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Preface
FOCUS 2012: Interfaces between Irish and European Theatre
The present issue of the biennial journal, Focus: Papers in English Literary and
Cultural Studies contains papers from the sixth conference of the Irish Society for
Theatre Research. Hosted by the Department of English Literatures and Cultures of
the Institute of English Studies and the Irish Studies Research Centre at the University
of Pécs, the event took place on 29-30 April 2011. Since it was the frist time that the
conference was held outside Ireland, indeed, well into mainland Europe, relations and
interfaces between Irish and European theatre became chosen as the general theme.
To the delight of the organizers, the event succeeded in bringing together a good
number of academics as well as PhD students who conduct research in the broadly
informed field of Irish theatre and drama studies.
Following the now established pattern of ISTR conferences, one invited plenary
speaker was an international theatre specialist, the other an Irish expert on drama.
Distinguished Professor Marvin Carlson, from Graduate Center CUNY, gave his
talk under the both timely and intriguing title “Space and Theatre,” while Dr.
Paul Murphy, from Queen’s University Belfast, spoke on the subject of “Ireland’s
Haunted Stages.” The latter title, thought-provokingly, recognized a connection
between Professor Carlson’s theoretical work and the twentieth-century history of
Irish drama by carrying reference to his seminal book, The Haunted Stage: Theatre
as Memory-Machine (2001). These two major papers have been placed at the head
of the present collection to offer the reader an appropriate introduction to the
multi-faceted interests and challenges of ISTR, its members and the contributing
fellow-scholars as demonstrated at the conference in Pécs.
Eight papers follow the major ones, each of which deploys theoretical or
historical frames of reference and discusses a work or works by Irish playwrights
from the end of the nineteenth century to the present, in terms of their ties with
social and intercultural contexts. Michael McAteer revisits G. B. Shaw’s Man and
Superman, exploring the ways in which it responds to the various movements and
ideologies of its time. In the paper of Sandra Mayer the colourful afterlife of Wilde
is scrutinized, taking account of the (re)politicization and (re)sexualization of his
work in the twenty-first-century Viennese theatre. The rest of the essays focus on
more contemporary plays. Eamonn Jordan applies Foucault’s theory of heterotopia
and aspects of the Irish funerary traditions to his analysis of Martin McDonagh’s A
Skull in Connemara, a bitingly subversive play which has received little scholarly
treatment so far. McDonagh, or rather his drama The Pillowman is also in the
centre of another essay, by Miriam Haughton, which uses illustrations from a
particular production of this more widely appreciated work of the playwright.
Csilla Bertha’s paper addresses the use of metatheatrical layers in Jim
Nolan’s Blackwater Angel, referring to both century-old and contemporary parallels
and pretexts like Friel’s Faith Healer to explore the function of play-within-the-

play and the links between art, the self and healing. Derrida’s term, hostipitality
(coined from the fusion of “hospitality” and “hostility”) is deployed by Péter P.
Müller in his survey of the dramatic foregrounding of the subtly alternating roles
of guests, hosts and ghosts in modern and contemporary plays written for the
Irish and the continental theatres. Reconsidering these roles, the paper of Brenda
Donohue compares the representation of liminality in Marina Carr’s Woman
and Scarecrow and the Italian Emma Dante’s Vita mia. Closing the section of
essays, Anikó Bach looks at Friel’s version of A Month in the Country, originally
Turgenev’s play, to investigate the ways in which the Irish adaptation resonates
with late twentieth-century debates on gender relations and the issue of divorce
in Ireland. The individual papers, even when not side-by-side in the volume,
tend to enter into meaningful dialogues with each other, for instance the question
of adaptation, corresponding to Professor Carlson’s idea about the continuous
hauntedness of the stage again, recurs in the arguments. The volume closes with
some reviews of books published in Ireland and Hungary which, partly or entirely,
belong to the intersecting domains of theatre- and/or comparative studies.
I feel greatly honoured to have been acting as editor of the 2012 issue
of Focus, which features a collection authored by experts and students from
several countries. In this capacity I express special thanks to all the contributors
for submitting their papers to be included in the present representative collection.
Also, I owe gratitude to my colleague Dr. Andrew C. Rouse for doing the job of
language editing as well as to PhD students Anikó Bach and Lilla Kolos, who
worked with me in other stages of the editorial process. Finally, I acknowledge the
generous financial assistance of the University of Pécs, Faculty of Humanities, and
that of the Department of Foreign Affairs of Ireland Cultural Grant-in-Aid, which
made the publication of this volume possible.
Mária Kurdi
Editor
January 2012
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Space and Theatre
Marvin Carlson
Theatre as an artistic and cultural activity has been the subject of academic speculation
ever since the Greeks, but it was not until the beginning of the nineteenth century
that European and American scholars institutionalized a field of theatre studies. A
significant part of this new field’s self-definition involved a clear splitting away from
traditional literary studies, within which theatre had previously had its academic
home.
The entire Western tradition, from the Greeks onward, considered the drama
primarily as a branch of literature—the other basic divisions being the epic and the
lyric. Traditionally theatre scholarship was based upon the literary text (Artistotle’s
indifference to spectacle is an early and notorious example of this bias) and the actual
process of the physical realization of this text, while not entirely ignored, was a matter
of considerably less interest.
Two pioneering theatre scholars presented a radical challenge to this orientation
at the turn of the nineteenth century, Brander Matthews in the United States and Max
Hermann in Germany. Their new perspective, which was bitterly resisted by many of
their colleagues in both countries, was not to reject the study of literary drama, but
to insist that such study was incomplete unless one went beyond the literary text to
consider the physical conditions of performance, the spatial realization of that text.
Thus it is no exaggeration to say that the foundation of modern theatre studies was
grounded upon a spatial reorientation—from the linear reading of drama to the threedimensional staging of it. Matthews, who in 1899 was named the first professor of
dramatic literature in an English-speaking university, was particularly interested in
a spatial concern, the shape of historic theatres and the relation of that space to the
plays presented in them. In his 1910 A Study of the Drama, he stated this fundamental
principle in these terms: “It is impossible to consider the drama profitably apart
from the theatre in which it was born and in which it reveals itself in its completest
perfection” (Matthews 3). The scale models of historical theatres built to illustrate
performance spaces by Matthews and his students may still be seen at Columbia
University in New York. In a very fundamental way, the new orientation introduced by
Herrmann and Matthews still serves as the most widely accepted model for historical
research in theatre, as may be seen in a very recent articulation of the aims of the
discipline by one of its leading scholars, Robert D. Hume. In a survey article on the
“Aims, Materials, and Methodology” of theatre history in his period of specialization,
1660-1800, Hume observes: “I would suggest that one crucial function of the theatre
historian is to demonstrate how production and performance circumstances affected
the writing and public impact of plays” (11). One could hardly ask for a clearer or
more concise statement of the Herrmann/Matthews project.
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Although the establishment of theatre studies as a discipline offered a new
methodology and new sources of investigation, its object for most of the twentieth
century remained essentially the same as that of the tradition of dramatic literature in
which it was grounded. That object was to provide a fuller and deeper understanding
of the largely European works of the traditional canon. Theatre studies maintained a
consistent, if unacknowledged position as an adjunct to literature and its basic goal
to provide a better understanding of the dramas of canonical literary figures like
Shakespeare, Schiller, and Molière. This is why the single spatial investigation in the
field of theatre history that has inspired by far the most scholarship is the question of
what exactly was the physical stage upon which Shakespeare worked. John Cranford
Adam’s 1942 The Globe Playhouse was a leading early example, but books or essays
on the subject are now legion, encouraged of course by the recent physical re-creation
of an imitation of the theatre near its original site in London.
Although the interest of Matthews and Herrmann was focused on a particular
physical space, that where the play was presented, it must not be forgotten that theatre
has always involved a great many other spaces, some physical and some imaginary.
The fictional character in drama, like fictional characters in epic or lyric literature, is
situated in an evoked space, sometimes referred to as the “imaginary world” of the
fiction, and which is conjured up in the mind of the reader as a part of the receptive
process. The “imaginary world” of the dramatic character is phenomenologically
more complex in actual staging because a part of it, often a tiny part but always a part
central to the dramatic action, is present as a real space visible to the audience, while
the rest, like the entire imaginary world of the novel or poem, is traditionally evoked
primarily through language.
Within the theatre, this linguistically evoked world is normally referred to as
“off-stage” space, although that term is not widely found in theatrical theory. In the
early days of semiotics, Kier Elam calling this space diegetic space, following Plato
and Aristotle, who made a basic distinction between mimesis, the showing of an
action, and diegesis, the narration of it (see 111). Much European drama relies heavily
upon such diegetic spaces, from the space where three roads meet that saw the fatal
encounter of Oedipus and Laius, through the riverbank where Ophelia died, to the
green head on the coastal background of Riders to the Sea.
An important attempt at articulating an analytic vocabulary of onstage and
offstage spaces was offered in a 1989 essay by Tim Fitzpatrick, “The Dialectics of
Space-Time Dramaturgical and Directoral Strategies for Performance and Fictional
World.” Here Fitzpatrick argued that the so-called offstage space is in fact composed of
many different kinds of space, beginning with the division into what he calls “localized
off” and “unlocalized off” (60, 62). Localized off refers to spaces that are physically
contiguous to the viewed setting, immediately accessible through a window, perhaps,
or a door, while unlocalized off refers to more remote spaces, existing only through
linguistic reference, such as Moscow in Three Sisters or the remote Ugandan village
of Ryanga from which Jack returns in Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa. Fitzpatrick’s
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system is particularly useful in the analysis of the entirely new critical and practical
perspective on off-stage space opened in recent performance by the introduction of
modern electronic technology, a subject to which I will return later.
Important as off-stage space is in the imaginary world created by the theatrical
performance, the central space of that performance is of course that actually occupied
by the performers and observed by the spectators. This space and how it has been
changed and controlled has a central preoccupation of theatre history, as researchers
have considered the permutations of the wing and drop system, or the development of
the box set. An excellent example of such scholarship is Richard Southern’s classic
Changeable Scenery: Its Origin and Development in the British Theatre.
