10 Debra Rae Cohen, Michael Coyle, and Jane A. Lewty articulate this claim for ephemerality in Broadcasting Modernism,
which Cohen reaffirms in her ‘Wireless Imaginations’ essay. ‘Radio was, at the outset, and by definition, an especially
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ephemeral medium, incapable of inscription. [...] The very lack of an archive, the dissipation of waves in space, makes
it almost impossible to reconstitute that very radio presence that so fundamentally marked the decades of the 1920s
and 1930s. Debra Rae Cohen, Michael Coyle, and Jane Lewty, Broadcasting Modernism (University Press of Florida,
2009), 2.

This joke finds even better expression when a folklore collector intent on capturing Corcha Dorcha’s dialect records pig
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noises in An Béal Bocht.

12 These theories reached a certain maturity in the explorations of radio by Theodor Adorno in New York in 1938-41.
While we address his theories in a later section, we mobilize aspects of Adorno’s thought and methods throughout the
essay. See Theodor Adorno, Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory (Polity, 2008).
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of Babel.” These phrases provide the coordinates for understanding the contextual
relationship between text and broadcast, and they must therefore feature in an analysis
of O’Nolan’s oeuvre. The appropriate approach to the unrecoverable sound objects of
the radio broadcast is one that mixes the methodologies of textual analysis, social
historiography, and archival research.

Disc recording at the Radio Athlone studio (later called Raidié Eireann) began
in November 1936, which coincides with the dates O’Nolan’s circle were actively
involved in radio production.® Unfortunately, it is a safe assumption that sound
recordings from O’Nolan’s early period of broadcasting are lost to the archive. We
are faced with a problem: the huge significance of radio broadcasting for O’Nolan’s
career, and the absence of a ‘text’ to refer to. While this predicament may dissuade
scholars from studying O’Nolan’s work within a radio studies framework, we place
O’Nolan’s radio work within the context of contemporary theories of radio that
exploit this very unavailability of the text: radio transmission as a live event, up to
the 1930s, is critical to the history of broadcasting and its cultural significance. We
refer to this live context as ‘speaking at the microphone.’ A parallel situation exists in
Walter Benjamin studies, where English-speaking scholars must address questions
about the interplay between his career as a critic and the many scripts in his Radio
Benjamin (2014) collection — some much better known as published writing — with
no trace of Benjamin’s recorded voice.'* However, in the right critical framework, for
O’Nolan as for Benjamin, the absence of a sound text ceases to block investigation
and instead takes on an explanatory power. Critics can rely less on radio scripts and
instead shift focus to radio production as a dynamic live event. Texts written for
unrecorded, live radio production depend on a broadcasting frame that is socially and
politically constructed. We must consider this framing even in instances when the
original performance has been lost. The referent is not the radio-text per se, but the
context of live radio broadcasting. James Purdon writes:

Unlike the stored sound contained in gramophone records and cinema talkies,
nothing broadcast live could be repeated [...] Throughout the 1920s the ephemer-
ality of radio broadcasting was widely understood as part of its unique character,
distinguishing wireless aurality from the pre-recorded sounds of the gramophone.s

13 LaBine, ‘Brian O’'Nolan and the Radio, 4-7.

14 Walter Benjamin, Radio Benjamin, ed. Lecia Rosenthal, trans. Jonathan Lutes, Lisa Harries Schumann and Diana K. Reese
(Verso, 2014), iBook.

15 James Purdon, ‘British Literature in Transmission: Writing and Wireless, British Literature in Transition, 1920-1940: Futil-
ity and Anarchy, ed. Charles Ferrall and Dougal McNeill (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 353.
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Radio transmissions of gramophone recordings, which O’Nolan emphasises in
‘ICEOL!,’ reinforce a theme of ‘in-between-ness’ which Jerry White has argued not
only characterizes the form of radio production but also ‘defines the politics of [...] radio
practice.”’® An appearance on radio that immediately follows a musical performance
and ends just before the evening news concretises this effect. We cannot reconstruct
the broadcasts themselves, but we can conceptualise their dynamic form and
understand the sense of simultaneity that radio engenders. Critical methodologies that
aim to examine an autonomous body of work for radio by a single author disregard the
aesthetics of collaboration, in-between-ness, and technological constraints inherent
in radio production during this period.

While other European nations may have relied on pre-recorded and scripted
material, their stations were also early to introduce recording devices that could
effectively end the ephemerality of the captured broadcasts.” Conversely, many
broadcasts on Irish radio, as evidenced by both programming schedules and historical
accounts of production circumstances, were improvised as well as live. To try to
understand this ‘live’ context, this essay begins with the global development of radio
in the 1920s and 30s, before moving onto Irish radio, and then considers theories of
radio and sound that were emerging at the time to make connections with O’Nolan’s
work. The intention is to provide a historical and theoretical grounding for critical work
on O0’Nolan and radio, demonstrating the centrality of the wireless as a technological
context for Flann O’Brien studies, for late modernism, and for the popular imagination
in twentieth-century Ireland.’

This special issue ‘Flann O’Brien and the Radio’ contrasts O’Nolan’s involvement
in radio with an approach taken in recent ‘literary radio studies’ that focuses on
‘the highest of modernisms,” as Cohen puts it, where radio ‘was wrestled from the
retrospective death grip of the Frankfurt school and restored to the metaphoric custody
of the miraculous — to a condition of experimental possibility.” Although O’Nolan
was a co-traveller of high modernism (and indeed a radio commentator on modern
literature), his circle’s engagement with radio helps us understand radio studies as
the reconfiguration of the public sphere around new forms of listening, as Kate Lacey

16 Jerry White, The Radio Eye: Cinema in the North Atlantic, 1958-1988 (Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2018), 5.

