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Ar Intinn Eile (An Irish State of Mind) 

How mental illness and psychiatry have shaped the nation 
 

A DOCUMENTARY IN 3 x 52’ EPISODES 
Written and Created by Virginia Gilbert 

 
Directed by Brendan Culleton and Irina Maldea; Produced by Katie Holly 

 
Made with the support of the BAI Sound & Vision Fund in association with Akajava Films 

 
TX Dates: Sept 17th, Sept 24TH AND Oct 1st 2014 on TG4 

 

BACKGROUND 
The topic of mental health is very much to the fore currently and now a timely series on 
TG4 sheds new light on a shadowy and controversial topic. For the first time, an up-to-date, 
well researched and balanced telling of the story of Ireland’s treatment of mental illness 
comes to us from one of Ireland’s foremost historical documentary making teams. 
 
Combining the latest research with contributions from leading academics, mental health 
care professionals and service users, the series also contains previously unseen film 
archives from Irish psychiatric institutions. Rather than a bleak story of terrible conditions 
and wrongful incarcerations, the story of mental healthcare in Ireland is in fact one of 
remarkable individuals making continuous efforts to improve the conditions of the "lunatic 
poor" in this country, with varying success. 
 
Indeed just before the famine, the Irish system of public mental health provision was the 
envy of the world. But the asylums eventually became overcrowded because it was simply 
too easy to get in. The Asylum Superintendent was forbidden to turn patients away and In a 
country racked by poverty, living conditions were better in the asylums than outside: 
remember, that these institutions were for the poor only. So, Ireland did not have a higher 
rate of mental illness, as was occasionally claimed, but we did have more people in 
psychiatric institutions. The Irish people knew how to use them and did so freely. 
 
When it comes to the matter of infanticide: the Irish system moved from executing mothers 
who had killed their children to confining them to Dundrum for a year or two, within a 
period of a decade; a remarkably humane transformation. 
 
In terms of future policies, one conclusion of the series is the detrimental effect of 
emigration not only on the mental health of emigrants, but also their children, born in the 
host country. As Dr Dermot Walsh, former Inspector of Mental Hospitals, says in the 
programme, mental health planning must begin before birth and cover the next generation. 
It is a problem of society as much as of the individual. 
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SAMPLE PULL QUOTES 
 
“A society is only as healthy as its weakest and most vulnerable citizen” VO 
 
“Mental illness is as old as humanity, yet our understanding of the function and 
disfunction of the mind remains clouded and controversial” VO 
 
“(There is) an ancient Irish view that those with mental illness were special special 
people, blessed by God.” Father Pádraig Ó Fiannachta 
 
“Everyone should be aware, and you have a duty yourself to make yourself aware, what 
is mental illness? How does it feel to be depressed? What are anxiety attacks? Because 
there’s every chance that someone in your family or friends will be dealing with these 
problems at some stage of their lives” Mícheal Clancy 
 
“In the first half of the 18th century, the insane were regarded as people who’d lost 
humanity, because they had lost their reason, what made them intrinsically human was 
gone and therefore they were viewed to be almost like animals….” Catherine Cox 
 
“The Free State as a fledgling state had many things to worry about, the asylum wasn’t 
really high on their agenda. And again it became part of the great unspoken, which 
became a major part of the Irish coping mechanism, that people were hidden away and in 
fact for some individuals were actually hiding away in the asylum world.” Martin Rogan 
 
“They thought that by operating and severing the frontal lobes from the rest of the brain 
that people who would recover because they became quieter but of course what you 
were doing was actually turning them into vegetables and this was an appalling assault 
on human beings.” Dr Ivor Browne 
 