The space of the audience, from which this performance is observed, has
received lesser, but still significant attention. With the development of indoor theatres
in the renaissance, theatre’s normal spatial arrangement became the form still
dominant today, an audience space and a performance space, separated by some form
of proscenium arch. Somewhat surprisingly, for all its visual advantages, the move to
an indoor theatre resulted in a serious diminishment in the ability of the performer to
exploit the potentials of the space traditionally provided for his activity.
The creation of permanent indoor theatre spaces allowed for the development
of elaborate scenic backgrounds, first in Italy and then throughout Europe, but this
increase in visual spectacle was at the cost of the performers’ previous flexibility
with the stage space. With movement indoors, illumination assumed an importance
unknown in previous performance situations, and all the ingenuity of the renaissance
and baroque designs could not create an adequately illuminated stage space that would
allow actors the freedom of movement within that space that they had enjoyed in
open-air production. Almost the only illumination for the acting area came from the
chandeliers that illuminated the auditorium, and while the development of footlights
provided more visibility for the actors’ space, these actors, if they wished to be seen,
still had to move within a long, narrow band at the front of the stage. The result,
as can be seen in the few seemingly reliable sketches and engravings we have of
pre-nineteenth century performance, was that the actors normally lined up across the
stage, utilizing very little of the space open behind them.
From the beginning of the modern indoor theatre in the renaissance until the
beginning of the nineteenth century, then, the stage space, although in fact dimensional,
was from the audience’s point of view, and the actors’ use of this space more like a
painting, or at best a bas-relief. With the development of significant projectable and
controllable lighting, however, performers could once again fully utilize stage space
for desired effects to an extent that had been possible to them before the theatre moved
indoors. Although the idea of the proscenium arch framing an essentially flat “stage
picture” was still common throughout the nineteenth century, theatre practitioners
from the romantic period on began to see stage space in a different way, first fully
articulated in theory by Adolphe Appia at the end of the century, who characterized
the stage space not as an animated painting, but as a cubic, three-dimensional space,
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the living forms within it defined by light. The process of arranging the bodies of the
actors within the stage space that in English is now called blocking begins to appear
in the early nineteenth century in the notes and sketches of Goethe and in the first
published promptbooks in France.
Although the space on stage is obviously of central interest to students of
theatre, audience spaces have not been neglected. Though the founders of modern
theatre studies like Matthews focused upon questions of staging, their reconstruction
of historical theatres led them also to consider from the beginnings the implications of
the obvious spatial differences in audience arrangements of the classic Greek theatre,
the Elizabethan stage, and the clearly socially divided audiences of the eighteenth
century theatres.
I have already mentioned Richard Southern’s highly innovative The Seven Ages
of the Theatre which attempted, as early as 1961, to provide a fresh approach to theatre
history that challenged the two most distinctive features of previous major works in
the field, the standard pattern of periodization—the Greeks, the Romans, medieval
theatre, the renaissance, and succeeding centuries in chronological order, and the
strong bias toward the literary canon, primarily that of England, France, and Germany.
Southern begins his book by attempting to reduce theatre to its essence, the first of
what he calls its “seven ages.” He finds this in the encounter between Player and
Audience. “Take these apart,” he concludes, “and you can have no theatre” (Southern
21). Thus spatiality is placed at the most fundamental level of theatre studies and the
spaces of performer and spectator given equal fundamental emphasis.
In fact the attention of theatre historians has been directed as much toward
audience as performance spaces. Almost all of this work appeared in the later
twentieth century, and was concerned, directly or indirectly, with how the spatial
arrangements of the auditorium have reflected social status. The obvious social
implications of such spaces as the Elizabethan pit or the royal and aristocratic boxes
were remarked upon by theatre historians as soon as Matthews and his students began
to study physical theatres, but such analysis became more important later as some
theatre historians, in examining non-literary aspects of theatre, became interested in
theatre as a social rather than an artistic phenomenon. A relatively early example was
James J. Lynch’s 1953 book, subtitled Stage and Society in Johnson’s London. Its
main title significantly looked to the spatial arrangement of audiences as the basic
representation of this social orientation: Box, Pit, and Gallery. The rise of a specific
sociology of theatre, pioneered by Georges Gurvich and Jean Duvignaud in France
in the 1950s and 1960s, encouraged more of this sort of historical analysis. Thus, for
example, Timothy Murray, in his 1977 “Richelieu’s Theatre: The Mirror of a Prince,”
suggested how the spatial arrangements of this key historical structure expressed
and reinforced a whole system of social power relationships (see Murray 275-97).
More recently, Joseph Donohue’s 2005 Fantasies of Empire uses the controversies
surrounding the arrangement of audience space in this theatre to illuminate a broad
spectrum of social, political, moral and legal questions in Victorian England.
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Only recently have theatre scholars begun to consider theatrical spaces beyond
those of the stage and the auditorium. The generally neglected backstage spaces,
important as they are to the functioning of what the public sees, have been rarely
studied or even mentioned in our historical studies, and yet they also not only reflect
social status but provide all manner of additional information about the actual physical
creation and operation of the performance. Gay McAuley’s Space in the Theatre
is—to the best of my knowledge—the only modern attempt, aside from technical
architectural studies, to consider in any detail these neglected spaces, both in the front
and in the back of the theatre house. The former she designates as audience space
and the latter as practitioner space, neither of course so fully documented or studied
as stage space. Indeed she also includes a consideration of an even less known or
documented space, rehearsal space, which, though never seen by the public “can have
a significant impact on the final production” (McAuley 70).
Not all of the spaces so far discussed, those of the performer, the spectator
and in the case of a theatre building, the space which unites and includes these other
spaces, have been considered with equal attention by theatre historians, but together
they have made up the central spatial concerns of traditional theatre history. Naturally
they shared the often unacknowledged biases of that tradition, most notably an interest
in the theatre of Europe and the United States, to the almost total exclusion of the
rest of the world, and an interest in the staging of canonical plays to the almost total
exclusion of so-called popular or minor forms. During the 1970s and 1980s, however,
these biases began to be widely exposed and challenged. Many things contributed to
this major shift in the field of theatre studies, but probably the most distinct and the
most clearly involved with these challenges was the rise of the new approach that
came to be known as performance studies.
Other cultural changes added further impetus to this change. One clearly
was modern globalization, creating a world view in which theatre history could no
longer casually ignore whole continents like Africa, South America, or Australia, or
confine its study of Asia to a handful of manifestations, mostly Japanese. Another
was a rise in interest in popular culture, forcing attention to the vast array of popular
forms of theatre hitherto ignored by the high art bias of the tradition. Both of these
were also reinforced by a major change within the study of art itself, especially the
performing arts. Just as the study of theatre had from the beginning been dominated,
and somewhat distorted, by critical models derived from literary studies, so the study
of the performing arts in general had operated on a model derived from the plastic arts,
and the concept of the art object. A key expression of the change that took place in
this attitude during the 1970s was Gerald Hinkle’s 1979 book, Art as Event. Hinkle’s
argument was that critical understanding of the performing arts has been hampered by
the application to them of strategies evolved in the plastic arts and literature, where
performance is not essential. Theatre should be viewed “more as an event than an
object in perception” (Hinkle 40).
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Looking beyond the spatial assumptions of the European literary theatre
encourages the theatre historian to be conscious of performance spaces more prominent
in other cultures, and of their very different histories and association. A 2008 article
that I co-authored with a Moroccan scholar provides a sample of such research,
based on the circular performance space, the halqa, widely found in traditional Arab
culture and recently taking on a new meaning as a post-colonial reaction to European
performance spaces. Aside from the post-colonial dynamic of this spatial choice, the
article considers the relationship of the halqa to various cultural traditions of North
Africa and the Middle East, its use in folk festivals, popular gatherings, and in the
tradition of the traveling storyteller, and finally its mystic and religious associations
(see Amine and Carlson 71-86).
This different perspective also opened many new ways of looking at space
and the theatrical event even in the much-studied European tradition. No longer was
the focus upon the embodiment of a particular dramatic text, but upon the whole
social and physical context of the event. To the best of my knowledge, the first theatre
historian to utilize this new perspective was Michael Hays, who began his 1974 book
The Public and Performance: Essays in the History of French and German Theater
1871-1900 with an essay entitled “Theater Space as Cultural Paradigm.” It opens
with this striking spatial observation: “Until recently, the social value and function of
the buildings, the architectural forms which enclose the theater event, have remained
largely unexplored territory. Critical investigation has instead focused attention on the
smaller space of the stage or on the actor and the director.” Hays goes on to assert that
the location and shape of the performance area potentially provides the information
“which first allows us to propose a connection between the ordering principles of the
theater event and those of society at large (3).
Richard Schechner was another pioneer in such analysis, though from a more
anthropological than socio-cultural direction. In his major 1975 essay “Toward
a Poetics of Performance” he observes that: “too little study has been made of the
liminal approaches and leavings of performance—how the audience gets to, and
into, the performance place, and how they go from that place” (Schechner 122).
To take a single famous example, clearly the necessity of crossing the Thames by
boat to reach the marginal, quasi-respectable entertainment district of Bankside,
where the major Elizabethan public theatres were located, was a significant part of
the mental contextualization of attending those theatres. The study of such space
has now become an important new dimension in the analysis of both historical and
contemporary theatres. As Susan Bennett observes in her 1997 Theatre Audiences,
“the milieu which surrounds a theatre is always ideologically encoded” and thus
“shapes a spectator’s experience,” and uses this insight to analyze the geography of
Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop and a variety of other nineteenth and twentieth
century theatres (126-30).
Perhaps the most important recent addition to the consideration of space in the
theatre has been stimulated by the growing use of live video and digital imaging.
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These technologies together are today creating new spatial dimensions and even new
concepts of space in theatres around the world. Film, of course, has been with us now
for over a century and almost from its beginning was utilized by experimental theatre
artists. While clearly a film onstage presents an image of another space, however, it
remains simply that, an image, not actually a space. If, for example, instead of the
Queen providing a narrative describing the physical location of Ophelia’s death—
“There is a willow grows aslant a brook” (Shakespeare 166)—we should see at the
back of the stage a film of this space, this space would remain still an essentially absent,
narrated space for audiences watching the performance. Such filmic images Thomas
Irmir has usefully designated as “second level” images, not fully integrated into the
scene on stage but operating rather more like “footnotes to the stage picture” (22).
