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In January 1985, shortly after his retirement from the Department of Irish Folklore, University
College Dublin, Caoimhín Ó Danachair – or Kevin Danaher, as he was more widely known – formally
presented the extensive collection of photographs amassed by him to the Department. They now
form part of the National Folklore Collection at UCD, which includes the large archive of tradition
assembled by the Irish Folklore Commission (1935-70), of which Caoimhín was a member of staff
from shortly after its inception.
In 1934, he began collecting folklore in his native Athea, Co. Limerick on behalf of the Irish
Folklore Institute (1930-35), and in 1935, while still a student of archaeology in UCD, the Director of
the National Museum of Ireland, Adolf Mahr, recommended to him that he accompany the
experienced Swedish ethnologist Åke Campbell on a field trip to Galway and Mayo. Campbell and a
fellow Swede, Albert Nilsson, had been invited by the Commission to conduct ethnological field
work in Ireland in the summer of that year. This was part of a strategy to train Commission staff in
field work, archival and classification methods lately developed by Swedish folklorists. The
experience profoundly influenced the course of Caoimhín’s career, leading him to devote much of
his subsequent research to the study of
vernacular architecture, a subject in which
Campbell excelled.
Following his graduation in 1937, Caoimhín
spent time as a Humboldt scholar at the
universities of Berlin and Leipzig where he
acquired a deeper understanding of the
related fields of folklore and folklife. He was
compelled to return home in 1939,
however, as Europe braced itself for war.

Figure 1: The collector Seosamh Ó Dálaigh (l) and Caoimhín Ó
Danachair, bearing a 16mm Kodak cine camera and
telescopic stand, Dún Chaoin, Co. Kerry, 1946. Caoimhín
photographed and filmed the great storyteller Peig Sayers in
the course of this field trip.
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In 1940 he was appointed ‘material culture specialist’ to the Irish Folklore Commission, but
his appointment was interrupted when he was called to serve in the Irish army, where he spent the
next five years serving as an artillery instructor at the Curragh Barracks. He did, however, find time
in the war years to research and write his MA thesis on Irish vernacular architecture. At war’s end
he returned to the Commission, and in 1946 commenced a programme of intensive field recording
and photography that would take him to many parts of Ireland recording speakers, singers and
musicians, especially in Gaeltacht districts of the south and west.

Figure 2: One of a series of photographs of Rathnew village, county Wicklow, taken by Caoimhín Ó Danachair
in 1935 (see here for more).

Ó Danachair displayed exceptional technical ability from early in his career, attributes that
were developed and expanded during the war years. Before the introduction of ‘reel-to-reel’
magnetic tape recording devices, he mastered the challenge of sound recording to a range of
technically difficult media such as gramophone and lacquer disks. However, photography was a skill
in which he was particularly well versed: his father, William Danaher, was also a keen photographer
who put together a fine collection of glass plate images of domestic life on the family farm in
Rathkeale in the period 1904-1932. Ó Danachair began to employ his photographic skills as early as
1935, when he compiled a visual record of the archaic village settlement at Rathnew, Co. Wicklow,
and published a short account of his observations on the village layout and construction of the
houses in Béaloideas, the journal of the Folklore of Ireland Society.
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Writing in 1977, Caoimhín articulated succinctly the purpose of assembling “a body of visual
material” in the context of the work of the Commission and its successors:
1. To preserve the visual characteristics of the tradition
2. To provide illustrations for the audial and written materials
3. To provide teaching materials
The visual material comprised primarily photographs, but also drawings and cinematographic
media. He singled out film transparencies, or diapositives, as an important medium for capturing
vernacular features and portraits of people, but noted ruefully that from 1951 the Commission had
discouraged investment in colour photography due to its cost. As a consequence the vast bulk of the
20,000 or more photographs made by him consist of black and white negatives. Ó Danachair,
however, maximised the materials and equipment at his disposal. For much of his career, the
cameras most frequently used by him in the field were a large format Hasselblad and a precious
35mm SLR Leica he had acquired while in Germany in the late 1930s. He used both formats to good
effect, the smaller Leica proving ideal for capturing close-up details of objects, or for example
internal roof structures and other construction features. And while his eye was trained at all times
on the cultural landscape, he took care to compile portraits of a great many of the storytellers and
other informants he recorded in the period 1946-1955.
His abiding interest in vernacular architecture is a feature of the large collection of
photographs he has bequeathed to us. Many of these images were recorded at a time when older
indigenous forms were still in evidence – from the thatched ‘mansion’ of the strong farmer to the
tiny single-roomed bothán scóir of the farm labourer. Ancient, even archaic construction methods –
such as semi-underground habitations or sod wall construction – are recorded by his trained eye. He
also endeavoured to record rare, indigenous farming and craft processes – see for instance his
instructive series of images from 1950 of the Wicklow basketmaker, Nicholas Hilliard, making
baskets from a mix of split timber and willow rods; the noted potter, Paddy Murphy of Carley’s
Bridge, Co. Wexford at work in 1947; or the delightful and informative series of images of
bread-making from Dún Chaoin, Co. Kerry, produced in the same year. More than 3,000 of his
photographs can be seen on www.duchas.ie, and as part of this focus on his work, a further batch of
more than 200 images has been digitized and added to the site.
In his writings and in the fruits of his valuable field work, Caoimhín Ó Danachair contributed
enormously to the work of the Irish Folklore Commission and its successors. In the 20,000-plus still
images generated by him in a career spanning fifty years of field work, research, lecturing and
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broadcasting at home and abroad, Ó Danachair has arguably contributed more than any other
scholar or field worker to visualizing and interpreting Ireland’s material culture.
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Department of Irish Folklore students measuring a ruined house at Carrownaglogh, Co. Mayo
(1975) A015.03.00076
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House of Mr. Madigan, Cross, Kilkee, Co. Clare (1964) A015.19.00774
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Houses at Lúch, Co. Clare (1950) A015.19.00981

Haystack at Port, Co. Donegal (1949) A015.29.00156
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Granite cutter, Glencullen, Co. Dublin (1962) A017.06.00004
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Wattle door construction, Glanmore, Co. Kerry (undated) A017.18.00002
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Young and old, Glanmore, Co. Kerry (undated) A017.18.00016

Wattle door construction, Glanmore, Co. Kerry (undated) A017.18.00024
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House building as part of Glencolumbkille scheme, Co. Donegal (1967) A017.29.00002
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House interior, Ballyhorgan, Co. Kerry (1969) A020.18.00011
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Interior of Fitz’s, Gortnagross, Co. Limerick (undated) A026.21.00001
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Children looking out, Cliffs of Moher, Co. Clare (1964) A031.19.00007
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Untouched fairy fort in cutaway bog, Glenamoy, Co. Mayo (1952) A060.03.00031

Roadside cairn, Rossport, Co. Mayo (1952) A068.03.00003
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Bullán stone, Inishcaltra, Co. Clare (1972) A060.19.00004
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St. Ann’s Well, Clontarf, Co. Dublin (undated) F024.06.00003

Holy well at Clonenagh, Co. Laois. Close-up showing votive offering of coins embedded in a tree
growing beside the well (1967) F024.12.00005
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Woman by the hearth at Kiltullagh, Co. Galway (undated) A021.01.00028
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Megaliths, Saint Molaga's Bed, Co. Cork (1953) A060.20.00001

House at Gorumna, Co. Galway (1962) A015.01.00361
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