“The biggest job we have to do as a society is to get rid of the stigma, that’s the reason 
a film like this is so important..because, if we don’t get rid of the stigma, we can’t have 
any proper discussion about hospitals or drugs; psychiatrists or psychology” Eoghan Harris 
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EPISODE GUIDE 
Episode One, A House for Fools and Mad, covers the eighteenth century - an era of reform 
that saw the dawn of a policy of institutionalising the insane and the beginning of early 
medical classifications of madness. It will examine the lack of proper diagnosis, treatment 
and even medical understanding of mental illness in the 18th Century. It also focuses on the 
work and legacy of Jonathan Swift and his posthumous establishment of St Patrick’s 
Hospital for Imbeciles in 1747, the first hospital for the treatment of mental illness in 
Ireland, and one of the first in the world. The episode will also look at the work of Dr. 
William Saunders Halllaran, of Cork, regarded as the first Irish psychiatrist who 
revolutionised how mental illness was viewed and treated in Ireland, and the resulting 
move from containment to new (sometimes shocking) treatments, moral management and 
the idea that those suffering from mental illness can recover. Over the century a dedicated 
group fought to build a public care system that came to be the envy of the 19th century 
world. 
 
Episode Two, Teorann & Tearmann (Boundary and Sanctuary), explores the nineteenth 
century - the enormous upheavals which affected Irish society and the national psyche, the 
birth of psychiatry and the introduction and consolidation of a national programme of 
social care for the mentally ill, on a bigger scale than any other nation in Europe. Through a 
combination of philanthropy and political expedience, nineteenth century Ireland had the 
best public mental health system in the world. The new asylums proved popular and this, 
combined with the effects of the Famine, war and the Dangerous Lunatics Act which 
allowed committal by magistrates, meant that they quickly became overcrowded, and 
ultimately were doomed to fail. But by the 1900's advances in medical science seemed at 
last to offer a solution: shock therapy. 
 
Episode Three, Cóir Leighis don Intinn (Doctoring the Mind) considers the twentieth 
century through to the present day, charting the breakthroughs in medical and scientific 
understanding of mental illness and in the diagnostic process. 
After independence the population of mental asylums continued to increase until Ireland 
had proportionally the highest number of asylum inmates in the world. Today, with 
expenditure on mental healthcare at an all-time low and the last of the old asylums closing, 
the mentally ill still make up a sizeable proportion of Ireland’s homeless and prison 
populations. The question ‘where do we go from here?’ remains as pertinent now as it did 
three hundred years ago. It will also look at where we are now, against the prism of the 
past, and how we fare in the diagnosis, care and reintegration of those with mental illness 
in contemporary times. 
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ABOUT THE PRODUCTION 
From the writers and producers behind the critically acclaimed series ‘Striapacha’, which 
traced three hundred years of prostitution in Ireland, and the directors of IFTA award-
winning “Congo 1961” comes a ground-breaking new social history series exploring the Irish 
and mental illness, past and present. 
 
How has insanity been defined over the years? What were the issues influencing such 
definitions? Were classifications of insanity shaped by economic, political and social 
factors? And how far do those factors influence mental health practice today? 

 
Combining real-life case studies with commentary and analysis from expert interviewees, 
‘Ar Intinn Eile (An Irish State of Mind)’ examines first hand stories of men and women 
throughout history who experienced the workings of Irish psychiatric institutions and the 
reaction and responses of society towards those deemed insane. Radical, timely and 
thought provoking, Ar Intinn Eile (An Irish State of Mind) asks us all to challenge our 
assumptions about mental health and ultimately, forces us to question our very notions of 
identity, self and psyche.  
 
The documentary includes contributions from a number of leading academics and 
specialists on the subject of mental illness and its history including Dr. Brendan Kelly, Dr. 
Catherine Cox, Dr. Pauline Prior, Professor Ivor Browne and Professor Elizabeth Malcolm, Dr 
Dermot Walsh, Dr Jim Lucey and also those who experienced it first hand. The series will 
also feature archive interviews as well as historical accounts from those who experienced 
life in the asylums. Narration is by Carrie Crowley with additional readings by Peter Coonan 
(LOVE/HATE). 
 