Their primary use has nothing to do with the extension or elaboration of the scenic
spaces but rather, as Patrice Pavis has suggested, has been “to provide background or
ironic comment on the stage action” (125).
A very different visual space, however, is created by the ever-increasing
introduction of live video into the performance area. There was an enormous
expansion of such experimentation in Europe in the 1990s, perhaps most notably
in the work of German directors like Frank Castorf and René Pollesch. In a series
of productions beginning in the late 1980s such directors began utilizing live video
as a way of creating a new sort of theatrical space, a real space located somewhere
between onstage and off. As one of its practitioners, Jan Spechenbach, has explained:
“The paradoxical nature of the process of bringing the means of live transmission
into a space that is involved in nothing other than transmitting a selection of this
space makes filmic explorations possible that are not possible either in traditional
film or video” (80). The constant renegotiation between the mimetic and the diegetic,
which in the most extreme cases involves not only onstage and offstage space but
audience spaces, lobbies, and dressing rooms, poses significant new challenges to
theatre analysts seeking to chronicle and explain the experience such work offers.
The German theatre critic Thomas Oberender has suggested that recent
theatrical use of video is primarily of two types, which he calls Einspielung and LiveProduktion. In the process of Einspielung the video is used in the same way that film
has traditionally been used in the theatre—a sequence created at some earlier time is
played simultaneously with live action in the present. Live-Produktion, on the other
hand, takes advantage of the potential immediacy of video by placing alongside the
live action on stage a living picture actually taking place at the same time. According
to Oberender, the first production in Germany to utilize Live-Production was Fred
Kelemen’s staging of Desire, based on Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms and
presented at the small experimental stage, the Prater, in 2001.
For Desire, Kelman created an onstage bungalow composed of rooms some of
which were visible to the audience and some hidden from direct sight but observed
by live video cameras. Thus the offstage actors seen as video images were no longer
in some unidentified space but in an actual onstage room which the audience could
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physically locate but not see within. The result was a new blend of the impressions
normally associated with live theatre and film. Even though the audience was aware
that the actress they had just seen live on stage was still performing live, the effect of
seeing her on screen was essentially the same as the familiar “absent” depictions of
conventional film or video.
In order to fully break away from that deeply conditioned effect, another staging
innovation was necessary, which Castorf introduced in his next major production, a
Dostoevsky adaptation, Injured and Humiliated. The setting was again a several-room
bungalow, surmounted by a large video screen, but in the larger Volksbühne Castorf
could combine this staging with a turntable, so that, unlike Desire, the hidden offstage
spaces could be revealed live as well as by video. Thus the production opened with a
scene of a group of actors chatting in a living room, seen only on the large overhead
screen. Then the stage revolved, revealing this scene being broadcast from another
room, now visible through a wall of glass doors. However, this revolving not only
revealed the actors and room, but the video camera and its crew filming the scene,
something never seen in Desire. Thus the audience was simultaneously presented with
a live action, its video projection, and the apparatus by which this projection is being
created. This marked a fundamental step forward for such experimentation, in that
Castorf foregrounded the fact that with video the image and its space can for the first
time become a part of the lived moment in which it is generated, creating a feedback
loop in which the medium becomes a part of the reality in which it is embedded.
Castorf’s video artist and camera operator, Jan Speckenbach, has characterized
theatre of this sort as a kind of “live cubism.” The effect sought is that of a collage
of selected views, of fragmented perspectives, of discrepant ways of seeing which
never coalesce into a unified vision. It makes possible a kind of “filmic exploration”
that is impossible either in traditional theatre, film or video by “bringing the means
of live transmission into a space that is involved in nothing other than transmitting a
selection of this space” (78). One reviewer of Insulted and Humiliated described the
visual complexity of Speckenbach’s design in these words: “Cameras . . . are mounted
all over this labyrinthine container-set, parts of which we never see directly except
as glimpses through open doors or peeks behind patched-up windows.” Nor do the
cameras remain stationary. They are on occasion “picked up by actors who follow
other actors into this Everyman-warren that is also a forlorn No Man’s Land” (Rouse
14).
Spatially speaking, these turn of the century experiments by Castorf and others
basically utilized live video to blur the boundaries between virtual and diegetic,
between onstage and offstage space. All the spaces experienced have a grounding
in physical and contemporary reality, even if we can access them only through the
eye of the camera. A more radical sort of performative space has been developed by
other groups, first in dance and then in certain experimental theatre companies. In
the 1999 dance piece Friends, by Netherlands choreographer Krisztina de Chatel, for
example, dancers simultaneously performing in widely separated spaces were brought
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together to seemingly dance with each other in an electronic space which had no
actual physical reality, and audiences could observe this space alone or in conjunction
with one or another of its various components. Electronically created space, of various
kinds, has been built into the recent work of a number of experimental theatre groups
in the United States and in Europe.
One of the best leaders in such work was the Big Art group, founded in 1998
with the stated aim of using “the language of media and blended states of performance
in a unique form to build culturally transgressive and challenging new works”
(bigartgroup.com). Typically they use several different live video cameras to capture
separate images which are then combined in form a new image in virtual space. Instead
of locating these cameras in widely separated locations in the manner of de Chatel’s
Friends, however, they place them in different parts of the stage, so that the audience
can simultaneously see the collage of combined images and its component parts. Let us
take for example a sequence in the production Flicker in which a character is pursued
through the woods by a knife-wielding maniac. The actress in fact runs in place, her
back toward the stage-right camera, looking back over her shoulder at the camera
and presumably at her pursuer, whom we see in another digital image brandishing a
knife. In fact, as the audience can clearly see, he is neither running nor anywhere near
the actress, but is being filmed in another location. As the run continues, the digital
body of the actress is replaced in virtual space by that of a male actor in a red wig and
costume similar to hers. As the “run” continues, it provides another replacement in
this same virtual space. In the traditional theatre, such a run would be quite difficult
to stage since its spatial demands are much more suitable to the film, and it would
be surely presented as a brief sequence performed by a single actress. In Flicker, on
the other hand, this coherent body exists only in digital space, while the audience is
simultaneously aware of that digital coherent body and of the contributing and varied
parts of this body in various parts of actual stage space around it.
In the United States, experiments with virtual space have so far been confined
to small theatres, but in Europe, a number of major directors and companies, inspired
by the work of German directors like Castorf in the 1990s have recently begun to
incorporate live video to introduce new spaces into their productions, and their tours
have exposed such experimentation to an international audience. The Flemish director
Ivo van Hove toured widely with his 1997 production of Moliere’s The Misanthrope,
which utilized live video projections of the actors throughout, occasionally following
them offstage into the dressing areas. The 2000 production of Peter Weiss’s Marat/
Sade by the Triumviratus Art Group of Varna, Bulgaria, featured a very large video
monitor/screen mounted directly above the stage, as in recent productions of Castorf,
so that the audience was always offered a double focus of live and mediatized spaces.
On this screen appeared not only different perspectives of on-stage action, as in Big
Art, but views of live action off-stage as in Castorf, going not only into the dressing
rooms, lobbies, and spaces actually outside the physical theatre, but also into the
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audience, so that spectators while experiencing their own personal space could also
see it appearing on the stage monitor.
In Katie Mitchell’s 2007 staging of Virginia Woolf’s The Waves at the National
Theatre in London, Woolf’s multilayered and internalized novel was brought to life
on stage by utilizing much the same techniques as those of Mason’s Big Art Group.
The setting consisted only of a long table center stage but the visual focus was divided
between the actors working around (and on) this table, and the large video screen above
them which in the manner of Castorf and Triumverus offered a continually changing
master visual image and which in the manner of Big Art was an image existing only
in this virtual space and constructed by observed movements and manipulations of the
actors beneath it on the main stage. Thus, for example, in the scene “London 1906” a
pair of actors sits at one end of the long table and another pair at the other end, while
two cameras merge them on the overhead into a foursome sitting at an apparently
small restaurant table. Similar constructions of merged characters, characters and
scenery, and visual special effects provide an ongoing visual narrative on the overhead
screen very much in the manner of Big Art.
In his excellent study on the phenomenology of theatre, Great Reckonings in Little
Rooms, Bert States advanced what he considered the most basic phenomenological
feature of this art: “Theatre is the medium, par excellence, that consumes the real
in its realest forms: man, his language, his rooms and cities, his weapons and tools,
his other arts, animals, fire, and water—even, finally, theatre itself” (8). Some recent
performance theorists have argued that in this mediatized age, the living element of
theatre is being consumed by video, but these recent international experiments suggest
that, on the contrary, the omniverous appetite of theatre can encompass not only video
itself, but, on a deeper level, the reversion of video back into life in the objects of its
view and the subjects controlling that view. Thus virtual space has not proven inimical
to theatre, but an extension of its possibilities, making its on contribution to the
complex and always shifting interplay of reality and illusion, presence and absence,
distance and empathy, which has always been a part of the theatre experience.
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Ireland’s Haunted Stages
Paul Murphy
Shortly after noon on Monday, the 24th of April 1916, Padraic Pearse gave perhaps
the most significant public performance in Irish political history, as he read the
Proclamation of the Irish Republic from the steps of the General Post Office on
Dublin’s O’Connell Street, at the start of the rebellion against British colonial rule
that became known as the Easter Rising. The Proclamation “guarantees religious
and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens, and declares
its resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of the whole nation and of all its
parts, cherishing all the children of the nation equally, and oblivious of the differences
carefully fostered by an alien government, which have divided a minority from the
majority in the past.” On that day Pearse, a patriot and playwright amongst other
things, found himself proclaimed Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Republic
and President of the Provisional Government. Barely a week after Pearse finished
reading the Proclamation he was shot dead on the 3rd of May 1916 by a British firing
squad, and the visionary Republic based on the principles of religious liberty, civic
morality and social equality died with him. The Ireland that emerged as an independent
Free State after the Anglo-Irish War of 1919-21 which would become a republic in
1949, was a society stymied by religious conservatism, political cronyism and social
inequality―the last of these habitually blamed by right-wing nationalists on centuries
of foreign oppression rather than decades of local injustice. These issues would
continue to haunt the Irish state, and its stages, for the rest of the twentieth century,
and lead inexorably to the nightmare of the current economic disaster.
