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CELTIC KITSCH: 

IRISH-AMERICA AND IRISH MATERIAL 

CULTURE 

There is a thriving trade in Ireland in the production of artefacts for the American 

tourist. Here Stephanie Rains interprets the phenomenon. 

Introduction: souvenirs and kitsch 

Along with visiting sites (and sights) of interest or enter 

tainment, one of the principal activities of tourist practice 

is also the purchasing of souvenirs, mementos and other 

forms of material culture from the country or region 

being visited. The cultural meaning and value of 

souvenirs, in their broadest definition, has long been 

contested. As with other tourist practices, the central issue 

of debate has tended to that of authenticity, or the 

presumed lack of it. This article is a consideration of the 

ways in which Irish material culture is presented to 

tourists, and the ways in which it acts as a memento of 

their tourist experience. The article focuses upon the 

particular relationship between Irish-American visitors to 

Ireland and souvenirs, in an effort to explore the particu 

lar dynamic between a diaspora with cultural connections 

to Ireland and the material culture of tourism which is 

available to them as an expression of these cultural 

connections. 

In one of the few scholarly assessments of Irish-American 

consumption of such commodities, David Lloyd has 

argued that not only are the material symbols of any 

nationalism fated to acquire the properties of kitsch, but 

that this is particularly true of nationally or ethnically 

symbolic objects circulated within the diaspora. This 

occurs, he argues, because by its very nature nationalism 

requires its material objects, which are themselves most 

likely to be associated with nonstandardised folk produc 

tion, to become standardised and 'familiar' precisely in 

order to perform their nationalist function of 

"... represent [ing] a whole that is often yet to be consti 

tuted." Therefore, he continues, 

...a considerable degree of stylistic uniformity, a 

simulacrum of the anonymity of folk' artefacts, is 

indispensable to the project; stylistic idiosyncracy 

would be counter-productive; stylisation is of the 

essence.1 

When this nineteenth-century process of stylisation 

evolves into twentieth-century mass production and, 

crucially for the diaspora, global distribution, it therefore 

becomes linked to the indexes of kitsch and inauthenticity 
most commonly associated with tourist objects. 

Following on from Lloyd's position, therefore, it can be 

argued that the extent to which the Irish material culture 

consumed by Irish-America does indeed constitute kitsch, 

and the implications this may have for its 'authenticity', is 

not the significant debate. Rather, what is required is a 

more sensitive analysis of the contexts in which kitsch 

manifests itself, both in the objects themselves as well as 

the processes by which they are consumed. 

Material culture and mobility 

In an analysis of precisely these processes by which kitsch 

is produced and recognised within the circulation of 

material culture, Jukka Gronow has argued that 

The impression of kitsch is, however, often simply 

created by the fact that the models in question have 

been removed from their original context... it is only 

relatively few products that act as status symbols at 

any given time.2 

For diasporic consumers of homeland culture, not only 

are the objects in question likely to be out of time, but 
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also, crucially, out of place. What this recognition points 

towards, then, for Irish-American consumption of Irish 

material, is a double exclusion from the status of 'authen 

ticity', manifested through both the objects themselves and 

the context in which they are produced. 

Firstly, the objects require the levels of familiarity and 

stylisation described by Lloyd. Just as nineteenth-century 

nationalist objects required this process of standardisation 

in order to represent an as yet unconstituted nation, so 

twentieth-century tourist and diaspora objects require the 

same high degree of stylisation in order to function as 

representative figurations of a culture that is otherwise 

distant or unknown. If they are to operate as markers of 

ethnic identity in a multi-ethnic society, as well as, in the 

case of tourist objects, embody fully the touristic memory 

of a visit to Ireland, they must display their markers of 

both ethnicity and experience vividly and in such a way 

that they will be recognisable with a minimum of cultural 

'work' or prior knowledge on the part of consumers. And 

it is through this process of the standardised representa 

tion of Irish ethnicity that these objects become situated 

as kitsch according to standard rules of taste and aesthet 

ics. 

Secondly, for diasporic consumption of Irish material 

goods, the very context in which they are consumed 

contributes to their marking as kitsch and inauthentic. 

Following Gronow's argument that kitsch is created 

through the consumption of goods out of their original or 

suggested context, then the consumption of Irish culture 

outside of Ireland, as the diaspora must do, is always 

already an act of kitsch-consumption or even creation. 