Brendan Culleton is a writer, director and producer of a number of award winning 
productions. He established Akajava Films in 1995 to produce quality documentaries and 
feature film drama, and was joined in 1999 by Irina Maldea, film editor from the National 
Film Studios of Romania. They have a particular reputation for producing well 
researched and crafted historical documentaries, using archive in an innovative visually 
creative manner. Their previous productions have included IFTA winning ‘Congo – 1961’, 
feature documentary on the UN in Congo 1961 and ‘Shamrock & Swastika’, a documentary 
about the ill-fated collaboration between the Irish Republican Army and the German Secret 
Service during World War II. 
 
Katie Holly is Managing Director of Blinder Films, where she has produced several award-
winning and critically acclaimed features including ‘One Hundred Mornings’ (2009), 
‘Sensation’, (2010), ‘Citadel’ (2012) and ‘The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology’. She is currently in 
post production on Russian co-production ‘Moscow Never Sleeps’, and financing 
Whit Stillmans’ next feature, Jane Austen’s ‘Love & Friendship’, which will star Sienna Miller 
and Chloe Sevigny. She is a graduate of EAVE, Inside Pictures, was a former Producer on the 
Move at Cannes, and is a member of the board of the Irish Film Board. 
 
Virginia Gilbert is a BAFTA and IFTA-nominated writer and director whose debut feature ‘A 
Long Way From Home’ was released in December 2013 to excellent critical response. It 
stars James Fox, Brenda Fricker & Natalie Dormer. Her second feature ‘Sweetheart’, 
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featuring Tom Hollander and Olivia Colman, will shoot early 2015 for Dan Films & Grand 
Pictures. A third film, ‘The Boys’, is in development with the Irish Film Board, and her 
original script ‘Now, Love’ made the Britlist and is being developed by Grand Pictures. 
Virginia’s background takes in theatre, award-winning short and documentary filmmaking, 
and she’s also an active radio writer and novelist – her first book ‘Travelling Companion’ 
was published last September and she’s been commissioned to adapt it for the screen by 
Blinder Films. 
 
Blinder Films: Company Profile 
Founded in 2006, Blender Films have screened at numerous international festivals including 
Edinburgh, Seattle, Slam dance, Rotterdam, London, Toronto, Palm Springs and sxsw. 
Productions include ‘One Hundred Mornings’, (Special Jury Award at the 2010 Slamdance 
Film Festival), ‘Sensation’, written and directed by Tom Hall starring Domhnall Gleeson 
which premiered at Toronto 2010, and ‘Come on Eileen’ which stars Jackie Howe, Keith 
Allen, Julia Davis and Noel Fielding. Recent productions include ‘Jump’, directed by Kieron J. 
Walsh, which premiered in Toronto and won the Beyond Borders Award at Palm Springs, 
Sophie Fiennes documentary ‘The Perverts Guide to Ideology’, featuring Slavoj Zizek; and 
‘Citadel’, a psychological horror from writer/director Ciarán Foy which premiered at sxsw 
(Midnighter’s Audience Award), and has since won awards at festivals including Galway, 
PiFan, Celluloid Screams, and Neuchatel. It was released in the US by 
Cinedigm. Blinder also produces television, including four series of award-winning ‘The 
Savage Eye’ for RTE and topical satire series ‘Irish Pictorial Weekly’ as well as the critically-
acclaimed ‘Striapacha’ for TG4. 
 
Forthcoming productions include ‘JANE AUSTEN’S LOVE & FRIENDSHIP’ which is written and 
directed by WhitStillman, starring Sienna Miller and Chloe Sevigny, and Sophie Fiennes 
feature documentary ‘GRACE JONES: THE MUSICAL OF MY LIFE.’ Company principals are 
director Kieron J. Walsh and producer and managing director Katie Holly. 
 
The series will be broadcast on TG4 at the 
following times: 
 
Ep 1 17/9/14 @ 21:30 
Ep 2 24/9/14 @ 21:30 
Ep 3 1/10/14 @ 21:30 
 
For further information please contact: Aoife O’Kelly - aokelly@blinderfilms.com 
 