In this essay I will look at the metaphor of the ghost particularly in relation
to the issue of class disparity which has haunted Ireland and its stages for decades
and is especially poignant in the current economic situation. Taking my cue from
Marvin Carlson’s seminal book The Haunted Stage, I extend his argument that
for audiences “ghosting presents the identical thing they have encountered before,
although now in a somewhat different context” (7), to the recurrence of class disparity
and concomitant social injustice in Ireland as represented in Irish theatre across
the twentieth century and on into the contemporary moment. The ghosts that haunt
Ireland’s stages re-materialize in the themes, characters and performance accretions of
plays in successive decades since 1949. These ghosts are the shades of people whose
lives were blighted by injustices perpetrated not by a foreign colonial power, but by
domestic class structures that served the interests of a narrow elite at the expense of
the broader public.
I’ve been hearing Marx quoted a lot recently, by various cultural commentators,
public intellectuals and the like, usually when asked for their views on the current
economic crisis, which is itself just the latest in a cycle of crises produced by modern
capitalism. Each time I hear Marx’s name taken in vain, I can’t help but ask why
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those talking heads who make their living as pundits on current affairs programmes
didn’t quote Marx over the last thirty years preceding the “Great Recession” as one
of them called the recent unpleasantness. The answer I come up with is that they
were, like so many self-styled intellectuals, too busy surfing the tide of neo-liberal
capitalism to bother paying attention to the widening gulf between rich and poor. One
of Marx’s more famous quotes which has been doing the rounds recently is taken from
his political pamphlet The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: “Hegel remarks
somewhere that all facts and personages of great importance in world history occur, as
it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce” (300).
Marx wrote his pamphlet in direct response to the 1851 coup d’état staged by Prince
Louis Bonaparte, nephew of the Emperor Napoleon, in order to show how the class
struggle in France made it possible for, “a grotesque mediocrity to play a hero’s part”
by aping the greatness of their historical forebears.
So, the tragedy of the Emperor Napoleon’s bloody reign is followed by the
farce of his nephew Louis, because “[h]istorical tradition gave rise to the belief of the
French peasants in the miracle that a man named Napoleon would bring all the glory
back to them. . . . The fixed idea of the Nephew was realized, because it coincided
with the fixed idea of the most numerous class of the people” (Marx 318). Now if
one were to apply this observation to the Irish context, one could perhaps explain the
recurrence of the two centre-right parties, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael, alternating in
government since the Irish Civil War of 1923, each of whom was aping the greatness
of their historical forebears in the revolutionary period, by appearing to represent the
“national” interest as their own, when they were more often than not advancing the
interests of their own political class at the expense of the rest of the nation. As Marx
suggests,
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please, they do
not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances
directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all
the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just
when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating
something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary
crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow
from them names, battle-cries, and costumes in order to present the new scene
of world history in this time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language . .
. (300)
The “conjuring up of the dead” that Marx describes here is not the sole preserve of
the revolutionary generation, particularly when we call to mind historian Desmond
Fitzpatrick’s wry observation that if “revolutions are what happen to wheels, then
Ireland underwent a revolution between 1916 and 1922 . . . social and political
institutions were turned upside down, only to revert to full circle upon the establishment
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of the Irish Free State” (232). The two centre-right parties which emerged from the
subsequent Civil War of 1922-23, Fianna Fail and Fine Gael, were the political
manifestation of different elements of the newly hegemonic Catholic, nationalist,
middle-class. As with other former colonies of the British Empire, the native middleclass which nationalized itself by leading the struggle against the colonial power, in
turn became the ruling elite. Subsequently, the spectre of class disparity would return
to haunt the Irish state and its stages with each successive generation, as the national
middle-class consolidated its influence over the resources of the state.
The provenance of this middle-class was described sardonically by playwright
John Millington Synge in the early 1900s as “the groggy-patriot-publican-general
shop-man who is married to the priest’s half-sister and is second cousin onceremoved of the dispensary doctor” (letter to his friend Stephen MacKenna, 1905; qtd.
in Saddlemeyer 116-17). Rarely is this view of Irish life more clearly shown than in
Synge’s magnum opus, The Playboy of the Western World (1907), as Christy Mahon,
the son of a “squatter” or landless labourer, vies with Shawn Keogh, a young farmer,
for the affections of Pegeen Mike, the daughter of local publican-general shop-man
Michael James. We see Christy go from the young rebel who has allegedly killed his
father, to be christened the “champion playboy of the western world” by the women of
the community, only to be revealed in the finale as what Shawn Keogh described him,
“a dirty tramp . . . from the highways of the world” (221), when Christy’s bloodied but
unbroken father appears and reveals him to be a fraud. The play provoked a riot which
has been well documented by historians and one might say over-documented at the
expense of other plays. The opprobrium surrounding the production focussed on the
perceived misrepresentation of the figure of the western “Peasant” and especially the
reference to the “shift” or undergarments worn by the women in the play. In the heated
political context of the time, such figures became totemic for nationalists during the
period which lead up to the Easter Rising barely a decade later. As a consequence,
the facts of economic hierarchies within the community depicted in the play were
generally ignored by the nationalist intellectuals and ideologues who criticized the
play, insofar as they were primarily interested in the issue of national sovereignty. In
the build-up to the revolutionary period of 1916-23, nationalist activists persuaded
their colleagues in the women’s movement and the labour movement that the matters of
gender equality and social justice would be postponed until after national sovereignty
had been achieved. Whilst women gained the vote shortly after independence, the
matter of bridging the gap between rich and poor in the new state would be left on
hold.
These awkward facts have been generally ignored in the performance
accretions that have built up to constitute the received performance tradition since
the first production of the Playboy in 1907. In our own time, Roddy Doyle and Bisi
Adigun’s production of the Playboy in 2007 chose to represent Christy not as the
landless son of a squatter, but as a wayward middle-class tearaway whose wealthy
father chastises him at the end of the play. In this re-imagining, the west of Ireland is
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transmuted to a violent west Dublin suburb populated by drug-snorting criminals and
their foul-mouthed girlfriends. Christy Mahon becomes Christopher Malomo, a welleducated Nigerian refugee who has fled his native land after killing his father with
a pestle, and attracts the sharp-tongued Pegeen with his morbid tale of his father’s
murder. Quite why she would be so taken with this story is unlikely, given her easy
familiarity with the brutality of her community and the fact that her father Michael
is a local gangster. In an RTE review of the production, Steve Cummins notes that
while the “central crux” of the original remains, “those parts of Synge’s work which
don’t fit this modern urban model have been rewritten, whilst any updated element
has been mined for maximum comic effect. . . . Every line is played for laughs and
brilliantly delivered by an exemplary cast, making for a re-working which is nothing
short of an absolute triumph.” Both the 2007 production and its reception are typical
of the performance accretions and reception of Irish theatre over the century. The
comedic elements of the Playboy have been accentuated with each performance over
successive generations, to the extent that audiences become accustomed to expecting
certain kinds of characterization. With the 2007 production, like so many versions of
the Playboy over the years, the comic effects serve to further detract from the poverty,
violence and criminality of west Dublin, and Christy’s own penniless circumstances
are completely elided in his transformation into Christopher, the spoiled prodigal son,
whose father will take him back under his wing after a brief chastisement.
In fairness to Doyle and Adigun, the license to enhance the reassuringly comic
elements of the play is there in the original playtext. In the finale, petit bourgeois
normality is restored, Pegeen will marry Shawn, and the emerging middle-class will
consolidate and expand, whilst the irksome landless labourers Christy and Old Mahon
will allegedly go “romancing through a romping life-time.” Until, of course, they
run out of what little money they have and are forced to emigrate or die in penury,
as thousands of their countrymen were doing at the time the play was first staged. It
is all the more tragic then that only a few short years after the centennial production
of the play in 2007, Irish men and women are facing the same dilemma. Although
effectively pauperized as Christy is, thousands of Irish people cannot emigrate as their
forebears did, because they are locked into mortgages that will take decades to recover
the crushing levels of negative equity they are left with as the Irish property bubble
burst. In a cruel twist of fate, during the last twenty years the Irish nation experienced
a similar plot trajectory to Christy Mahon, as it went from one of the poorest countries
in the western world to become a champion economy so admired by the rest, only to
have their new economic status revealed as a groundless delusion.
The spectre of class disparity so evident but so frequently overlooked by
historians and journalists alike in Synge’s Playboy, re-materializes barely more than
a decade later in the early Dublin plays of Sean O’Casey. As Declan Kiberd argues,
the “loveable peasant has been thereby introjected into the native Irish psyche, to
reappear as a twentieth-century slum-dweller. The rolling cadences of Synge and the
forms of the traditional Abbey play are ill-suited to the rhythms of urban life: O’Casey
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repeated but did not remodel them” (232). O’Casey was himself a card-carrying
socialist, who was outraged by the lack of social change after the national revolution
had been completed. In reference to one of the many Dublin slums he complained
that “Grenville Street is here to-day, a little older, but as ugly and as horrible as ever”
(131). Yet despite his socialist beliefs, proclaimed at length in his autobiographies,
the indictment of class disparity before, during and after the national revolution is
disavowed in his plays in favour of a dismissal of all ideologies as harmful illusions.
In Juno and the Paycock (1924) for example, the working-class men are hardly the
stakhanovite poster-boys for a putative Soviet na hEireann, with the skiving Captain
Boyle proving the author of his family’s demise, as he bankrupts them to local
gombeen man Murphy after believing the false economic prophecies sold to them
by the swindler Bentham, who it transpires has impregnated their daughter Mary and
left them all high and dry. O’Casey’s later play The Plough and the Stars (1926)
incited a violent reaction on par with the reaction to Synge’s Playboy. The response
was led by the widows of the insurgents who died in the Easer Rising, driven by their
indignance at O’Casey’s dismissal of their husbands’ bravery as mere delusion. The
visceral response to the first production of The Plough and the Stars was all the more
unfortunate given that such a play should have incited dismay at the conditions in
which the slum dwellers were still living after independence had been achieved. As
poet F.R. Higgins argued at the time: “If, as a sincere artist, Mr O’Casey interpreted
the raw life he is supposed to know, then the sure strokes of a great dramatist would
have painted such a picture of the Dublin underworld that instead of driving some to
demolish the theatre, they would be driven out in horror to abolish the slum” (qtd. in
Hogan and Burnham 325).