Further evidence that it is the mobility of the material 

culture consumed by the diaspora which renders it 

inauthentic according to the aesthetic hierarchies of more 

fixed cultures is indicated in more general theorising 

about tourist art and objects. Celia Lury, discussing the 

objects of travel, attempts a schema of such materials in 

which they may be approximately assigned to one of three 

categories: the traveller-object, the tourist-object or the 
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Waterford Wedgewood: Newgrange clock; courtesy Waterford Wedgewood 

tripper-object. Within this schema, traveller-objects retain 

the highest level of cultural status, predominantly through 

their ".. .ability to signify their meaning immanently, most 

commonly by an indexical reference to their 'original' 

dwelling...Significantly, traveller-objects do not necessar 

ily have to move to acquire their status as such - 
indeed, 

typically, they stay still, although their images frequently 

move." By contrast, tripper-objects are those of the lowest 

cultural status, where ".. .while the object may have 

'personal', 'sentimental' meaning in its final resting place, 

this is a meaning which is not deemed intrinsic to the 

object and, thus, is not publicly valued." Between these 

two extremes lies the tourist-object, which ".. .may be 

identified as such by their (putative) place of origin, by 
their medium of distribution, or by their marketing 

- in 

each case, what is important is their self-conscious 

location in mobility."3 

While Lury points out that this schema must not be 

applied too deterministically to specific objects of travel, it 

nevertheless provides a useful method by which to assess 

diasporic consumption of such objects. For by its very 

nature, diasporic material culture must, above all else, be 

mobile. This therefore involves its consumption not only 

'out of context', thus increasing the likelihood of its classi 

fication as kitsch, but also in highly standardised forms, 

given its 'self-conscious location in mobility', and the need 

to identify its cultural meanings across wide geographical 

and social areas. 

One of the most important aspects of contemporary 

diaspora consumption of such material is its relationship 

to the largely non-commodified consumption patterns of 

previous generations. Many of the objects most commonly 

acquired by the late-twentieth-century diaspora mirror 

those which would previously have been transferred 

through inheritance practices; most frequently, domestic 

items which, in the 'original', would now be classified as 

Irish heirlooms within an Irish-American family. Reginald 

Byron, in his sociological surveying of a large Irish 

American population in Albany, New York, noted that the 

possession of material objects brought from Ireland by 
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first-generation ancestors was statistically unlikely for 

most later-generation Irish-Americans, due simply to the 

ratio of such objects to ever-increasing families4. 

Byron noted, however, that the majority of those he 

surveyed who had visited Ireland (approximately 60% of 

the sample group) had brought back souvenirs with 

'specific associations' with Ireland, and he describes these 

as 

...the material mnemonics of past generations, 

though they might not be more than a few years old 

and might have been bought in a Dublin depart 
ment store, the duty-free shop at Shannon, or even 

in an Irish curio shop in Albany.5 

A striking feature of many of the categories of souvenir he 

discusses is their origin in older craft or folk production 

processes such as linen and other fabrics, pottery and 

glass, and traditional sporting or musical artefacts. 

The underlying representations of Ireland favoured by 

Irish-Americans in their acquisition of material culture are 

therefore interestingly revealed by an analysis of these 

categories of object, as well as the ways in which they are 

marketed to this sector. 

Kitsch and cultural history 

Consumption has always occupied a central position in 

the global tourist industry, and the promotion of Ireland 

has proved no exception. One of the earliest examples of 

consumption-orientated promotion of Ireland is Crystal 

clear, which is framed as an informative film about the 

Waterford Glass factory, and narrated by Eamonn 

Andrews.6 It adopts a documentary tone, following the 

lengthy production process of the glass from beginning to 

end, accompanied by shots of the foundry workers and 

the furnaces. The voice-over, however, not only includes 

information regarding the process of glass production, but 

also stresses the unique qualities of the Waterford 

products in terms which are revealing of the market 
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position Irish consumer goods as a whole were attempting 

to occupy in the tourist industry. After explaining the 

Waterford factory's long history, the narration goes on to 

emphasise the difference between these Irish glass 

products and those the consumer might find in other 

locations. After a detailed representation of the long-estab 

lished and complex glass-making process, the film 

describes the finished product as being "...not a spurious 

antique, but it is an ancient tradition which is outside of 

the machine but suited to modern life.. .has an atmos 

phere of timelessness and dignity." Describing the glass 

makers as craftsmen, rather than factory workers, and 

comparing their skill to that of the craftsmen of Rome and 

Venice, the film states, "For these are not utility items, 

following each other in monotonous succession on the 

conveyor-belt 
- each is 

unique and different in the 

way that mass-produced 

and machine-built articles 

can never be unique and 

different." 

Such descriptions of the 

Waterford factory and its 

glass, in effect, deliberately 

positions both the workers 

and the product as being 

outside of the exchange 

and labour relations which 

are likely to be the 
common experience of the 

tourist at home, both as a 

worker and a customer. 

And it is precisely 

through this positioning 
of Irish craft products as being essentially outside the 

market, and therefore 'authentic', that their market was 

and is firmly established. 

In later marketing to the diaspora, Waterford Crystal has 

continued to position itself as producing luxury consumer 

goods whose role within the circuit of other objects works 

outside of the relations of capitalist mass production. For 

visitors to their Waterford site, the company provides a 

factory tour combined with a visit to their main customer 

showrooms. 