17 Morin notes that Germany introduced recording in 1928. French radio followed in 1933. See Emilie Morin, ed., Early
Radio: An Anthology of European Texts and Translations (Edinburgh University Press, 2023), 3-5.

18 With regards to a burgeoning field of literary broadcasting, Damian Keane (2014), Emily Bloom (2016), and lan
Whittington (2018) have made valuable contributions. We extend their insights to the Irish examples and examine the
radio context for O’Nolan and his circle of friends.

1% Cohen, ‘Wireless Imaginations, 342.
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explores in Listening Publics.>*> We examine this body of work primarily within the
three connective contexts that Emilie Morin has identified in her study of early radio
production: speaking at the microphone, writing for radio, and writing about radio.”

Speaking at the Microphone: Material and Cultural Conditions for Early Irish
Radio

What did wireless look (or sound) like, theoretically, to O’Nolan’s generation? To
conceptualize O’Nolan’s ‘wireless imagination’ beyond the avant-garde and modernist
engagements with radio privileged in the field of literary radio studies, one must turn
to the material supports for a radio consciousness. Archival traces shed light on the
early years of Irish radio, but scholars must frequently rely on Radio Telefis Eireann
(RTE)’s summary of its own history. And as Eileen Morgan-Zayachek has noted, that
means relying on RTE publications:

Radio Telefis Eireann has a longstanding tradition of marking the milestones in
broadcasting history through retrospective programs and publications. In addition
to the organization’s primary obligation of providing quality radio and television
broadcasts to the Irish public, Ireland’s national broadcasting service has labored to
publicize and preserve its own history.>?

These official accounts include memoirs about Irish Radio like Gorham’s study, and
Louis McRedmond’s anthology, Written on the Wind. Both are examples of a kind of
commemorational radio history, but extensive discussion of radio in Irish memoirs is
not limited to official histories. In Over the Bar and An Nollaig Thiar, the broadcaster
Breandan O hEithir paints a vivid picture of the importance of radio on Inis Mér where
it provided a wireless connection to the non-Gaeltacht world.?* By comparison, more
recent studies by former radio workers such as Richard Pine and Iarfhlaith Wilson are
examples of scholarship that makes fuller use of RTE’s archive. In this vein, John
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22 Eileen Morgan-Zayachek, ‘Review of 2RN and the Origins of Irish Radio by Richard Pine, New Hibernia Review/Iris
Eireannach Nua 8, no. 1 (2004): 153. http:/www.jstor.com/stable/20557915.

23 See Breandan O hEithir, Over the Bar (Poolbeg Press, 1991) and Breandan O hEithir, An Nollaig Thiar (Poolbeg Press, 1989).

24 Richard Pine, 2RN and the Origins of Irish Radio (Four Courts Press, 2002). larfhlaith Watson, Broadcasting in Irish: Minor-
ity Language, Radio, Television, and Identity (Four Courts Press, 2003). Hugh Rowland’s scholarship on RTE and Irish
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language in the 1960s is also invaluable. See Hugh Rowland, ‘Diospdireachtai faoin nGaeilge in RTE sna 1960idi: Léar-
gas 6 chartlanna Chonradh na Gaeilge agus an Language Freedom Movement (LFM), COMHARTaighde, November 28,
2024, https:/comhartaighde.ie/ailt-taighde/diospoireachtai-faocin-ngaeilge-in-rte-sna-1960idi-leargas-o-chartlanna-
chonradh-na-gaeilge-agus-an-language-freedom-movement-Ifm/.
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Bowman’s Window and Mirror: RTE Television, 19612011 is a pictorial survey of RTE’s
history,?s whereas Maelsheachlainn O Caollai’s Tiarnas Culttir: Craolachdn in Eirinn
(‘Cultural Domination: Broadcasting in Ireland’) is an ironically titled Irish language
polemic that explores the influence of widely available Anglo-American mass media on
Irish broadcasting.?

What, then, can be said about the specifically Irish form of the ‘Wireless
Imagination’? Marinetti characterised the first stage of radio as the point at which the
medium represented both a theatre for (often unsuccessful) avant-garde experiments
and the cutting edge of high culture. This view accords with O’Nolan’s perception. As
Myles na gCopaleen he tied the radio imaginative to live performance. His 15 December
1944 Cruiskeen Lawn column responds to an orchestra performance given by Radio
Eireann at the Capitol Theatre. Radio broadcasting has an invigorating effect on the
quality of Dublin concerts: ‘An orchestra which formerly shambled through its pieces
is now a highly disciplined combination, very alert and resourceful, fully and properly
sensitive to the influence of its admirable conductor.’>” And when, in the same column,
Myles discerns ‘a sneer at Radio Eireann’ in Now magazine, he lays out his argument
for of the humble development of radio in Ireland:

Radio Eireann, it is suggested, is so mean, so niggling, that at the beginning they
would not hear of the full scale: there was, forsooth, a minute in triplicate from Dept.
of Finance saying that “owing to growing demands on the Exchequer and having
regard to the necessity for retrenchment in the public service, the full major scale
cannot be conceded and musical officers in the orchestra should be instructed not
to proceed beyond D sharp; where, however, the key is minor, no objection will be
raised to officers proceeding to E flat.” Now this is simply untrue. The full scale was
allowed right from the beginning (would you call Radio Eireann “2 R.N, (retd.)?” and
moreover, married violinists were permitted to play differentiated scales. If there
is one well-grounded complaint against the present orchestra, it is that its instru-
mental constitution is slavishly international.?

In speaking to limited government funding and competition with international
broadcasting, O’Nolan identifies the two essential tensions for Irish radio at the time
of its introduction.