The real sadness in the three Dublin plays, specifically described as tragedies by
O’Casey, is that the men are revealed as gullible simpletons who are too easily drawn to
the glimmer of a false dawn, while the women are shown as two-dimensional martyrs
who endure the consequences of their husband’s lack of vision. The comic male
pairs which inhabit these plays consistently provide the comic relief from the awful
conditions in which the tenement dwellers try to eke out a living. The comic elements
were enhanced by the actors who played the key roles, particularly Barry Fitzgerald
and F.J. McCormick who were, as David Krause notes, “the two finest comic actors
in Abbey [theatre] history” (138). The performance accretions which have built up
gradually over the years following the portrayal by these actors of characters such as
Captain Boyle and Joxer Daly, have become the traditional way in which O’Casey’s
characters have been received by audiences, and especially Irish audiences, over the
years. So when in 1991 Gary Hynes directed The Plough and the Stars at the Abbey
in a manner which deliberately emphasized the traumatic realities of slum life at the
expense of the comic elements in the play one can understand the critical furore which
greeted the production. The young girl Mollser’s consumption is painfully evident
in her rasping breathlessness; Jack Clitheroe’s domestic violence towards his wife
Nora; Fluther is no longer a drunken oaf but an alcoholic prone to thuggery and wild
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outbursts; Rosie Redmond is no longer the charming, middle-aged prostitute, but a
teenager who relies on prostitution to survive. In terms of reception, Brian Singleton
notes that this production, “more than any other in the decade, caused the biggest
division amongst critics and the largest flurry of comment on the Letters page of
the Irish Times” (262). Singleton suggests that audience members prepared by the
traditional performance accretions “were prevented from laughing by a representation
which provided no comic relief from the seriousness of the politics and the violence
surrounding it” (262). In a perverse echo of O’Casey’s Dublin, if you were to take a
short stroll after witnessing the Hynes’ 1991 production, you would have encountered
some of the “worst housing conditions and greatest heroin addiction rates in Western
Europe, and a government still insisting that lack of public spending was the price
of independence” (Singleton 261). The story underlying this official discourse is
one of cronyism and corruption than ran to the highest levels of government, which
became public knowledge through a succession of scandals and tribunals throughout
the 1990s that were harbingers of the nightmare scenario of the post-Tiger crash in
the late 2000s.
The slums depicted in O’Casey’s plays were not abolished at the time of their
first production, nor were they abolished twenty years later, much to the chagrin of
Walter Macken whose plays Mungo’s Mansion (1946) and Vacant Possession (1948)
deal with lumpenproletarian life in the Galway slums in a succession of increasingly
harrowing plays. In both plays the lead male characters, respectively Mungo King
and Gunner Delaney, are former proletarian workers rendered incapable of work by
crippling injuries. Their lives and the lives of their families are swallowed down a
downward spiral of poverty, debt, depression and alcoholism, and they are preyed
upon by gombeen men such as Skerret the landlord’s agent and criminals with
ludicrous names such as Wee-wee Brady and “Revenge” Horgan. In the earlier play,
the hapless Mungo and his family are saved from perdition by his friend Mowleogs
who places a winning bet for him on the sweepstake. There is no such redemption for
Gunner however, as alcoholism leads to his demise and his family are left to roam the
streets with his old rag-and-bone cart.
Barely a year after the unproduced Vacant Possession was published, the
Irish Free State became a republic in 1949 and formally ended its centuries-long
connection with Great Britain. Over three decades had passed since Padraic Pearse
read the famous proclamation of his visionary Republic on the steps of the Dublin
GPO. The society which developed during those years was characterized by what
the writer Sean O’Faolain called an “unholy alliance between the church, the new
businessmen, and the politicians” (qtd. in Lindsay 194). If there are two plays which
define these realities in the new republic and set the tone for subsequent generations
of Irish playwrights, they are Tom Murphy’s On the Outside (written in 1959 and first
produced as a radio play in 1962) and its sequel On the Inside, both of which were first
produced on stage in Dublin respectively at the Project and the Abbey theatre in 1974.
The plays are set against the years preceding and following the implementation of the
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First Programme for Economic Expansion (1958-1963) by Taoiseach Sean Lemass
and his Minister for Finance T.K. Whitaker. The First Programme constituted a step
change from the economic protectionism of various post-independence governments
which had so hindered prosperity. As Tom Garvin suggests, “it took what was seen
as the economic disaster of the mid-1950s and the ageing of the Boys of the Old
Brigade to force real change; there was a genuine problem of gerontocracy” (27). In
the 1950s, “the facts of economic life and electoral pressure began gradually to nullify
the special interests of older businesses, ecclesiastical, cultural and labour elites, the
people who had, essentially, carved up the entire country into a set of fiefdoms after
1920 and 1932” (Garvin 27).
On the Outside is set outside of a country dancehall, where the two proletarians
Joe and Frank wait earnestly in the hope that the middle-class teachers and businessmen
going into the hall will help them gain admittance. Their hopes are obviously forlorn
as the middle-class members of the community treat their less fortunate countrymen
with studied casualness. The two men are only too aware of the rigid class distinctions
that pervade their community, as Frank observes:
The whole town is like a tank. . . . And we’re at the bottom, splashing around
all week in their Friday night vomit, clawing at the sides all around. And the
bosses – and the big-shots – are up around the top, looking in, looking down. .
. . Spitting. On top of us. And for fear we might climb out someway – Do you
know what they’re doing? – They smear grease around the walls. (180)
When Frank and Joe sing nationalistic songs to relieve their boredom, the reference
to Patrick Sarsfield and the solidarity inherent in patriotic nationalism rings hollow in
independent Ireland where British rule has been replaced by the hegemony of Catholic
bourgeois nationalism. As the play draws to a close, the nouveaux riche Mickey Ford
who has inherited money from his “uncle in America” leaves the dancehall with Anne,
the girl Frank was supposed to meet up with after persuading her that he was a man
of means. When Frank pleads with Anne to excuse his indigent circumstances, Ford
dismisses him with the callous indifference of the risen bourgeoisie: “What about all
the lies you told her? Pick on someone your own class now” (191). In many ways
the character Mickey Ford anticipates the nouveaux riche that will emerge during
the Celtic Tiger, as a generation of charming but ruthless local boys will become
fabulously wealthy by spending money given to them by American and European
banks on quixotic projects that will ultimately sink the Irish economy. In that future,
the shades of Frank and Joe will re-materialize in housing estates across the country,
as ordinary families become gradually enslaved to credit companies as they take out
loans they can’t afford to repay, in order to keep up with the exorbitant rise in the cost
of living. Meanwhile, their Taoiseach Bertie Ahern will try to give himself a pay rise
of over €38,000 on top of his already huge salary, an increase of more than the total
salary for the average working citizen in Ireland at the time. And to those who dare
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question the faulty logic of his Tiger economy, the Taoiseach will encourage them to
go and kill themselves when he says: “Sitting on the sidelines, cribbing and moaning
is a lost opportunity. I don’t know how people who engage in that don’t commit
suicide.”
The issues of class disparity and social injustice continue to haunt Ireland’s
stages through the rest of the century. Dermot Bolger’s The Lament for Arthur Cleary
(1989) offers a harrowing portrayal of Dublin in the 1980s, where gombeen men prey
on the impoverished unemployed who inhabit Dublin slums that are morbid echoes
of the tenement plays of O’Casey and Macken. One Last White Horse (1991) renders
a Dublin cityscape blighted by drug abuse, despair and hopelessness during the reign
of Taoiseach Charles Haughey, who as Fintan O’Toole argues in his polemic After the
Ball (2003), syphoned off state funds for his own vanity projects while he told the
Irish citizenry to “tighten their belts” (45-59). The Ireland which O’Toole portrays
is one in which unemployed benefits cheats are sent to prison for the paltry sum the
state is willing to pay them, whilst the business cronies of the political class salted
away billions of tax payers money in off-shore accounts and not only avoided jail, but
received the financial equivalent of a slap on the wrist from a judicial system that was
unwilling to hold such high rollers to account. For O’Toole, these business tycoons
who operate effectively above the common law were the new Irish aristocracy, insofar
as they acted as if they were above paying tax revenues as the Celtic Tiger started
roaring in the 1990s, whilst the vast majority of the Irish working public who did pay
their taxes would be left to bail out the country after the tycoons and their friends in
the building and banking industry effectively bankrupted the nation.
In this period the plays of Marina Carr came to prominence, particularly By
the Bog of Cats . . . (1998). The female protagonist, Hester Swane is former lover
of Carthage Kilbride and mother of their daughter Josie. Carthage is an upwardly
mobile labourer’s son who is due to marry Caroline, daughter of “big farmer” Xavier
Cassidy. Xavier wants to consolidate his land with the land containing the Bog of
Cats that Carthage has purchased at a bargain price from Hester. The expansion of the
landed middle-class which Carthage and Cassidy represent is hampered by Hester’s
persistent claim on what she perceives as her ancestral territory. Hester is a figure of
scorn for the upwardly mobile characters in the play, and is derided as a “tinker” and
“piebald knacker” by Carthage’s pretentious mother Mrs Kilbride who is hell-bent on
her son’s embourgeoisement, in spite of the fact that Hester’s parents Big Josie and
Jack Swane may have been poor with little land and property but were not strictly
members of the travelling community. Indeed this scorn by the agrarian middle-class
for their less fortunate citizens resonates on a generational level, insofar as Xavier
holds contempt not only for Hester, but for her mother Big Josie whom he considers a
drink-sodden whore, and for her daughter young Josie whom he regards as an obstacle
to the successful union between Caroline and Carthage. What is striking here are
the brutal conditions in which poorer members of the community, and particularly
children, find themselves in. Hester recalls her childhood in the “Industrial School,”
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an infamous system in which the poorest children in Irish society were subjected to
a level of brutality that would make Caligula blush with shame. It is clear that her
mother’s childhood lacked formal education of any quality and young Josie is not
only treated roughly by her mother but with visceral contempt by her grandmother
Mrs Kilbride, who calls her a “little bastard” during a game of Snap and says: “Ya
little coward ya, I’ll break your spirit yet and then glue ya back the way I want ya. I
bet ya can’t even spell your name” (279).