Throughout all Waterford promotional literature, factory 

workers are referred to as either artisans or craftsmen 

(sic), and the company's historical background and 

continuation of traditional working practices are stressed, 

despite the fact that it is now part of the Waterford 

Wedgewood multinational conglomerate, with annual 

sales of more than $900m.7 This intention to identify 

Waterford products with both tradition and luxury is also 

evident in their design categories, such as the Romance of 

Ireland collection. The same approach is taken in many 

respects by Belleek China, who also stress the historical 

background of their company, and the luxurious crafts 

manship which creates their products. 

Touristic representation of consumption therefore works 

to reinforce the portrayal of the tourist experience in 

Ireland as being one based on authenticity and the possi 

bility of sharing the 'real' culture of the country. The 

^?~. ^ 

Belleek 'shamrock' teapot; courtesy Belleek China / Inform 
Communications 

consumption available to 

tourists in Ireland fits into 

the pattern of tourist 

consumption described by 

Curtis and Pajaczkowska 

as "transactions of incor 

poration," in which visitors 

attempt to create the 

sensation of belonging to 

the culture they are 

visiting. As they argue, 

material-culture consump 

tion is a method of 

allaying feelings of 

marginalization as it 

allows a sense of participa 

tion in the local culture, 

and 

Shopping always 
activates the fantasy of acquisition and thus of 

'incorporation' of a fragment of the Other. The goods 

'abroad' can be sampled without concern for utili 

tarian constraints which may be in operation at 

home.* 

If this process is important for all tourists' negotiation of 

the experience of temporarily visiting a different culture, it 

is clearly of even greater importance for diasporic tourists, 

whose relationship with the local culture is simultaneously 

one of connection and distanciation. This complex and 

frequently fraught relationship, when placed within the 

framework of the global tourist industry, may help to 

explain the extent and type of Irish material culture acqui 

sition that Irish-Americans engage in. For, while diasporic 
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visitors to Ireland are clearly justified in feeling that they 
do have connections to the local culture which go beyond 

those of more typical touristic relationships, in most cases 

they have very few ways of actually marking or demon 

strating these connections outside of the typical touristic 

relations of production and consumption in the form of 

souvenirs and heritage networks. 

Conclusion 

This process throws into extreme relief the fault-lines 

running through both the cultural performance embodied 

in the objects themselves and the process of performativity 

contained within their consumption by Irish-Americans. 

It also highlights some important reasons for the emphasis 

upon luxury and authenticity in the market positioning of 

such objects; as well as the considerable censure they and 

their consumers receive for the inevitable failure of a 

commodity exchange to fully escape the conditions of 

commodification. 

One of the ways in which this process is most in evidence 

is in the material construction of the tourist objects 

themselves which are popular with Irish-Americans. One 

of their most frequent design characteristics is a heavy 

reliance upon overtly kitsch markers of Irishness such as 

shamrocks, harps, leprechauns and generalized 'Celtic' 

images. As was discussed earlier, one of the functions of 

such design for a diasporic market is its overtness and 

'over-performance' of ethnic identity. It is this very 'over 

performance' of ethnicity, which is the catalyst for the 

censure received by the objects and their consumers, 

which is in fact necessary for the function of such material 

culture. As Lloyd has argued, 

Nowhere are the deracinating and alienating effects 

of capitalism felt more powerfully than in communi 

ties whose histories are determined by domination, 

displacement and immigration.. .kitsch becomes, in 

such spheres, the congealed memory of traumas too 

intimate and too profound to be lived over without 

stylisation and attitude.9 

Not only are the shamrock designs and leprechaun models 
- so decried as 'inauthentic' 

- 
functioning as 'congealed 

memory', but also as concentrated identity markers, 

necessary for the performance of attenuated ethnicity 

within a circuit of capitalist exchange. The extent to which 

these material cultural markers have become 'disembed 

ded' by the operations of the market has been further 

accentuated by the rapid growth of internet shopping 

during the 1990s. It is important to acknowledge that even 

prior to this development, Irish-America was able to 

purchase Irish consumer goods without necessitating a 

trip to Ireland, through the use of'Irish import stores'.10 

Most Irish import stores were traditionally located, for 

obvious demographic reasons, in densely-populated Irish 

American areas. However, the growth of internet shopping 

during the 1990s allowed them to extend their markets, as 

well as allowing Irish-based businesses to reach the Irish 

American consumer directly. The result has been a prolif 

eration of Irish material culture available on the internet 

from specialised sites. These include Irishshop and 

Carroll's Irish Gifts, among many others, including major 

brand-names, such as Waterford Crystal, which are now 

able to market their goods directly to diasporic 
consumers.11 The effect of the availability of Irish material 

culture via e-commerce has been to further remove it 

from its original context, heightening the impression of 

kitsch already conveyed by the objects themselves. Indeed, 

the very methods of presentation employed to market 

Irish goods on the internet often contributes to this 

process, as there is inevitably an even stronger emphasis 

upon the visual excess of many of the goods. 

Stephanie Rains lectures in Cultural Theory at Dun 

Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design and Technology. 
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