25 John Bowman, Window and Mirror: RTE Television: 1961-2011 (The Collins Press, 2011). David Hendy's recent histor-
ies of the BBC are comparable works of public history. See, for example, David Hendy’s Public Service Broadcasting
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) and ‘Afterword: Radio Modernisms: Features, Cultures and the BBC, Media History 24, no.
2 (2018): 283-87, https://doi.org/10.1080/13688804.2018.1471591.

26 Maelsheachlainn O Caollai, Tiarnas Culttiir: Craolachdn in Eirinn (Conradh na Gaeilge, 1980).

27 Myles na gCopaleen, Cruiskeen Lawn, Irish Times, 15 December 1944, 3. Hereafter CL.

28 CL 15 December 1944, 3.
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At first, the radio set was a luxury item for those with refined tastes. However,
radio’s transition to a ‘mass’ consumer product was swift and profound. The number
of families that owned a radio set in the USA grew from just 10,000 in 1922 to 27 million
in 1939, out of 32 million families.?* The number of radio listeners in Ireland grew at a
similar pace, although the overall proportion of the population was lower. Luke Gibbons
reports that there were 2,805 licenses held in 1925, and this number increased to 33,083
by 1933.3° Eddie Bohan claims this number was higher: ‘In 1935 the total number of
radio licences in the twenty six counties was 78,627, which equated to one in every
thirty eight citizens over eighteen having a licence. This figure would increase to one
in seventeen by 1939’ — a total of 166,275 licenses across the Free State.>' In terms of
penetration and infrastructure, Irish radio remained far behind the British Broadcasting
Corporation (unlike the BBC, at an early stage most of RE’s license fee revenue was
appropriated by the Irish Exchequer, forcing the station to rely on advertising which
generated a revenue of £22,000 a year by 1933).3

Across Europe, the number of stations grew at the same speed as the number of
listeners and European airwaves were crowded by the 1930s. The tangled politics of
Europe and its proliferation of nations in close proximity led to an inability to stay
within frequency ranges. National broadcasters clashed and overlapped. The experience
of trying to find your station by tuning a set into the successive variety of different
languages and channels was like an encounter with a ‘Modern Tower of Babel,’ just
as the radio editor of An Sgéaluidhe Nuadh/The New Irish Magazine suggested in May
1934.3 In 1936 Rudolf Arnheim describes the ‘wireless war’ over European skies:

The total range of frequencies available for short and long distance extends over
about 1120 kilohertz. To get a good reception which would include the notes in the
upper limits of the human ear, a range of about 10 kilohertz per station would be
necessary. Therefore in Europe, if they did not want to cut each other out, there
would be room for about 112 stations altogether. But in 1933 there were already 235
stations in Europe.3*

29 Robert Hullot-Kentor, ‘Editor’s Introduction, in Theodor Adorno, Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory (Polity,
2008), 5.

30 Luke Gibbons, Transformations in Irish Culture (Field Day 1996), 74.

31 Eddie Bohan, ‘1930’s Irish Radio Analysis - Part Five. It's All About The Money, 16 October 2019, The Irish Broadcast-
ing Hall of Fame, https:/ibhof.blogspot.com/2019/10/1930s-irish-radio-analysis-part-five.html.

32 Bohan, ‘1930’s Irish Radio. The post also gives the license fee (starting at £1 and reduced to 10 shillings in August
1926) and a comparison of expenditures by the BBC which had 30 transmitters by 1930, and 2RN which had just two,
in Dublin and Cork.

3 ‘Developing the Radio Mind, An Sgéaluidhe Nuadh, 44.

34 Rudolf Arnheim, Radio, trans. by Margaret Ludwig and Herbert Read (Faber and Faber, 1936), 236-38. For commentary
on wireless politics during this period, see Rebecca Scales, Radio and the Politics of Sound in Interwar France, 1921-1939
(Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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The jostling of more radio stations than could be accommodated within the band
width permitted by the technology reveals the coming of a new communication
technology as something akin to an elemental force, where the uncoordinated mob
action of aspirant states and individual actors gave rise to a wall of confusion and static.

Distinguishing signal from noise became the subject of international politics as
states had to make the case for a thin slice of silence to enclose their own broadcast
frequencies. Gorham notes how:

Ireland did not fare badly in these negotiations but its wavelengths were frequently
being changed. 2RN began on 390 metres, but after the first few months this was
changed to 398 m. Later in 1926 it changed again to 319 m under the Geneva Plan.
In January 1929 it changed to 411 m., under the Brussels Plan, but this was revised
later in the year by a conference in Prague to 413 m. 6CK opened on 400 m in 1927
butin 1929 it changed to 222 m and later to 224 m. Later years brought more changes
again.»

To make itself heard in the babble over European skies Ireland had only primitive
means compared to the advanced radio infrastructures of the United Kingdom,
Germany and France. O’Nolan, Niall Sheridan, Donagh MacDonagh, Niall Montgo-
mery, and others in the UCD circle were broadcasting from the Dublin studio in Henry
Street, which Gorham describes as ‘three makeshift studios at the top of the General
Post Office, without proper ventilation, air-conditioning or sound insulation’:

Plays in particular were produced in conditions as primitive as they had been in
the earliest days. “Effects” had to be produced in studio by the actors themselves.
Broadcasters of those days can remember speaking a line, then backing away from
the single microphone to rattle teacups whilst the next man spoke his lines. [...]
Gabriel Fallon [...] remembers how on one occasion he wanted to insert music into a
production [...]. He had to get an ordinary gramophone, fix it in the passage outside
the studio, and fade his music in and out by opening and closing the studio door.3

We should note that in the final years of the 1930s, the time that the O’Nolan circle
became involved, Gorham reports that ‘the broadcasting service’s resources were

35 Gorham, Forty Years, 68-69.

36 Gorham, Forty Years, 101-102. Gorham also notes that sometimes these ‘ingenious methods went wrong. There was
an [...] occasion when a play called for the sound of a street musician outside the window, and the producer thought he
would do it by the direct method. He got one of the musicians who then frequented the neighbourhood, stationed him
below the window, and instructed him to go on playing whilst he held the microphone out the window to pick up the
sound. But when the microphone was thrust out the window there was no musician. He had been moved on by a Civic
Guard, and his protests that he was there to broadcast were of no avail.