In the context of the late 1990s, Carr’s play could perhaps have been seen as
anachronistic during a period when the Irish economy was booming and the nouveaux
riche, cappuccino culture of brasseries and gastro-pubs were displacing the smokefilled bars and their dirty denizens made famous by James Joyce and Brendan Behan.
Yet during this time when the relative wealth of the Irish nation was among the highest
in the world, the net wealth of most of its citizens was barely on par with the European
average. Moreover, when the Irish treasury could guarantee multi-billion dollar loans
through its new triple-A credit rating, the Irish school system was literally falling apart
at the seams. An Irish Times survey in 2003 found that 62 out of 137 primary schools
on the Department of Education’s emergency repair list revealed slum conditions:
outdoor toilets, faulty wiring, sewage problems, unsafe playgrounds, and severely
over-crowded class rooms (qtd. in O’Toole 85-86). At the height of the boom in 2000
nearly a third of Irish children were experiencing deprivation. In a society which had,
in the space of one generation, leapt from pre-modern to post-modern, the importance
of quality education and the acquisition of technical skill had turned from a luxury to
a necessity. However, when Ireland was experiencing fabulous levels of wealth and
foreign investment, the educational achievement for the majority of its children was
barely improving at all. In this context, the situation in which the poorer characters in
By the Bog of Cats . . . find themselves is not some atavistic throw-back to the days of
Synge and O’Casey. On the contrary, Carr shows that the social problems that haunted
Ireland’s stages in the first quarter of the century return to haunt the same stages in the
last quarter of the century.
In his recent book Dissident Dramaturgies (2010), Eamonn Jordan suggests that
many of the plays written and produced during the period of the Celtic Tiger
did not necessarily bear much relation to that reality. Playwrights shied away
from being topical, or they realized that the dynamics of the lived world did not
best serve the stories they wished to tell or the scenarios and images they wished
to generate through writing and performance, or the mechanisms of narrative
were not appropriate to the circumstances of the society. (10)
Jordan contends that much of contemporary drama “put paid to the illusion that if
you want to understand the dynamics of the Celtic Tiger period go to the theatre. The
best exception to this has to be Declan Hughes’s great play Shiver (2003)” (10). As
usual, Jordan’s analysis here is as incisive as it is informative, particularly regarding
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Hughes’s play which, whilst chronicling the hubris of those who rose and fell with the
dot.com bubble at the end of the 1990s, provides a chilling prophecy of the cultural
conditions which led to the collapse of the banking and building bubble at the end
of the 2000s. This archetypal play charts the travails of the ambitious middle-class
characters Richard and Jenny as they build their online publishing service, with
ironically called the “51st state,” and watch their personal fortune expand and collapse
until they are left bankrupt. Jenny’s forlorn description of her family’s woes presages
the fate of thousands of Irish people later in the decade: “We’re on a defaulter’s list
now. Chances are, we’ll never get a mortgage again. Even if they’d let us have one, I
can’t see how we’d afford it, we’ve that many debts. . . . To have had it once and seen
it taken away is so much worse than never to have known it at all. If there was just
some way we could get back home” (79-80). Jenny’s longing for the pre-lapsarian
recent past is echoed in Kevin’s earlier reference to the past: “Back when we didn’t
have a standard of living, we somehow seemed to have more of a life” (29).
In Marina Carr’s recent play Marble (2009) repressed fantasies and passions
conflict with the social responsibilities of friendship and fidelity. The characters’
quotidian lives and their struggles with primal desire and higher morality provide
the thematic backdrop to the play’s examination of the tragedy of the fragility of
love. Whilst ostensibly dealing with the politics of interpersonal relationships, the
play gains a certain political resonance when set in the broader context of Ireland’s
economic meltdown. In Ship of Fools (2010) Fintan O’Toole argues that the Celtic
Tiger and its aftermath were the inevitable consequence of a fundamental lack of “civic
morality [compounded by an] unreconstructed culture of cronyism, self-indulgence
and, at its extremes, of outright corruption” (19). The challenge it seems is to build
a new republic out of the ashes of the old, and to find a new civic morality to fill the
amoral vacuum of unbridled corporate greed.
One could argue, as politicians have done, that immediately after independence
the fledgling Irish government could not afford to abolish the slums depicted in
O’Casey’s plays; but twenty years later the spectre of urban poverty reappears in the
plays of Walter Macken in the 1940s, in the plays of Tom Murphy in the 1960s, in
Dermot Bolger’s plays in the 1980s, and Marina Carr’s plays in the 1990s. The real
question then is not if successive Irish governments could afford social justice, but
if they would be willing to pay for social justice when they could afford it. In the
post-Tiger dispensation, we know that when the Irish government had the money the
answer, simply, was that they were not willing to pay for better schools to give poorer
children a way out of poverty, or affordable healthcare so that poorer families were
not at the mercy of insurance companies charging exorbitant fees for pitiful services.
Where Sean O’Faolain described the unholy alliance of Church, State and strong
farmer, the contemporary equivalent would be the unholy trinity of bankers, property
developers and politicians that drove the economy into the abyss that followed the
collapse of the Celtic Tiger.
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In After the Ball (2003) and the follow-up Ship of Fools (2010) Fintan O’Toole
gives an excoriating analysis of the Celtic Tiger period and the economic devastation
that followed in its wake. O’Toole makes it clear that the boom and bust were not
an exception but the inevitable outcome of a republic that had never adhered to the
ideals stated in Pearse’s Proclamation, of a society that was riven by cronyism, greed
and at times systemic corruption. All of these elements were dealt with in detail by
playwrights before and after the Irish state achieved independence. When you consider
Bernard Shaw’s play John Bull’s Other Island written in 1904, you would be forgiven
for confusing Shaw with the mad scientist “Doc” Brown in Steven Spielberg’s film
Back to the Future, in terms of his uncannily precise description of an Irish future
constructed by the property developers Doyle and Broadbent. As the eccentric Peter
Keegan predicts:
You are both, I am told, thoroughly efficient civil engineers; and I have no
doubt the golf links will be a triumph of your art. Mr Broadbent will get into
parliament most efficiently, which is more than St Patrick could do if he were
alive now. You may even build the hotel efficiently if you can find enough
efficient masons, carpenters, and plumbers, which I rather doubt. . . . When the
hotel becomes insolvent your English business habits will secure the thorough
efficiency of the liquidation. You will reorganize the scheme efficiently; you
will liquidate its second bankruptcy efficiently . . . you will get rid of its original
shareholders efficiently after efficiently ruining them; and you will finally profit
very efficiently by getting that hotel for a few shillings in the pound. . . . Besides
these efficient operations, you will foreclose your mortgages most efficiently .
. . you will drive Haffigan to America most efficiently; you will find a use for
Barney Doran’s foul mouth and bullying temper by employing him to slavedrive your labourers very efficiently; and . . . when at last this poor desolate
countryside becomes a busy mint in which we shall all slave to make money for
you, with our Polytechnic to teach us how to do it efficiently, and our library
to fuddle the few imaginations your distilleries will spare, and our repaired
Round Tower with admissions sixpence, and refreshments and penny-in-the slot
mutoscopes to make it interesting, then no doubt your English and American
shareholders will spend all the money we can make for them very efficiently
in shooting and hunting, in operations for cancer and appendicitis, in gluttony
and gambling; and you will devote what they save to fresh land development
schemes. For four wicked centuries the world has dreamed this foolish dream of
efficiency; and the end is not yet. But the end will come. (450)
Had the members of the Irish political class paid even scant attention to what their
playwrights were saying, perhaps the current debacle could have been avoided. The
spectre of class disparity and social injustice returned to haunt Ireland’s stages in
every generation, and went unheeded. If you were to walk through the towns of
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south County Dublin during the 2007 general election, you would have encountered
Progressive Democrat election posters with the question “Left wing government?”
and the answer underneath stating emphatically, “No thanks!” Perhaps if there had
been some form of effective left-wing governance to counter-balance the unfettered
building and banking industry with sensible regulation, then the Republic would not
be mired in the social and economic morass it currently finds itself in. If you were to
walk through the towns and cities of the Republic of Ireland today, you would find
entire estates with hundreds of houses lying empty in what has colloquially become
known as Namaland. What were supposed to become thriving middle-class suburbs
are now described by the media as “ghost towns.” To say that Ireland is haunted by
the ghosts of social injustice would not be a radical, unsubstantiated claim from an
unreconstructed socialist; it would simply be a statement of the painfully obvious.
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Ireland, Drama, and Social Decline: G. B. Shaw’s
Man and Superman
Michael McAteer
Although one of the most influential playwrights of the early twentieth century,
and certainly the dominant intellectual figure in London theatre up to the Second
World War, George Bernard Shaw has never acquired the same canonical status in
the repertoire of Irish drama that was afforded his contemporaries John Millington
Synge and Sean O’Casey. The sheer enormity of Shaw’s output from the 1880s to
his death in 1956 offers a partial explanation for this, dwarfing as it does the wellmeaning industrious efforts of those dedicated to the Literary Revival in Ireland from
the 1890s. Shaw himself amplified the view that the movement from which the Abbey
Theatre grew in 1904 was a provincial affair, of little consequence in the much wider
social transformations that had given rise to socialism as the new radical political
philosophy to which his work was dedicated.
