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Junior Cycle History: Learning outcomes
Strand one: the nature of history

LO 1.6  Debate the usefulness and limitations of different 
types of sources of historical evidence, such as written, 
visual, aural, oral and tactile evidence

Strand two: the history of Ireland

LO 2.7 Describe the impact of famine and emigration on Irish 
society and how the Irish Diaspora contributed to historical 
developments in other parts of the world



Living Conditions during the famine: Learning intentions
1. To describe what living conditions were like for ordinary 

people in Ireland in the 1840s

2. To extract historical knowledge from two paintings 
showing living conditions in the era of the Great Famine

3. To evaluate the usefulness of visual art as a source for 
the historian



Activity 1: blue sky 
Thinking

● To discover what living conditions were like during the famine in Ireland, 
you will start by completing a blue sky thinking exercise.

● You will work in pairs to answer the question that follows in the next 
slide

● You can be as imaginative and as creative as you like with your answer.
● Write your answer on a post it.
● When finished, stick your post it on the classroom wall.



What do you think Living Conditions were like for 
ordinary people in Rural ireland in 1845?



2. To extract historical information from a painting
Painting 1:  ‘Sunset ‘ (or ‘Rock of Cashel) 
by (Henry) Mark Anthony, (1817-86)
● Anthony was a British landscape 

artist.
● This painting was completed 

c.1847, during the height of 
the Great Famine in Ireland.

● The Rock of Cashel - which 
contains Cormac’s Chapel 
(dating from the 12th century) 
and a 13th century Gothic 
cathedral - is seen in the 
background of this painting. 



2. To extract historical information from a painting
Painting 1:  ‘Sunset ‘ (or ‘Rock of Cashel) by (Henry) Mark Anthony, (1817-86)
Working in pairs, study the painting (image next slide) and answer the 
following questions on your worksheet:

● Describe the type of houses you can see in the town of Cashel in 1847.

● What does this painting tell us about what living conditions were like 

in 1847?

● Why do you think the painter chose to show both the Rock of Cashel 

(12th cent.) and cottages (19th cent.) in the composition?





2. To extract historical information from a painting
Painting 2:  ‘Cottage, Achill Island’ by 
Alexander Williams (1846-1930)
● Williams was an Irish landscape 

artist and a well known 
taxidermist.

● In 1899, Williams rented a 
cottage on Achill Island off 
the coast of Co. Mayo.

● Although this painting dates 
from 1899, the cottage is 
typical of the type that would 
have existed on Achill during 
the Great Famine.



2. To extract historical information from a painting
Painting 2:  ‘Cottage, Achill Island’ by Alexander Williams (1846-1930)
Working in pairs, study the painting (image next slide) and answer the 
following questions on your worksheet:

● Write three sentences to describe the condition of the cottage.
● Is there any evidence to show that the cottage is not derelict 

(abandoned) but is in fact inhabited?
● In 1873, a visitor to the island described the condition of one of the 

cottages as follows: a growth of diseased vegetation covers the thatched roof [...]; a cess pool of 
stagnant water oozes from the dung-heap, at either side of the door; a big slab of flat stone forms a sort of 
bridge across it; the mud walls have given way in parts [...]; the door is hanging by broken hinges; two holes 
indicate windows; into one of them, if the weather be damp, the tenant’s top-coat is thrust to keep out the 
cold. Based on this description, do you think Williams’ painting is an 
accurate depiction of a cottage on Achill in the 1800s?





Plenary: Discussion questions
● Based on your study of these images, which piece of art 

do you think is the most useful for a historian studying 
living conditions for ordinary people in Ireland in the 
1800s?

● Which piece of art is the least useful? Explain your 
answer.

● Do you think visual art is a useful and/or reliable 
source for historians?



Extension activity
During the famine, many Irish people were evicted from the 
types of cottages shown in the paintings ‘Sunset’ and 
‘Cottage, Achill Island’. 

Students could use the internet or local library to research 
the topic of evictions during the famine and report back to 
the class on their findings. 