Harris and LaBine: Flann O'Brien and the Irish ‘Radio-Mind, 1926-1976

being gradually improved, though the additions were piecemeal and altogether
inadequate.’?” Poor conditions in the Henry Street studio placed, by necessity, a central
emphasis on live voices, dialogue and its improvisations (rather than recorded effects
or musical instruments) to deliver effective broadcasts.

Radio had developed from an experience for the wealthy and the avant-garde into
a mass medium during the 1920s and 30s. Radio ownership became more common.
By the 1950s, prices for new radios and gramophones ranged from fifteen to twenty-
five guineas depending on the size and model.3® This pricing starkly contrasts with
earlier decades when buying a radio constituted a major purchase. To encourage
sales at Christmas time, retailers published advertisements in Irish newspapers
and broadcasters aired special Christmas programming. As Catriona Clear writes,
Western People ran an advertisement ‘on 5 December 1936 for a “Radio for Xmas”
(run on battery of course). Not all homes had in-house entertainers, and the seasonal
atmosphere, then as now, was often helped along by broadcasters.’s® However, as
a mass medium of the 1930s it bore some important differences to the radio of the
decades that followed. It was rare to broadcast recorded music in this period. Disc
recording, which enabled broadcasts to be recorded and for those pre-recorded
performances to be broadcast, was only installed at Radio Athlone in November 1936.4°
Performances were therefore invariably live, which has some important implications
for the contemporary approach to — and understanding of — radio.

The early radio broadcast, as Denis Hollier writes, is ‘live’ in the truest sense: ‘the
living word flows from it and expends itself unreservedly.’ The importance of radio
for the imagination of the 1930s lies not in the proliferation of pre-recorded sound

37 Gorham, Forty Years, 104. These experiences undoubtedly influence the framing of audio technology as somewhat rick-
ety in O’Nolan’s novels. For example, the phonograph recording and playback device occupies an important position in
chapter three of An Béal Bocht, when a ‘fear uasal’ (‘gentleman’) from Dublin arrives to record Corca Dorcha Irish using
a ‘gramafon’ and subsequently presents the recording of a pig grunting to great acclaim at a conference of Celticists
in Berlin. Myles na gCopaleen, An Bedl Bocht (Mercier, 1986), 35-37; Flann O’Brien, The Complete Novels (Everyman’s
Library, 2007), 431-433. This joke is technologically-mediated, although by inscription and not by wireless: it is more
possible for us to imagine that this man is recording difficult Irish rather than the grunting of a pig because we can easily
imagine the scratchy, imprecise playback mechanism of a phonograph that makes that absurd conclusion plausible for
the Celticists in Berlin. One potential model for this Celticist collector, Professor Eamonn O Tuathail, was working in the
1920s using a wax-cylinder-based Dictaphone. See Tobias Harris, ‘Brian O'Nolan’s “Tales from Corkadorky” and Sgéalta
Mhuintir Luinigh, Estudios Irlandeses 16 (2021): 95-109. DOI: https:/doi.org/10.24162/E12021-9990.

38 QO’Leary notes that while the price of buying a radio or any other electrical goods outright may have been beyond the
means of the majority of Irish homes, most retailers offered ‘purchase schemes to all customers, making the ability to
acquire electrical goods for the home much easier. Eleanor O’Leary, Youth Popular Culture in 1950s Ireland (Bloomsbury,
2018), 71-72.

3% Catriona Clear, ‘Christmas in Newspapers and Novels in Ireland in the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s," in Christmas and the Irish, A
Miscellany, ed. Salvador Ryan (Wordwell Books, 2023), 170-173.

40 Gorham, Forty Years, 104.

41 Denis Hollier, ‘The Death of Paper: A Radio Play, October 78 (1996): 18.
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via its technical reproduction, a Benjaminian loss of aura, but in the generation of
new forms of live performances. Connections across space, rather than necessarily
across time, allowed access to experiences like symphony concerts; and to people, like
artists, commentators and intellectuals, that could not have existed before wireless
transmission. These are important grounds for the formation of O’Nolan as a mature
writer, who through his entire journalistic career held an intimate connection with his
daily readership. Bohan echoes this point:

People began to speak about presenters in the same way they would talk about a
family member even though they would never actually cross paths. Presenters were
becoming household names [...] Listeners across the length and breadth of the
country were able to hear the same music, talk or news at the same time as every-
one else. The advertisement of products was now a national endeavour rather than
a local necessity. Radio became a shared experience with people they would never
meet. There was no need to leave the house to be entertained. No need to go to the
theatre as 2RN broadcast plays, no need for vaudeville as comedians embraced the
new medium and the musical hall came to your living room rather than the need to
travel or pay an admission fee.*