In Shaw’s preface to the 1906 edition of John Bull’s Other Island, the Irish
Literary Renaissance is patronized even as the essay makes a decidedly articulate
case for Home Rule. In the process, the literary movement is characterized primarily
in relation to Douglas Hyde’s Gaelic League—with its objective of reviving Irish as
a living vernacular—while also reduced to a local instance of a more serious artistic
movement in England: “Only a quaint little offshoot of English pre-Raphaelitism
called the Gaelic movement has got a footing by using Nationalism as a stalkinghorse, and popularizing itself as an attack on the native language of the Irish people,
which is most fortunately also the native language of half the world, including
England” (Shaw, “Preface” 31). Thus the energies that Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory,
Edward Martyn and John Millington Synge brought to the creation of an Irish cultural
movement are presented here as a provincial imitation of a more serious metropolitan
endeavour, and further, one that had dressed itself in a cloak of woven Celtic fabric to
achieve popular appeal within Ireland. More sharply still, Shaw ridicules the language
revival movement as symptomatic of nationalist insularity in placing Irish above the
English language that connected Irish people to the wide spectrum of global society
from the United States of America to South Africa and Australia. There is, of course,
the added fact that John Bull’s Other Island is the only work in Shaw’s vast œuvre
dedicated entirely to Ireland’s relation to England in the shadow of Charles Stuart
Parnell and the Home Rule question. And even here, as Nicholas Grene has pointed
out, the evidence available strongly suggests that Shaw composed the play for the
Court Theatre in London, with a production by Granville Barker, despite the fact that
he claimed to have written it at the request of Yeats as a patriotric contribution to the
repertory of the Irish Literary Theatre (Shaw, “Preface” 7; Grene 18-19).
Michael Holroyd’s biographical account of Shaw’s family background and the
environment in which he grew up in Dublin is a story of financial and status loss, a

38

Focus

loveless parental marriage, closet alcoholism and bad educational experience. The
decisive move to London in 1876 is set against this background, the narrative of which,
as Holroyd himself has conceded, has as much to do with Shaw’s retrospective selfinventions of his childhood experience in an environment influenced by characters
such as Vandeleur Lee—a completely artistic fabrication of a personality exercising
a Rasputin-like influence on the young Shaw’s mother, Lucinda (1:6-36). Bearing in
mind what Shaw experienced as a stifling insularity of culture particular as much to
his own immediate Protestant caste as to the wider Dublin Catholic petty bourgeoisie
class of shopkeepers and clerks, coupled with the abject poverty of the inner city
tenements, Holroyd nevertheless recognizes the importance of the figure of the Irish
exile to an understanding of Shaw’s life subsequently:
Having spent the first twenty years in Ireland, Shaw felt “a foreigner in every
other country”. He always took an interest in Ireland, married an Irishwoman,
was given the freedom of the city of Dublin, and left much of his money to
the property of Eire. But though he pronounced himself to be a “XVII century
Irishman” it was only outside Ireland that he was recognised as Irish. (I:5)
Hubert Butler has suggested that the cosmopolitanism of Shaw was as much a
consequence of the failure of Irish society to accommodate a person of his talent, as it
was a specific rejection of Irish cultural and political concerns on Shaw’s part:
I suppose it is idle to wonder what would have happened to Shaw had he
never left Ireland. No doubt his genius would have been suffocated or cruelly
cramped. And yet he carried to the end some of the stigmata of the déraciné,
and latterly he suffered badly from the pseudo-cosmic disease. That crusade for
reformed spelling, for example, has surely a rootless, expatriated sound, like
Joyce’s learned gibberish, O’Casey’s staccato Stalinism and Yeats’s intercourse
with yogis. (236)
The question that Holroyd and Butler have raised here in different ways is whether
Shaw left Ireland out of aspiration or exasperation; whether Ireland simply didn’t
interest him that much, or whether mainstream Irish society simply thought of his
likes as pretentious fools climbing above their station. As Ben Levitas has pointed out,
Shaw’s success as a playwright on the London stage begins just as the impetus for a
new Irish literary movement is coming onto the horizon. The 1894 performance of
Arms and the Man at the Avenue Theatre alongside Yeats’s Maeterlinckian fairy play
The Land of Heart’s Desire was more a parting of ways than a clever combination
of two Irish dramatists temperamentally at odds with one another who were seeking
to make names for themselves in the theatre scene. Supported through the finances
of Annie Horniman, the Golden Dawn member who would later supply the finances
for the purchase of the Abbey Theatre, Levitas reads Yeats’s fairy play as an early
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signal in the direction of Dublin and the possibilities for an Irish dramatic movement
taking hold there to offer some serious alternative to the Theatre Royal season on
Hawkins Street. Resolutely European in its Bulgarian setting, Shaw’s play addresses
themes and contexts that paint too large a canvas for an embryonic Irish theatre
movement in Dublin. Yet Levitas gives credence to George Moore’s declaration in
his autobiographical volume Ave that “the sceptre of intelligence” was passing from
London to Dublin by the end of the nineties, with the founding of the Irish Literary
Theatre in 1898 confirming this momentum: “Shaw, it seemed, had been exiled from
Ireland, twice: once when he left it, and again when it left him” (17).
Apart from extensive discussions of John Bull’s Other Island—and with the
notable exception of the work of Nicholas Grene—the paucity of critical reflection
upon Shaw’s place in the evolution of Irish literary culture in the early twentieth
century is rather striking, particularly when considered against the copious study of
Yeats, Synge and Joyce. This is all the more curious since the growth of post-colonial
and revisionist critical evaluations of the period of the Irish Literary Revival, with their
emphasis upon the political and historical contexts as fundamental points of reference.
In his crucial intervention of 1985, Celtic Revivals, Seamus Deane argues for the
seminal importance of Shaw to O’Casey’s treatment of women, but only to confine
Shaw to an English milieu in the process, and to argue that O’Casey got it wrong
because Irish circumstances were so markedly different from the English society
and those values it carried that Shaw undertook to critique: “But Shaw’s men and
women, in their inverted roles, were successful in an English setting. O’Casey’s were
doomed to be unsuccessful in the very different Irish one” (110). However accurate a
summation this might be, it automatically disavows the possibility that Shaw’s plays
bore quite strongly upon the Irish political situation from 1916 considered in the wider
imperial context. In Edna Longley’s equally important account of literary revisionism
in Ireland, The Living Stream, Shaw is sidelined—somewhat surprisingly—given the
extent to which he was important to Yeats precisely for the deep concerns Yeats held
for intellectual culture in the Irish Free State as well as the complex profile of political
ideology among the Anglo-Irish into the thirties.
Declan Kiberd and Colin Graham offer deeply engaging, though highly
contrasting post-colonial readings of John Bull’s Other Island. Indeed, Kiberd’s
comments on the play open up very important questions about performance and
shared identity between Ireland and England that Irish Studies itself has not taken up
in any sustained or systematic manner without becoming sucked into the Northern
Ireland question. Commenting on the performative strategies of Patsy Farrell and Tom
Broadbent in the play, Kiberd notes how this strategic performativity of an Irishman
and an Englishman adopting Romantic guises for ruthlessly utilitarian purposes, brings
them close together in terms of character and mutual interest: “In other words, at root
the English and Irish are rather similar peoples, who have nonetheless decided to
	

Shaw appears once as a single line quotation from Louis MacNeice writing on Yeats (see
Longley 135).
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perform versions of Englishness and Irishness to one another, in the attempt to wrest
a material advantage from the unsuspecting audience of each performance” (54).
Interestingly, Kiberd’s observation of the utilitarian benefit of Romantic performance
as shared features of the Irish and English national character throws the whole postcolonial argument on its head, since Empire-building proves every bit as much a
matter of performativity as Empire-subversion by this account. Nonetheless, there
still remains the impression within studies such as Kiberd’s that in John Bull’s Other
Island Shaw was simply settling his accounts with an Ireland the subsequent political
direction of which would carry minor relevance for his own work.
In this exclusive focus on John Bull’s Other Island, Irish criticism ignores the
fact that the play comes out of a period of intense composition that gave rise to what
was undoubtedly Shaw’s most ambitious and challenging play up to that point; Man
and Superman. The 1903 work raised the bar for its demands on producers, actors and
audience with its extraordinary third act that moves from the Sierra Nevada Mountains
to Hell itself, an existential nowhere. In its major concerns with anti-intellectualism
in British mainstream culture, physical degeneration and the denial of sexual instinct
that created social madness, as well as the problem of the intellectual himself/herself,
Man and Superman reaches far beyond the shores of Ireland’s old story of Romance
and Rebellion. Yet these are the very issues that inform Shaw’s Irish play also, in
the comic relief it offers through the silly pomposity of Tom Broadbent’s liberal
posturing and the equally silly antics of the begorrah brigade in John Bull’s Other
Island. Shaw undercuts these throughout by a combination of slow rural decay and
ruthless commercial exploitation that come up against one another towards the play’s
conclusion, following Broadent’s arrival from London in Roscullen village with his
business partner, the returning exile Larry Doyle, to don the mantle of M.P. for the
area.
In his dedicatory epistle to Arthur Bingham Walkley for Man and Superman,
Shaw warned against social degeneration should anti-intellectual attitudes continue to
permeate contemporary English society. In the process, he drew explicit reference to
his Irish origins and the old idea of English pragmatism standing in contrast to Irish
romanticism, the theme that is subject to such close scrutiny in John Bull’s Other
Island performed the following year in 1904:
From the day I first set foot on this foreign soil I knew the value of the prosaic
qualities of which Irishmen teach Englishmen to be ashamed as well as I knew
the vanity of the poetic qualities of which Englishmen teach Irishmen to be
proud. For the Irishman instinctively disparages the quality which makes the
Englishman dangerous to him; and the Englishman instinctively flatters the
fault that makes the Irishman harmless or amusing to him. What is wrong with
	

In a quite different vein, Colin Graham (165-66) offers a fascinating observation of the
presence of Irish tourism as kitsch in Shaw’s play, drawing on the work of Baudrillard and
Derrida in the process.
