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Sword of Light – A Treasure of Irish Mythology 

By Gerald J. Gallagher 

 
 
Upon establishment of the Irish Free State (Saorstat 
Eireann) in 1922, British stamps were overprinted with 
the Irish Gaelic name until the first definitive set of Eire 
came into use through 1923 (Fig #1).  The vignette of 
the ½p, 5p, 6p and 1sh values depict the “Sword of 

Light” (“An Claiḋeaṁ Soluis”), emblematic of the 
struggle for independence and defense of the Republic.   
 
Fig 1- Sword of Light #65 issued 1922;  Map #66 and 
#67 issued 1923; Map #68 issued 1922; Coat of Arms 
#69 issued 1923; Celtic Cross #70; Coat of Arms #71; 
Sword of Light #72;  Sword of Light #73; Coat of Arms 
#74, Celtic Cross #75 and Sword of Light #76 (#69-76 
issued 1923).                                           >>> 

  
Fig 1- Sword of Light, Map, Coat of Arms and  Celtic Cross  
issued 1922-3. 
 

 

 
Fig 2; Sword of Light, Scott #72,  
issued 1923. 
 

The public, artists and printers were invited to 
submit ‘designs of symbolical character’, and 
John J. O’Reilly, a noted illuminator, chose the 
Sword of Light as his theme (Fig #2).  Two 
“Sword” and a “Cross of Cong” (a medieval 
process-sional) make up the 16½p rate on a 
Zeppelin postcard of May 1933 (Fig #3).   

 
Fig #3; Registered Post Card, Zeppelin Mail, 1933, franked with #65, 72, 
& 76 
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This set proved popular being the reprinted until 1968.  A later variety of Sword 
(Fig #4) bears a 1959 cancellation from Dublin (Dubh Linh =  Black Pool – 
trad. “Baile Ath Cliath” = Town at the Harrow Hill). 
 
Irish Mythology is a highly syncretic blend of Celtic, Irish, Scottish, et al tales, 
many of which feature a magical weapon such as Excalibur.  These stories 
commonly include a giant, a series of labors, ad confrontations with supernatural  
powers. 
 

   
Fig #4, Ireland, Scott #113, 1942

On the stamp the shading  around the blade denotes its ability ‘to shine at night like a candle’.  The respect for women 
characteristic of the Irish is marked in these tales where a damsel in distress or a prospective bride gives the sword 
bearer knowledge of the source of his adversary’s powers.  The theme of ‘light’ as a symbol of ‘power’ occurs in Irish 
art; the reverse of a silver penny of King John in his role as Lord of Ireland in the early 13th century. 
 

Being irresistible against any foe, the Sword of Light is one of the Four Treasures of Ireland which include a sacred 
spear, a cauldron and the Stone of Fal (Lia Fal = Stone of Destiny), whose sound of approval signified Irish kingship.  
The greatest of Irish mythic heroes, Cuchulainn, engaged in many battles and duels but his arms did not include the 
Sword of Light in extant texts. 
 

 

<<<  Fig #5a & b  Ireland, Viking Heritage, issued 
April 24, 2014, Scott #2030-1 Waterford Kite 
Brooch, Sword 
 

Swords continue in Irish Philately, such as the 
2014 60c Viking Heritage issue (Fig #5b).  The 
martial spirit of the Gaels is well known, and 
has its poetic side.  Irish Defense Forces 
personnel wear the “F F Badge” (Fig #6) for 
“Fianna Fáil” (The Soldiers of Destiny).  
Evocative of the Isle’s troubled history is G. 
K. Chesterton’s “Ballard of the White Horse”.   
In Book II he writes of Colan, a Gaelic 
warrior-poet: 

His harp was carved and cunning, his sword was prompt and sharp, 
And he was gay when he held the Sword, sad when he held the harp. 
For the great Gaels of Ireland are the men the gods made mad, 
For all their wars are merry, and all their songs are sad. 

 
            Fig #6  F F Badge 
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Fig #7  90th Anniversary of the Easter Rebellion, issued 
April 12, 2006, Scott #1661. 

(cont’d pg 4) 
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The Republic maintains this tradition in the Statue of Ireland atop Dublin’s General Post Office (Fig #7).  Grasping a 
spear of defense and a harp of bards and ballads, she gazes into the future beneath the Tricolor of Eire. 

 

 
Fig #8; Newgrange Winter Solstice, 

Neolithic Pattern drawing by Louis le 
Brocquy, issued May 4, 1983, Scott #561. 

 
Fig #9; Dog from Ancient Brooch, 

County Kilkenny, issued Feb 15, 1971, 
Scott #295. 

 

 
Fig #10; Broighter Collar, issued      

March 8, 1990, Scott #781. 

 
The interlace framing the stamps oval center is a motif characteristic of Celtic art.  From the Greek “Keltoi” (Inland 
Peoples), the Celts were a principal culture group of Europe in ancient times, with a branch having migrated to the Asia 
Minor/Black Sea region to serve as mercenaries.  By the Middle Ages their populations were concentrated in Ireland, 
Wales, Scotland, Brittany and northwestern Spain.  The use of whorls and heavily shaded areas on art objects dates 
from prehistory (Fig #8), and features in the 1968 and 1971 definitive series, e.g. 3p Dog (Fig #9).   

