
AVID Godden, who was for many 
years a leading figure in the Hu-
manist Association of Ireland, died 

on 11th April, aged 80. He was also the 
Deputy  Editor and Proof Reader of this 
magazine, and the editor Brian McClinton 
will miss him greatly, both as a friend and 
as a colleague. He was a lovely man and a 
true gentleman: learned and intelligent, yet 
modest and compassionate.
    Humani’s Michael Scott said: “David 
was wise and generous with his wisdom. 
He loved books and delighted in sharing 
them. He loved literature, especially the 
classics, and embodied the classical  vir-
tues. He loved history and scholarship, and 
was at home with scholars. He loved  po-
etry and gave me some of his anthologies 
which I treasure. He loved colour, and brought colour into  the 
lives of his family and his many friends.” 
      A celebration of David’s life conducted by Brian  Whiteside 
was held at Mount Jerome, Harold’s Cross, on 16th  April. Brian 
referred to the wonderful contribution David made, not only to 
the HAI but also to Humanism on the entire island of Ireland. He 
played key roles in the all-Ireland Summer School and the HAI 
Darwin Day Lecture, to name but two.
    Other speakers included his grandson Andrew, his brother 
Philip, the 1956 Olympic gold medal Irish athlete Ron Delaney, 
Jennifer Sturgeon of Humani, and David McConnell, President 
of the HAI.
     As a young man, David and his brother Philip were accom-
plished athletes, and Ron Delaney recalled the race for Crusaders 
Athletic team in which they beat the Irish 4x440-yard relay re-
cord. Jennifer Sturgeon said that David was a very special per-
son – caring, considerate and sharing with his time and knowl-
edge. One of his greatest abilities was  that of bringing people 
together. 
      An edited version of David McConnell’s tribute follows:

“DAVID was a truly remarkable man. Essentially self-educated, 
he became an intellectual, consumed by wide and deep interests 
in so many wonderful ideas that help to explain  our perplexing 
world in a reasonable way. He spent a year at medical school but 
had to leave for lack of funds, and passed most of his life in the 
business of making paints. I know from family connections that 
David was one of the most highly respected paint experts in 
Ireland, becoming a top manager in a succession of Dublin com-
panies, before retiring to become a consultant  in the industry. It 
may have been his business  that inspired him to become an ama-
teur accomplished artist. What a many sided man he was!  
      “There is no better way of knowing a person than looking at 
his library, and what a library David had. Several thousand seri-
ous books on art, architecture, science, philosophy, literature, 
history and especially the classical world, among many other 
interests. I have never seen another personal library which con-
tained the complete works of Richard Dawkins alongside more 
than 100 volumes  on ancient Greece and Rome. Some of the 
books were Folio Editions, bought for their beauty. He was a 
bibliophile.
      “And then there were the dictionaries, encyclopedias and 
other books of reference – dozens of them including highly spe-
cialised books on the English language which he loved so much 
– for example The English Language by Robert Burchfield who 
edited the Oxford English Dictionary for 30 years. David had a 
subtle, wry sense of humour – so his library included a Folio 
Edition of the zany 1911 The Devil’s Dictionary  by Ambrose 
Bierce (for example, a bore  is defined as  a person who talks 
when you want him to listen).  David Godden was the opposite, a 

fascinating source of strange facts  and 
ideas, all  well-substantiated, and sifted by 
an imaginative and independent mind. He 
was always worth listening to.
      “The more I came to know David  the 
more I came to realise he needed books of 
reference less than most of us – he was an 
encylopedia and a master of English. I first 
learned about his  library because rather 
often, embarrassingly often, he would 
arrive in my office with  several wonderful 
books, telling me that he had  no room for 
them and he thought I would like them. 
His gifts included the wrongly named 
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. Many 
of the beautiful books of his library, with 
David’s name and family crest on a book-
plate, are being donated to the Senior 

Common Room in Trinity where they will grace bookcases in the 
Chess Room. His books will take his  place in the university 
where he should have studied.  
     “David’s kind wisdom and whimsical humour is to be found 
in the pages of HI, the journal of the Humanists of Ireland, north 
and south. Ellen Sides, the founding editor, reminded me that 
David contributed to the first number, and could be relied on for 
an article whenever asked. David became Deputy Editor and also 
acted as Proof Reader for several years. Most of David’s articles 
were about classical civilisation or English literature, usually but 
not always with a direct link to Humanism. He wrote on Shelley 
for example, who was an atheist and was sent  down from Oxford 
for his essay The Necessity of Atheism.
      “His contributions to Humanism in Ireland were very signifi-
cant. He was a leading member of the current association from 
the beginning, and a member of the Board for many years. As 
well as his special interest in the journal, he played a big part in 
building links between north and south  and helped to found the 
Humanist Summer School, which brings Humani  and HAI to-
gether in Carlingford every September. He took a lot of interest 
in setting  up the programme each year and in identifying speak-
ers. Last year he was very keen on exploring the links between 
the art and humanism, and arranged a really strong programme. 
He and his devoted partner Joan were always keen participants, 
Joan leading a walk into the Cooley Mountains. David was ever 
present, modest, quiet, helping to make everything run smoothly.  
I used to wonder why it was that he did not speak more often, but 
he felt he was slow to think ‘on his feet’  and preferred to explore 
ideas in conversation and with his pen. He was always involved 
in organising the annual  Darwin Day Lecture in Trinity, which 
celebrates the birthday of the man who did more than any other 
scientist to help people to reject the supernatural.
     “David had a lifelong interest in adult education, and he trav-
elled to courses at Queen’s. He took a Bachelor’s Degree from 
Saor-Ollscoil na hEireann, writing a thesis on  “European Wall 
Painting with Particular reference to Medieval Irish Church 
Murals”. In this  he summarised his great  knowledge of pigments 
and paints. Later he lectured in archaeology at  Ollscoil and be-
came a member of the Board of Governors.
      “David  was a true, generous, gentle, unconventional  person. 
He had a fine mind and  delightful, quizzical temperament, a 
twinkle in  his  eyes, and a happy chuckle.  Each of us is unique, 
but he was far out on the high side of the spectrum of humanity. 
And he was very  different.  In genetics we say: “Treasure your 
exceptions”. David was an exception. He was a truly modern, 
forward-looking, outward-looking Irish person, a pilgrim on the 
humanist road to personal  and social fulfilment. Humanists in 
Ireland owe him a great  debt. All his friends, including many in 
the Green Monk walkers, whether they shared his commitment 
to Humanism or not, will miss him greatly”.                                                                                                                        
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Farewell to David
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