This mistaken sense of intimacy with the broadcast voice finds singular expression
in ‘!/CEOL!’ In this short story, the narrator is driven mad by ‘Annie Laurie’
constantly playing on the wireless because he is unable to distinguish between
wireless transmissions of people and their corporeal equivalents.4 O’Nolan’s widely
published 1941 essay, ‘These Dance Halls,’ which explored jazz and the new culture
of dance halls spreading across Ireland for The Bell, observes that ‘a dance is regarded
as successful according to the distance the band has to travel’ and that a band can
only be regarded as ‘good’ if they ‘have “own electric amplification” but may lack
a piano’.%4 This piece can be read as a radio-inflected text capturing what O’Nolan
called the ‘general social change that is bound up with altering conditions of living
and working’ epitomised by the wireless cultural moment in Ireland.45

42 Bohan, ‘1930’s Irish Radio.

43 O'Brien, Myles Before Myles, 173-175. For further discussion of 1CEOL! see LaBine, ‘Brian O’Nolan and the Radio;
10-14; and also Zan Cammack, ‘Sonic Materiality in Brian O’Nolan’s Fiction, The Parish Review: Journal of Flann O’Brien
Studies 9, no. 1 (2025): 11-14. DOI: https:/doi.org/10.16995/pr.23048. In his 15 December 1944 Cruiskeen Lawn
column on a Radio Eireann concert series, O’Nolan stresses that he is dissatisfied ‘with the printed programme that
is circulated at these concerts. The word ceol is consistently misspelt, though | drew attention to this matter at least a
year ago. The comment is a potential gloss on the drunken Irish spelling of music in O’Nolan’s ICEOL! story. See CL, 15
December 1944, 3; and also Tobias W. Harris and Joseph LaBine, ‘Drink-Music: The ‘6" in Brian Ua Nuallain’s 1CEOLY
(1932), The Parish Review: Journal of Flann O’Brien Studies 7, no. 1 (2023): 1-6. DOI: https://doi.org/10.16995/pr.10521.

4 O'Brien, Myles Before Myles, 245.

4> O'Brien, Myles Before Myles, 241.
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The form and content of early radio was determined, to some extent, by commercial
considerations. In the case of Irish radio, the funding structure left it dependent on
advertising after 1932, when the Irish Exchequer seized the radio import duties that had
made up a third of 2RN’s funding mix. This made it reliant on an advertising slot each
evening. Of these Sponsored Programmes, Luke Gibbons has claimed businesses were
‘extremely reluctant to sponsor programmes which catered for “minority” interests
such as classical music and the Irish language, and looked instead to a popular formula
of jazz, tin-pan alley and swing music to sell their wares.’4¢ Gibbons also notes that
later in the 1930s Irish radio began to treat British listeners as a lucrative market.

Youth comprised an outlier radio demographic. As Eleanor O’Leary has argued,
outside dancehalls and ballrooms, young people primarily experienced music through
radio and records:

Radio Eireann did not provide individual programming aimed at teenagers,
although they did interview some [...] jazz stars who visited Ireland or produced
one-off music shows [...]. The radio station that catered mainly to teenage tastes
and was available on the airwaves in Ireland was Radio Luxembourg. A poll of
Dublin radio listeners, conducted in 1953 on behalf of Radio Luxembourg, indicated
that a higher percentage of people listened to Radio Luxembourg on a regular basis
than those who tuned into Radio Eireann or the BBC radio service.*’

The mass experience of radio attracted attention from commentators as a cultural
opportunity or a threat. 0’Leary has noted how Sean O Faolain suggested in 1953 that
‘light entertainment radio shows should be interrupted with at least fifteen minutes
of adult education programming and then it could be “on with the fun again.” He also
objected to the establishment of a national broadcasting station and other “low” forms
of entertainment.’4® O’Leary shows that many writers of the period, Gorham included,
had reservations about the Americanisation of Irish entertainment and art, and while
‘national broadcasters like Radio Eireann and the BBC attempted to limit access
to popular music and culture by only broadcasting it as a small part of their overall
entertainment schedule, teenagers gained access through radio stations available on
other frequencies, such as Radio Luxembourg and American Armed Forces Radio.’4

Writing for the ‘Radio-Mind’: On-air and in Print Media
Radio as a means of cultural transmission, a mass media object and a striking new
experience of form, where many narrative voices became tangled together and many

46 Luke Gibbons, Transformations in Irish Culture (Cork University Press and Field Day, 1996), 74-75.
47 Eleanor O’Leary, Youth Popular Culture in 1950s Ireland (Bloomsbury, 2018), 70-71.

48 Q'Leary, Youth Popular Culture, 60.

49 O'Leary, Youth Popular Culture, 61-62.
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genres jammed up next to each other, led to new forms of written expression in the first
half of the twentieth century. One key example is Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf (1927),
which was first translated into English in 1929 and contains a description of Mozart
exhibiting a wireless that is redolent both of ‘/CEOL!” and MacCruiskeen’s mangle in
The Third Policeman:

to my indescribable astonishment and horror, the devilish tin trumpet spat out,
without more ado, a mixture of bronchial slime and chewed rubber; that noise that
owners of gramophones and radios have agreed to call music. And behind the slime
and the croaking there was, sure enough, like an old master beneath a layer of dirt,
the noble outline of that divine music. I could distinguish the majestic structure and
the deep wide breath and the full broad bowing of the strings. [...]