 
Jewelry was similarly decorated as on the Torc of the Broighter Hoard (Fig #10), an Iron Age deposit found in Ulster in 
1896.  The motifs include botanicals and classic whorls.  An 11th century piece, the Waterford Kite Brooch, exemplifies 
Celtic metalwork in gold and local stones (Fig #5a).  Most familiar of such artifacts are Irish High Crosses serving as 
memorials to past monasteries and as wayside calls to devotion (Fig #11).  Combining figurative images of saints and 
the faithful with the interlocking patterns from antiquity, the Crosses recall medieval Ireland’s monastic tradition which 
preserved Western culture in dark centuries. 

 

 

 
<< Fig #11;  Ancient Crosses, 
issued April 8, 2010,  Scott 
#1874-7. 
 
Monasterboice Cross,  
County Louth 
 
Carndonagh Cross,  
County Donegal 
 
Drumclliffe Cross,  
County Sligo 
 
Ahenny Cross,  
County Tipperary 
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Sample text in Irish 
Saolaítear na daoine uile saor agus comhionann ina ndínit agus ina gcearta. Tá bua an réasúin agus an 
choinsiasa acu agus dlíd iad féin d'iompar de mheon bráithreachais i leith a chéile.  
Translation 
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience 
and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. 
(Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights)  
Fig #12, Irish Gaelic Alphabet 

 
 

The legends on the “Sword of Light” appear in Irish Gaelic’s 
Uncial Alphabet derived from the Latin of medieval 
manuscripts.  In a rounded, cursive form the script adapted to 
the needs of printing by the use of lowercase letters, some with 
a diacritical (Fig #12).  Eighteen in number, Gaelic letters do 
not include the English j, k, q, v, w, x, y and z.  Gaelic 
benefitted from the Celtic Revival aspect of 19th century 
romanticism with texts and inscriptions studied to establish the 
history of one of the official languages of the Republic.  
Scholars of Irish Linguistics were honored on the bicentenary 
of Johann Zeuss’ birth.  His “Grammatica Celtica” (1853) is still 
a primary source for the study of Celtic tongues (Fig #13). 
 

 
Fig #13;  Celtic Scholars, Martin O’Cadhain writer (1906-
70) and Johann Caspar Zeuss philologist (1806-56)

 

 
Fig #14, Sword of Light Newspaper Masthead, 1903 

 
 
 
 
 

 
An Claidheamh Soluis;   “Sword of Light”  was the 
newspaper of the Gaelic League in the early 20th century (Fig 
#14).   Published from 1899 to 1931.  An exponent of 
Gaelic language and culture, under the editorship of Patrick 
Pearse the paper published articles, fiction and poetry.  
Pearse is best known as the leader of the Easter Rebellion of 
April 1916, which sought Irish independence while Britain 
was engaged in World War I.  He and 14 other nationalists 
made the ultimate sacrifice invigorating the campaign which 
brought the Free State to fruition. 

(cont’d pg 6) 
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Order is maintained within the Republic by the “Garda Siochana na Eireann”, phonetic Guarda Sheacawna na Airann, 
(Guardians of the Peace of Ireland).  Featured on the selvage of the 1988 Garda stamp (Fig #15), the Garda emblem 
recalls early Irish art.   
 

    
Fig #15; Irish Security Forces, issued            Fig #16;  Ireland, Teams of  
Aug 23, 1988, Scott #723.                             Millenium sheetlets central label. 
 

Based upon the Celtic Cross motif, as 
used in the central label of Team of 
the Millennium sheetlets (Fig #16).   
The device originated with John F. 
Maxwell, an art teacher and 
manuscript illuminator.  The four 
bosses, with a Celtic trefoil, surround 
a central disk bearing the Gaelic letters 
“GS”, and a ring of the force’s title 
(Fig #17).   

 
 
The final form of the device was drawn for the newspaper  ”Iris an Garda” 
(Garda Gazette) by John J. O’Reilly, designer of the “Sword of Light” stamps. 
 
Combining mythology, ancient motifs, and the spirit of new independence, the 
Sword issues typify an observation by Eire’s Taoiseach (Prime Minister) Charles 
Haughey; “Ireland is where strange tales begin, and happy endings are possible.” 
 

 
Fig #17, Garda Siochana cap 
badge 

 

 

Who are we? 

We do not necessarily prefer articles about subjects we collect; maybe we are looking to expand our collections?  I get 
too many renewals without anything written on them, but of the 14 people who took the time to answer this year’s poll 
(so far).  12 different subjects have been listed, since most members collect more than one subject.   I should also say 
that your editor is among those who have not filled out the renewal questionnaire. 

 We are overwhelmingly Egyptian – still!   

 Roman civilization is second – a very distant second. 

 Between Rock Art and Prehistoric, which are closely related we have 3 members. 

 Mythology actually has two, as does Mosaics and Temples. 

 Other subjects are Mesopotamia, Native Americans, UNESCO, Languages and History of Writing, Greece. 

 Sorry all you Nubian collectors out there, but I’ve lumped you into Egypt.  I have a nice Nubian exhibit myself, 
and the ‘collection’ contains so much more than just philatelic items.  I have been fortunate to meet several 
people who were there when all the action took place. 

We have a member who collects stamps of sites he has visited.   
We also have a member who is interested in selling his collection.  Something we will all have to face at one time or 
other. 
 
Of those who have voted for their favorite articles, Runes is a runaway winner!  So how come nobody listed Vikings 
among their collecting interests this year?  Maybe I have not received those renewals yet.  Then everything runs 
together; we have tied for second third and fourth place!  Fourth place never existed before but this year. 
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