
A symbol is something that represents 
another thing – for example, a shamrock 
stands for Ireland. If you see a shamrock in the 
exhibition, it will mean that the people who use 
the symbol have an attachment to Ireland. Such 
symbols help people to feel that they belong to a 
group or to a country. Symbols can motivate people 
to act, encourage their loyalty and instill in them a 
sense of pride.





In addition to the various scenes of garrison life, the Stokes Tapestry contains several kinds of 
symbols. 



Some symbols on the tapestry show Ireland .
 These combined symbols are not used today because Ireland regained its 

independence in 1922.

Look for the chair in a picture of a landscape and for the full-sized model of that chair. 



This large and tattered regimental flag is an important symbol of Dillon’s Irish Regiment in the 
French Army and of its role in winning the Battle of Fontenoy. 

You can find out how this regiment made a difference by watching the six-minute presentation of 
the battle. 

You can learn some of the history of this regiment by reading the panels. 



This room shows the Irish regiments of the opposing armies (Union and Confederate) during the 
American Civil War in the 19th century. Despite taking different sides in this war, Irish-American 
soldiers used similar Irish symbols on their flags to show their pride in being Irish.

• Irish Brigade 
• 10th Tennessee 

• 17th Wisconsin Infantry 
• 37th New York Volunteer Infantry 

Beside the panel called 'The Irish Invade Canada' you will find a uniform jacket worn by a group 
of Irish rebels.



They chose a dark green for their uniform and used shamrocks on the buttons to symbolise 
Ireland. Look closely at the buttons, however, to find a different Irish symbol, used here for the 
first time ever.

All the badges shown on the panel 'The Imperial Irish' belonged to 'Irish' Regiments formed 
outside Ireland. 



This flag (or ensign) from the gunboat 'Helga' is in the display beside 'The Crisis at Home', 'War 
in the Streets'. The flag has British and Irish symbols on it.

An Irish symbol was added to the Union Jack when Ireland was united with Great Britain in 1801. 
The cross of St. Patrick, a red diagonal cross on a white background, was added to the crosses of 
St. George (England) and St. Andrew (Scotland).



You will find these symbols on two background briefings (pull-out panels) and on a wall panel.

At the end of this room you will find the display 'Lost Leaders' containing the uniforms worn by 
Michael Collins and Liam Lynch. Both leaders, from different sides, used the same symbols on 
their uniforms.



Sometimes, groups with differing philosophies use the same symbol but with a different meaning.

Language can be a symbol too. The new Irish Defence Forces used the Irish language for drills 
even though many soldiers did not speak it.

Listen to the instructions for the soldiers’ foot drill. 

Right, left Sit down

Soldiers in the new Irish Defence Forces had gone to school when Britain ruled Ireland and 
the schools could not teach Irish. National Schools began to teach Irish when Ireland became 
independent in 1922.

In the 1920s and 1930s it was important for the soldiers to look Irish rather than English. As time 
passed and uniforms became more practical, Irish symbols have become less obvious on all 
categories of uniform, except dress uniform.



If you were to wear a symbol of Ireland, what would it be? To help you decide, think 
about what you have learned from your exploration of symbols in 

• How do the symbols used by armies in the past compare to those we use today?

• Think about some modern symbols that represent Ireland. Some are used in 
advertising, sports, and the performing arts. Others are 'official' and appear on 
currency and government buildings and documents.

• Are there any symbols of Ireland that you expected to find – but did not find – as part 
of the military vocabulary? Celtic knots and crosses, round towers, harps, wolfhounds, 
the colour green and shamrocks are all traditional symbols of Ireland, but not all of them 
were used as military symbols.

• Do you think that today traditional symbols should continue to represent Ireland, or 
should we look for new symbols to stand for this country in the 21st century? Are 
there any modern equivalents to the ancient symbols of Ireland?
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contact the Education and Outreach Department of the National 
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