How the weird man laughed! And what a cold and eerie laugh! It was noiseless
and yet everything was shattered by it. He marked my torment with deep satisfaction
while he bent over the cursed screws and attended to the tin trumpet. Laughing still,
he let the distorted, the murdered and murderous music ooze out and on.>°

Hesse focuses on distortion as a formal element. Once transmitted, familiar music
performances become horrific due to technological reproduction and yet still transcend
the limitations of the radio medium. O’Nolan seems to agree with the idea that
orchestral performance can maintain its beauty through the transmission process and
nevertheless still suffer from bad production or broadcasting practices — like talking
over the symphony. In a 23 July 1947 Cruiskeen Lawn column, Myles compliments the
musical performance presented by Radio Eireann but complains that it is marred by the
carelessness of the presenters, joking that Radio Eireann’s style of broadcasting is so
egregious that its worthy of making the 6.30 News: ‘Radio Eireann Symphony Orchestra
[...] Followed up by the usual radio carelessness—the result was not included in the 6.30
News.’s* Hesse closes the scene about the wireless set with Mozart’s theory by noting
that when ‘you listen to radio you are a witness of the everlasting war between idea and
appearance, between time and eternity, between the human and the divine.’>

The advent of modern radio changed Irish writing practices. This new technological
framing prompted references throughout 1934-1935 to the emerging ‘Radio-Mind,’
the importance of ‘Aerial’ infrastructure in Ireland and ‘Irish broadcasting,” and ‘The
Modern Tower of Babel,’ along with instructions on how to purchase and calibrate
wireless sets in the new popular radio editorial featured in An Sgéaluidhe Nuadh/

50 Herman Hesse, Steppenwolf, trans. Basil Creighton, ed. Joseph Mileck (Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966), 212.
51 CL, 23 July 1947, 4.
52 Hesse, Steppenwolf, 213.
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The New Irish Magazine.>* This ‘Radio-Mind’ in turn prompted new approaches to
the business of writing in Ireland. Writing for radio would eventually entail pitching
material to civil service staff. For instance, the Irish poet Roibedrd O Farachain
(Robert Farren, 1909—-1984) was very likely the ‘Talks Officer’ that O’Nolan dealt with
in February-March 1940 when ‘John Duffy’s Brother’ (1940) was accepted by Radio
Eireann and presented on air.>* According to a 19 February 1940 letter from the Talks
Officer, O’Nolan received a fee of £3:3 for the ‘broadcast of John Duffy’s Brother,” and
it was ‘read on air from 8:50—9:05 pm, sandwiched between “Friday Orchestral Hour”
and Stella Seaver playing accordion on 15 March 1940.’55 For O’Nolan, writing for radio
as Flann O’Brien entailed setting aside his regular office work in the Department of
Local Government and Health while still directing his spare time literary activities
back into the civil service structure, albeit to the Department of Posts and Telegraphs.

Exploring the conditions in which radio broadcasts were delivered live on air helps
us to understand the creative and critical activities of O’Nolan’s circle as they shifted
their focus from producing a magazine such as Blather to producing radio. In one sense
these radio collaborations were an extension of O’Nolan’s private friendships; while in
another, broader sense, they were part of an engaged, highly literate Irish response to
the radio medium.

In O’Nolan’s oeuvre, the primacy of voice flows through the montage patterning
of At Swim-Two-Birds and Cruiskeen Lawn. Both may be seen as a product of the lived
experience of live radio technology. The disembodied voices of the Good Fairy in At
Swim-Two-Birds and Joe in The Third Policeman, for example, recall the capabilities
(and potentialities) of radio broadcasting. Adorno’s Current of Music is illuminating here
with its focus on (1) the phenomenology of the radio listener, (2) the physiognomics
of radio itself: physics, sound, the abolishment of the original, the mechanics of how
sound is embedded, and (3) the overlap between authoritarianism and entertainment
as part of the intimacy of radio. At Swim-Two-Birds aestheticizes this overlap between

53 See various issues of An Sgéulaidhe Nuadh/The New Irish Magazine throughout 1934-1935: ‘Developing the Radio Mind’
1, no.1 (1934): 43-44; ‘The Importance of Aerial’ 1, no. 2 (1934): 41, 53; ‘What’s Wrong with Irish Broadcasting?’ 1,
no. 3 (1934): 38, 55; ‘What does the Public Want?' 1, no. 4 (1934): 45; ‘Look to your Earth’ 1, no. 5 (1934): 49-50; ‘The
Modern Tower of Babel’ 1, no. 6 (1934): 49-50, 53; ‘Ireland Speaks at Geneva but Babbles at Home' 1, no. 8 (1934):
49-50, 53; and ‘The Calibration of Modern Receivers’ 1, no. 9 (1935): 45, n.p..

5+ O Farachain eventually became a director of broadcasting at RTE. His essay for Written on the Wind is one of the
most informative memoirs about working for radio within the civil service and outlines the nascent stages of Irish
radio bureaucracy. See Roibeard O Farachain, Written on the Wind: Personal Memories of Irish Radio, 1926-76, ed. Louis
McRedmond (RTE, 1976), 29-50.

5 The signature on the typed letter, dated 19 February 1940, from the Talks Officer to ‘Brian O’'Nuallain’ is unclear, but
the text indicates the date of the broadcast as ‘15 March. ‘Fee of £3:3’ is handwritten below in what may be O’Nolan’s
handwriting. ‘Correspondence to Brian O’Nolan, Flann O'Brien Papers, John J. Burns Library, Boston College. See ‘John
Duffy’s Brother, by Flann O’Brien, The Derry Journal, 15 March 1940, 3; and LaBine, ‘Brian O’Nolan and the Radio, 8.
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authoritarianism and entertainment in radio as part of the comic potential of the
disembodied voice, what Joseph Brooker has productively called ‘montage,” and Paul
Fagan has cited as an aspect of the disembodied voice across O’Nolan’s oeuvre.>¢ Adorno
writes:

When a private person in a private room is subjected to a public utility mediated by
a loudspeaker, his response takes on aspects of a response to an authoritarian voice
even if the content of that voice or the speaker to whom the individual is listening
has no authoritarian features whatsoever.>”

