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Harmless 
fun or 
mocking 
scorn?

It was a strange moment 
for fans of Father Ted 
when two years ago Gra-
ham Linehan, one of the 

show’s creators, said that he 
could never have written Ted 
in the current climate.

He’d grown up thinking of 
the priests who had taught 
him in Dublin’s Catholic Uni-
versity School as perhaps “a 
bit eccentric” but “harmless 
enough”, he said, but, “since 
Ted, and everything that’s 
come out, I’ve just come to 
really hate the Church. I could 
never write Ted now because 
I’d be so angry my fingers 
would go through the key-
board.”

Creation
Things were very different 
when the show was first 
broadcast, with him telling 
reporters that he and his co-
writer Arthur Mathews, who 
created the character of Fr 
Ted Crilly in the 1980s, “drew 
on the priests we knew, but 
not in a negative way,” add-
ing “the priests who taught 
us were very fine, very pleas-
ant”. The reason why the 
show “used priests”, he said, 
was “because of the mysteri-
ous thing religion is, you can 

make things up and spoof it”.
The show, then, always had 

an air of unreality about it, 
such that iCatholic.ie founder 
Fr Bill Kemmy, who always 
enjoyed it, believes “it follows 
on in a great absurdist tradi-
tion of comedy”, and far from 
being an “anti-Church vehi-
cle” was “more a reflection on 
our flawed humanity and how 
all too often our dreams and 
ambitions go far beyond our 
abilities and commitments”.

Describing Fr Ted’s Craggy 
Island, which UCD sociology 
professor Tom Inglis calls “a 
Catholic dystopia”, as “an 
abandoned landscape”, Fr 
Kemmy says that “it’s almost 
Beckett territory where peo-
ple are dislocated and cut 
off. They’re still holding onto 
some sense of connection, but 
they’re really just marooned 
people. People kind of relate 

It’s 20 years since Father 
Ted was first broadcast. 
Greg Daly looks at the 
impact of the comedy on 
Ireland and the Church

to that, they relate to the fact 
that it doesn’t all make sense 
and that they’re just trying to 
keep the show going.”

❛❛Pope Francis 
would have a lot to 
say to Len Brennan 
if he got him over to 
the Vatican”

Acknowledging that some 
people were offended by the 
show, he nonetheless says “I 
don’t think, looking back, that 
it was in any way sacrilegious 
or was a direct attack on things 
that I and others hold sacred.”

Among those who the 
show troubled at the time was 
the young Capuchin friar Fr 
Bryan Shortall, ordained while 
the show was in its heyday. 

Despite as a youth loving 

Dermot Morgan’s Fr Brian 
Trendy, Fr Shortall says he 
initially disliked Father Ted, 
wondering if the show went 
too far in its portrayal of clergy 
and whether it was “fair to 
lampoon priests in that way”.

Oversensitive
In hindsight, though, he 
recognises that as a newly-
minted priest, he was per-
haps somewhat oversensitive. 
Admitting that the show had 
“a very good concept”, he now 
thinks that even if “it poked 
fun at the Church and clergy, 
it didn’t do so in an offensive 
way”. 

He describes some epi-
sodes as “rip-roaringly 
funny”, and says that ulti-
mately, “anything that helps 
us to forget our fears and 
worries and helps us to have 
a good belly laugh is a good 
thing – helping people to 
switch off is very good.”

Brendan O’Regan, TV 
reviewer for The Irish Catho-
lic, was another one unim-
pressed by the show in its 
early days, and not just for 
its attitude to the Church. “I 
didn’t like it at all,” he says, 
“and thought it quite tacky 
even at an artistic level – it 

looked slapdash and felt 
thrown together with dodgy 
plots.”

❛❛Fr Ted himself 
sees his life as priest 
as a job and not 
much more. There 
is no mention of 
a vocation to the 
priesthood”

At the time, he thought 
it was “very disrespectful”, 
with many thinking, he felt, 
that Catholic clergy were 
“easy prey” for lazy writers.

While his “memory is 
that most of the criticism 
was because of the perceived 
irreverence” of the show, he 
also felt it was significant 
that it was made by a British 
production company for a 
British audience. “There was a 
certain amount of unease that 
English people were making 
fun of the Irish,” he says, 
adding of the writers and cast, 
“or perhaps that Irish people 
abroad were making fun 
of where they came from.”

Now, though, his view has 
mellowed, and his children 
are all fans. “I find it amusing 

and entertaining in spots,” he 
says, highlighting his fondness 
for Ardal O’Hanlon’s Fr Dougal 
McGuire. While he thinks the 
show had an anti-Catholic 
aspect, with “a few swipes 
at Church teaching”, he says 
that though it was “probably 
edgy at the time, it looks 
pretty tame in hindsight”.

Although some might 
argue that over the years 
the show has itself become 
impossible to criticise, as one 
of modern Ireland’s sacred 
cows, others would counter 
that it was always harmless, 
and doesn’t merely seem so 
because it was first shown a 
long time ago.

Problematic
Portlaoise’s Fr Paddy Byrne 
never found the show prob-
lematic, proudly saying: “I’d 
be a fan of Father Ted.” Just 
20 when it was first broad-
cast, he says, “I watched it at 
the time and my family didn’t 
see any harm in it.” After join-
ing the seminary, he says he 
felt the show had its “finger 
on the pulse with the carica-
tures”. Regardless of how the 
Church in Father Ted comes 
across as unattractive and 
even irrelevant, he adds, “I 


