
Claudia Kinmonth, Irish Rural Interiors in Art, Yale 
University Press, New Haven and London, 2006 (£40). 
This is a delightful and excellent book whose most obvious 
appeal lies in the wealth of colour illustrations relating to 
Irish country interiors and related aspects of Irish 
domesticity and rural life. Good use is also made of black 
and white sketches of Irish scenes sourced from early and 
mid-19th century English periodicals such as The Graphic 
and The Illustrated London News, while some attention is 
given to early 20th century postcards depicting Irish 
farmhouse interiors.

The book chiefly covers the whole of the 19th century 
and the early decades of the 20th; the geographical bias is 
towards the southern and western counties of Ireland with, 
alas, fewer pictures from the north of Ireland. This 
southern and western perspective is largely the 
consequence of the surviving visual material available. 
Many artists of the period, both of native and foreign birth, 
gravitated to the far west and south of Ireland, often 
motivated by a romantic search for ‘authentic’ scenes of 
Irish rural life or an intention to delineate Irish poverty.

Claudia Kinmonth’s accompanying interpretation and 
detailed investigation of the pictures builds on her earlier 
research on Irish vernacular furniture, but her achievement 
in this book is to deepen our existing knowledge of Irish 
country furniture and furnishings and to present fresh 
information on how Irish rural people once lived.

The book is divided into eight chapters with headings 
such as The Hearth, Women and Work, Beds and Ways of 
Sleeping, Holy Days and Holidays, and Health and 
Education. Each chapter encompasses fa; more than its title 
may suggest: related topics include provision of fuel and 
light, cooking and eating habits, clothing, the importance of 
Catholic religious imagery in the home, spinning, weaving 
and needlework, and the care of children.

Stepping outside the cabin or farmhouse door, 
Kinmonth’s research leads her to explore the interiors of 
market and fair booths, rural shops and schoolhouses, 
dispensaries, shebeens and pubs. Further observations 
touch upon health and folk medicine, 19th century 
standards of literacy, and emigration.

As well as commenting on each scene and its 
significance, the author is keen to celebrate the artists, 
where known, and she has included biographical 
information. Most of the illustrated pictures are by 
professional artists but a few are by amateurs; pictures by 
Irish artists are scrutinised as are the works of artists from 
England, Scotland and North America. Due attention is 
paid to the works of women artists.

A few wider historical and cultural themes are touched 
upon in the book, including the pace of change and 
innovation in rural Ireland throughout the 19th and early 
20th century. The hardships of famine and poverty and 



their changing effects on ordinary living standards is 
considered: many images relate to the comfortless cabins 
of the rural poor and the furnishings within the home 
which reflect wealth, frugality or scarcity.

Tribute must be given to Claudia Kinmonth for the 
travel and labour involved in gathering material for her 
book, and in trawling archives in Ireland, Britain and 
further afield. Private owners were persuaded to allow 
their pictures to be reproduced in her book, while auction 
houses and dealers were co-operative; museums and other 
public institutions were sometimes limited by copyright 
and marketing restrictions.

It is the author’s plea that the owners of Irish domestic 
genre pictures should re-evaluate them and if possible 
display them. She believes, as doubtless will her readers, 
that many more pictures await rescue or fresh discovery.

Finally, alongside the publication of Irish Rural Interiors 
in Art, Yale University Press have republished Claudia 
Kinmonth's award-winning Irish Country Furniture, 1700 - 
1950, first published in 1993 and now issued as a 
paperback (£20).
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