A comparison between Adorno’s themes and O’Nolan’s early work reveals that he was
notawriterwhoalsowrote forradioinan opportunisticway, but rather that,asamember
of the Irish ready-made School, his writing is reshaped by radio-consciousness.>
Adorno notes an early phase of radio ‘haunting’ listeners by doubling or pluralising
people, which he identified in the 1931 ‘Spooks in Radio’ article by Giinther Stern. This
effect is registered in the account of a rural listener driven into a murderous rage by the
radio apparitions he encounters in ‘/CEOL!.’5

The merging of the figure of the writer and entertainer with the authoritarian
personality engendered in the private context of radio listening and reading is clear
in Blather as well. This authoritarian stance likewise informs Blather’s relationship to
radio. The author-dictator is also a central motif in At Swim. Adorno’s point that any
entertainer can seem like a dictator on the radio concretizes the rise of the dictator as
a radio personality, and the dictator-author in At Swim can be seen as a translation of
that radio consciousness into the novel.

In turn, the appreciation of the impact of radio aesthetics on O’Nolan’s work for
print presents new opportunities for close reading and re-engaging his radio plays.
This is particularly the case for Something in the Air: A Drama of the Skies, and many of
the adaptations of O’Nolan’s work for radio such as H.L. Morrow’s adaptations of his

56 Paul Fagan, ‘Voices Off: Brian O’Nolan, Posthumanism and Cinematic Disembodiment, in Acting Out: Flann O’Brien, ed.
Paul Fagan and Dieter Fuchs (Cork University Press, 2020), 211-229.

57 Adorno, Current of Music, 70. The resonances that Adorno’s cultural critiques share with O’Nolan’s fiction have been
outlined in a special issue of The Parish Review dedicated to the ‘Flannkfurt School, and especially by Tobias W. Harris
in his essay on Karl Kraus. Harris notes that Kraus is a significant precursor to Adorno in respect to mass media. He
argues that Myles na gCopaleen’s speculation on the Irish-American produced Gallup polls coincides with Adorno’s
description of the human personality in the world of Hollywood movies based on technical standardization, where per-
sonality traits can be ‘manufactured like Yale locks. See Tobias Harris, ‘The Catastrophe of Cliché: Karl Kraus, Cruiskeen
Lawn, and the Culture Industry, The Parish Review: Journal of Flann O’Brien Studies 3, no. 2 (2016): 7-20. DOI: https:/
doi.org/10.16995/pr.3188.

58 Harris, ‘Karl Kraus, 9-11.

59 Harris and LaBine, ‘Drink-Music, 1-6.
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theatre plays for Irish radio, because their connection to radio as an informing context
is obvious.®°

Scholars should also pay attention to the nuances and differences between
novelistic fictionality and radiophonic fictionality. Radio programmes and stories
published in magazines and books offer different mediations of ‘reality’ and distinct
sorts of meta/fictionality. Adorno’s concept of the loss of the category of the original is
convincing in this regard. What he sees as the emergence of the category of ‘ubiquity-
standardization,’ which derives from the technical nature of radio broadcasts, informs
O’Nolan’s early writing focused on standardisation: all-purpose speeches, readymade
novels, interchangeable characters, and his overall montage aesthetic.®® Many of
these conventions echo Adorno’s concept of ‘dial twirlers’ and ‘fan mail’ writers as
descriptions that metaphorise the subject’s pursuit of pleasure and feelings of control
within the ubiquity-standardization paradigm. O’Nolan’sliterary characters attempt to
express themselves within a pre-determined assemblage of possibilities. Notably, the
way the stock characters in At Swim silence Finn and summon up Jem Casey thematises
dial-twirling behaviour. Irish radio featured both sorts of material (work in the Finn
canon and ‘A Pint of Plain’), and the text therefore mediates between limited choices
available to the characters in the novel.

Writing about Radio: The Mark left by Radio Programmes on Late Irish Modernism

The influence of wireless and this new radio awareness in Ireland made a lasting
impression on many Irish writers. For example, the works of Mairtin O Cadhain and
James Joyce also exhibit the characteristics of literary work shaped by an emerging
Irish Radio-Mind. Declan Kiberd has argued that O Cadhain’s Cré na Cille (1949) mimics
the form of a radio play by pitching the characters’ voices over the narrator.®> This
effect is borne out in the text by O Cadhain’s references to radio in the list of speaker
events given in Interlude 7, ‘We’ll have debates regularly, lectures, soirées, Question
Time, Symposium, a Prestigious Periodical, Colloquium, Discussion, Summer School,
Weekends, and Information Please for the Half-Guinea Regions.’® In the original,

6

S

In “Information, Please”: Brian O’Nolan and the Radio, LaBine argues that the rest of O’Nolan’s writing, his novels, his
short stories, etc., are (re)shaped by radio-consciousness. Paul Fagan has published ground-breaking work on radio
adaptations of O’Nolan’s writing. See Paul Fagan, ‘Productions and Adaptations of Brian O’'Nolan’s Works for Stage,
Radio, Screen, in Flann O’Brien, Acting Out, ed. Paul Fagan and Dieter Fuchs (Cork University Press, 2022), 321-352.
As addressed in Joseph Brooker's presentation on ‘Montage’ delivered on Zoom during the Radio Myles Symposium,
1 April 2023.

Declan Kiberd, Irish Classics (Harvard University Press, 2001), 574.

