Roger Casement’s Bones: Teacher’s Guide

Overall Concept of the Teaching Unit

Since his execution by the British government on 3 August 1916, the afterlife of proto-
humanitarian, Irish Nationalist and “Black Diarist” Roger Casement has grown in both
cultural and material significance. Casement’s material remains, his bones, which were
interred in a lime pit in Pentonville Prison London in 1916, were subject to a political
controversy that stretched across half a century, eventually resulting in the 1965 re-in-
terment of Casement’s bones in Glasnevin Cemetery in Dublin - notably not, as was Case-
ment’s express wish, in Northern Ireland due to Ireland’s continued partition. By focusing
on Casement’s bones, this teaching unit examines the practice of using the physical to
imagine the non-physical, of establishing a physical connection to something that is lost.
The “secular relics” and tangible memory places linked to Roger Casement are the focus
of four texts that underlie this teaching unit: an article by Lucy McDiarmid, a radio play
by David Rudkin, a dictionary entry by Frank Biletz and a poem by Richard Murphy.

General Learning Aims of the Unit

The aim of this unit is for students to understand the cultural significance and apply the
abstract concept of tangible memory objects and places by engaging with the material
remains and symbolic marks left by Roger Casement. His cultural afterlife inspired the
different textual and audio-visual materials incorporated in this teaching unit. Students
can explain and apply the concept of “secular relics” to their own experience and are able
to demonstrate their understanding in both speaking and writing. Students can compre-
hend non-standard English dialects and standardise colloquial usage, they are able to dis-
tinguish and employ different grammatical tenses, and they can identify the structural
and lexical features of a poem.

The Tasks

The teaching unit comprises five tasks, two of which are optional. It is suggested that the
tasks are completed in the order from a)-e), with tasks d) and e) being optional additions
to the teaching unit. Since task d) simultaneously serves as a summary of Casement’s life,
it can also be used to begin the teaching unit. The core task a) revolves around the con-
ceptualisation of “secular relics” through the interpretation of an introductory video on
Casement’s 1965 State Funeral and a guided reading comprehension using extracts from
Lucy McDiarmid’s 2002 article “Secular Relics”. Task b) is a language production task, in
which students relate this concept to their own lives by writing and discussing a para-
graph on the importance of memory objects and places of their own. Task c) is a listening
comprehension from the BBC production of David Rudkin’s 1973 radio play Cries from
Casement as His Bones Are Brought to Dublin. This fill-in-the-gap exercise serves both as
a vocabulary exercise and as an opportunity to engage with two non-standard varieties
of English. Task d) is an optional grammar exercise on mixed tenses using Casement’s
biography. Task e) is an optional textual and structural analysis of Richard Murphy’s
1968 poem “Casement’s Funeral”.

Teaching Materials

The appendix contains all the necessary in-class materials for tasks a)-e), as well as in-
depth explanation of the tasks, their respective learning outcomes, the types of student
activity and key skills involved, as well as references to the source texts and further reading.
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