Mairtin O Cadhain, Graveyard Clay, trans. Liam Mac Con lomaire and Tim Robinson (Yale University Press,
2016), 202-203.
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O Cadhain refers to broadcasting information, and translates the English titles of the
radio programmes such as ‘Question Time’ literally:

Féachfaidh muid le faisnéis a chraobh-scaoileadh faoi ghnéithe eile den tsaol—
gnéithe coimhthiocha go sonrach — agus dha réir sin tuiscint a thabhairt do dhaoine
agus do dhreamannai ar leith de na daoine ar a chéile. Beidh difospoireachtai againn
go féiltitil, 1éachtai, soirées, Trath Ceist, Symposium, Tréimhseachdn Teann,
Colloquium, Caibidil, Scoil Shamhraidh, Deiri Seachtaine, agus Faisnéis Mas E Do
Thoil E do Chriocha na Leathghine.’¢

Similarly, James Connor has claimed radio to be the key context for Finnegans Wake,
as the experience of radio listening is central to the text. It is full of interference
and static, and the blurring of identities (Hesse’s ooze-like distortion) that early
broadcasting entails. Connor argues that in some passages the main character HCE is
a radio set.® Radio provided a practical bridge to Ireland for Joyce as well as a source
of figurative inspiration during the completion of Finnegans Wake. Jane Lewty points
out that the best months of the year to receive 2RN’s long wave radio frequencies
were March and April, for lack of ionisation in the atmosphere and notes that ‘the
apparent date of the Wake is March 21 and 22’ and the year is ‘estimated as 1938.7¢¢
Joseph Brooker discusses the significance of radio broadcasting to Joyce suggested by
Constantine Curran’s memoir, James Joyce Remembered, in which Curran claims that on
Wednesday, 2 February 1938, a selection of Joyce’s works were read on a Radio Eireann
broadcast marking Joyce’s 56 birthday.®” Brooker notes that ‘the Joyce family and
entourage (including Samuel Beckett) all tuned in, before going on to further birthday
celebrations.’®® While radio broadcasts from Dublin formed Joyce’s link to Ireland,
O’Nolan similarly depicts listening to Radio Paris in the Gaeltacht. In ‘/CEOL!,’ a
Northamptonshire station based in Daventry is heard on one side of a neighbourhood
in Ireland, while ‘Radio Paris [is] steering the revelry on the other.’

The radio activities of O’Nolan’s friends do not evince his commitment to radio.
He made only a handful of on-air appearances, whereas some of his close friends, like

64 Mairtin O Cadhain, Cré na Cille (An Gam, 1967), 287-288.

6> James A. Connor, ‘Radio Free Joyce: “Wake” Language and the Experience of Radio, James Joyce Quarterly 31, no. 1
(1993): 831. Available at https:/www.jstor.org/stable/25515771.

% Jane Lewty, Joyce and Radio, in A Companion to James Joyce, ed. Richard Brown, (Blackwell Publishing, 2017), 399.

¢7 Joseph Brooker, ‘Note: Contexts from Constantine Curran, The Parish Review: Journal of Flann O’Brien Studies 5, no. 1
(2021): 1-6. DOI: https://doi.org/10.16995/pr.3385.

¢ Brooker, ‘Note, 2.

¢ Brian O Nualldin, ‘The Tale of the Drunkard: Music!! trans. Jack Fennell in The Short Fiction of Flann O’Brien, eds. Neil
Murphy and Keith Hopper (Dalkey Archive Press, 2013), 36.
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Niall Sheridan for instance, had wide-ranging involvement in Radio Eireann and RTE.
The central problem is that we know so little about O’Nolan’s on-air appearances.
For example, in his 1976 essay on presenting ballads on radio, Benedict Kiely recalls
‘a discussion programme, involving Myles and Anthony Cronin and myself and some
others, that ended abruptly in comedy or disaster —depending on how you view
such things’ and stated that this program must be ‘written about after another fifty
years.’7° Sadly, waiting this length of time has ensured we know little about O’Nolan’s
involvement in radio. Kiely’s description of his book review programme appears to
match the listing for the show O’Nolan was involved with in 1935:

For the course of its brief and hapless life the programme was called ‘Bookman’s
Round Table.” The idea was that two people who were supposed to be literary dis-
cussed an author, and the chairman did whatever a chairman is supposed to do in
such circumstances. (All life in Ireland, as a lady I know says, is a supposition.)”

Kiely remembers a particular broadcast when the chair announced ‘he knew damn all
about Canon Sheehan but that the plain people of Ireland (he was not Brian O’Nolan),
if they cared to listen, could hear all about him from his (the chairman’s) learned
friends.’7

Scholars are left with an aching question: what is different about O’Nolan’s view
and his use of the radio medium? It is not a simple matter of radio influence. Radio was
important to O’Nolan and his circle’s aesthetic agendas, but it is difficult to gauge the
full extent of radio’s impact on O’Nolan’s circle and Irish writing generally.

Radio brought about radical technological change, as we have seen. Radio work
was often tied to financial opportunities for struggling writers, and it is not apparent
that the circle were only motivated by aesthetic ideals in their radio activities. Money
is one of Donagh MacDonagh’s motivations in his letter to Montgomery about selling
aborted radio talks to the New Yorker, for instance.” It is difficult to do much more than
speculate about O’Nolan’s view of the radio medium outside of the Blather article and his
Cruiskeen Lawn columns about quiz programmes like ‘Question Time’ and ‘Information
Please.” But as a technology-inflected interpretive context, the pervasiveness of radio
in Ireland is undeniable during O’Nolan’s most prolific period, and we have argued that
radio technology acted as an enclosing form on this period.

70 Kiely, Written on the Wind, 86.
7 Kiely, Written on the Wind, 84.
72 Kiely, Written on the Wind, 85.
73 LaBine, ‘Brian O’Nolan and the Radio, 5.
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