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the prosaic Englishman is what is wrong with the prosaic men of all countries:
stupidity. The vitality which places nourishment and children first, heaven and
hell a somewhat remote second, and the health of society as an organic whole
nowhere, may muddle successfully through the compatively tribal centuries of
gregariousness but in XIX century nations and XX century commonwealths the
resolve of every man to be rich at all costs, and of every woman to be married
at all costs, must, without a highly scientific social organization, produce a
ruinous development of poverty, celibacy, prostitution, infant mortality, adult
degeneracy, and everything that wise men most dread. (Shaw, Man 16-17)
Coming as it does in 1903 at a point when Yeats’s reputation as the major Irish poet
is already well established, and as the work of the Irish Literary Theatre was coming
into its own, Shaw is keen to distinguish himself here as a critic of English social
practices not from the traditional vantage point of an Irish romantic nationalist but
from the modern one of a scientific-minded socialist. Yet the diagnosis of English
social ills here is actually not that far from the tenor of Yeats’s critique, however
distant it is from Yeatsian romanticism. Writing for the London literati in The Dome in
January 1900, for example, Yeats described the imperial capital as “a place where all
civilizations gather to die,” one where “men hate a play if they are told it is literature,
for they will not endure a spiritual superiority” (“The Irish” 234). After a number of
years living there, Shaw described London in a similarly disparaging manner and,
furthermore, one that suggested he may have had London in mind in his Hell scene for
Man and Superman: “Shelley, whose brain was big enough to take a great deal of it in,
described Hell as ‛a city much like London.’” Shaw’s need to defend himself against
critics of Man and Superman suspecting that its political and theatrical anarchism was
the mark of old Irish grievance, may indeed measure the extent of his determination
to separate himself from the endeavours of Yeats and the Irish Revivalists in Dublin,
but it also demonstrates the effort required on his part to distinguish in the minds of his
audiences and critics his version of radical politics from that taking shape in Dublin in
the form of the Irish dramatic movement.
The sheer excess of ideas expounded in Man and Superman displayed Shaw’s
complex and wide-ranging thesis of social degeneration, contributing significantly to
discussion of the subject in the 1900s, under the growing influence of Nietzsche and
the more popular impact of Max Nordau. But this very excess also raised the question
of intellectual reflection itself and its place in Shaw’s diagnosis. Put simply, are we
to read the verbal gymnastics of Jack Tanner in Man and Superman as a mode of
clearing the ground for a revolutionary future, or as part of the problem itself, a mark
of the creative self-willed life-force replaced by idle speculation? The matter bears
significantly on the development of Irish literary culture from the 1900s. Pursuing
poetic drama, Yeats stood accused of replacing the essence of theatre—action—with
	

Holroyd claims that the “dirt, drink, and economics” of London would have turned Shaw,
like Leonard Woolf, to socialism (I:70).
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symbolic arrangement. Synge proved far more successful in his time in writing dramas
that harnessed action to speech, yet he also has left a legacy to modern Irish drama
of plays characterized predominantly by lyricism. Moving against the strikingly antiromantic comic form of Shaw’s theatre of ideas, in other words, the Irish Dramatic
Movement encountered the same dilemma of speech over action in the theatre. For
Shaw, the problem had its seeds in the wider social question of the nature of those
transformations visited upon England through the course of the nineteenth century.
But Man and Superman can well be aligned with the theatrical experiments pursued
in Dublin if only on the basis of theatrical form itself becoming implicated in the
alternative visions of culture contesting for predominance. Shaw himself saw his play
as unactable; for Beatrice Webb, its success lay in the uniqueness of its form: “To
me it seems a great work; quite the biggest thing he has done,” she wrote. “He has
found his form; a play which is not a play; but only a combination of essay, treatise,
interlude, lyric – all the different forms illustrating the same central idea” (qtd. in
Holroyd II:67). This may be light years from the raucous passion of Synge’s drama or
the esoteric stylization of Yeats, but it indicates the mutual importance to both Shaw
and the new Irish theatre movement of revising the notion of what theatre itself might
entail.
Through Jack Tanner in Man and Superman, anarchist author of The
Revolutionists Handbook, Shaw attacks the Puritan anti-intellectualism he discerns in
contemporary England. In his cosmopolitan self-confident urbanity, he is light-years
from the vagabond romanticism of Synge’s Christy Mahon. But they share at least
one trait worthy of consideration, if only for the light it sheds on the degenerationist
theme beneath the energetic surface of The Playboy of the Western World. Like Tanner,
Christy Mahon lives through language—the capacity of either character for action
appears very limited. Indeed, the central comic conceit in both instances is that both
Tanner and Mahon are fantasists with reputations for violent action of which neither
is capable. In his introduction to Man and Superman, Shaw describes Tanner as “a
megalomaniac, who would be lost without a sense of humour” (47) and the whole
comedy of Synge’s play derives from Christy’s fantasy of parricide that heightens
as his admirers indulge it. No surprise then that Yeats would draw on the image of
Don Juan in the poem through which he memorializes the Playboy Riots of 1907,
entitled “On Those That Hated ‘The Playboy of the Western World’” from 1907 in
which by comparing the rioters to eunuchs, Yeats aligns himself with Shaw’s attack
on Puritanism; the Playboy Christy Mahon a Don Juan of the wild Mayo west, the
protesters eunuchs running through Hell (Collected 124).
However, the vitality we encounter in Synge’s play exists predominantly―if
not exclusively―at the level of language in Man and Superman. After a long speech
denouncing the marriage game of fashionable society as “a horrible procession of
	

See, for example, Frank Fay’s essay on Yeats’s drama published in The United Irishman
in 1901 (Hogan 50-51). See also, Binyon: “If poets mean to serve the stage, their dramas
must be dramatic” (200).
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wretched girls,” the conventional Ann Whitefield admires Tanner’s capacity for fine
talk, suggesting he might pursue a career in politics. He responds with irritation:
“Talk! Talk! It means nothing to you but talk” (Shaw, Man 97). Indeed, this is the
joke with which the play concludes. After it is revealed that Tanner does indeed love
Ann and agrees to marry her despite his strenuous objections to marriage in principle,
Tanner launches into a final speech, pleading that their future accord with the ideas he
has expounded. The independent Violet, a rather parodic image of the New Woman,
is exasperated, calling him a brute. But Ann, recognizing how much a performance it
was all along, is unabashed:
ANN. Never mind her, dear. Go on talking.
TANNER. Talking! (209)
Here at least, Man and Superman anticipates, through the medium of speculation,
what Synge achieves at the level of colloquial rhythm and local colour―linguistic
excess in performance as a vehicle for comedy. As with Ann Whitefield, Pegeen Mike
is in love with Christy Mahon as much for his ability to talk—like “the poets of
Dingle Bay”—as she is for the outrageous deed he has claimed to have committed
(Synge 187). Yet Shaw lends the matter a sharper political resonance in the famous
act 3, “Don Juan in Hell.” Here, Ann’s admiration of Tanner’s verbosity is reflected
in the talking statue, who tells Don Juan that his “flow of words is simply amazing.”
For the Devil, however, it is “mere talk,” having all been said before without making
any difference. Don Juan himself agrees, while offering a further reflection as to why
it is merely so:
Because, my friend, beauty, purity, respectability, religion, morality, art,
patriotism, bravery, and the rest are nothing but words which I or anyone else
can turn inside out like a glove. Were they realities, you would have to plead
guilty to my indictment; but fortunately for your self-respect, my diabolical
friend, they are not realities. As you say, they are mere words, used for duping
barbarians into adopting civilization, or the civilized poor into submitting to be
robbed and enslaved. (167)
Stanley Weintraub argues that “Don Juan in Hell” from Man and Superman exerted
a profound impact on twentieth century theatre, paving the way for Brecht’s
Verfremdungseffekt theatre by presenting figures that are at once self-conscious actors
as well as characters. The turmoil the Statue undergoes in listening to Don Juan’s
seemingly interminable speeches is clearly intended to be at one with that of the
audience, for example. But the figure of Don Juan delivering these speeches should
also be seen retrospectively as an extension―to the point of absurdity―of a feature
Shaw learned from Ibsen. This is the view that a play should be composed not just
of a set of characters experiencing certain events, but also of a conversation in which
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these characters seek to understand those events, giving the audience a frame for
critically evaluating the play as it bears upon their own experiences. This is precisely
what Ibsen gives us in A Doll’s House. William Archer and Edmund Gosse introduced
his drama to London theatres with a view to generating intellectual vitality to what
they and others lamented as an appalling state of affairs―music-hall melodramas
on the one hand, mock-Elizabethan costume plays on the other. Yet Ibsenite theatre
risked replacing action with discourse, and was heavily attacked in certain quarters for
this reason. The life-force to which Don Juan has dedicated himself, in other words,
appeared to have been replaced by the discussion of it.
Early in act 1 of Man and Superman we are introduced to what appear the
types of the New Woman and the New Man in the figures of Violet Robinson and
Jack Tanner. Whereas Roebeck Ramsden greets news of Violet bearing a child as an
occasion of disgrace, Tanner takes it as an opportunity to denounce Victorian hypocrisy.
When Violet enters the scene, Tanner makes a grand gesture of congratulation to mark
him out against the embarrassment of the others present. But Tanner is completely
mistaken. Violet has already married Hector Malone in secret and she regards as
gross insult Tanner’s adulation of what he presumed her unmarried state as a new
mother. Her humiliation is only exceeded by Tanner himself, who suddenly realizes
his big gesture of social tolerance is based on a complete misreading of Violet’s
circumstances. At this moment he appears a complete fool and tries unconvincingly to
recover some degree of moral equilibrium with Violet: “We seem to have made fools
of ourselves; but really it was you who made fools of us” (83). Two things happen
at once here. Violet’s cold and forceful presence turns out the complete opposite to
that of the New Woman type; it is the steely determination of a woman to secure
financial propriety through marriage, precisely what Shaw condemned as legalized
prostitution some years earlier in his preface to Mrs Warren’s Profession. Second,
Tanner, the revolutionary iconoclast, is reduced to shame, at which point his preceding
conversation with Ann Whitfield on his discovery of moral passion seems sham and
bombast. The audience is left with the feeling through the rest of the play that it is all
a verbal performance with Tanner.
In the “Don Juan in Hell” scene of act 3, Shaw extends the tension between
Tanner’s intellectual radicalism and his incapacity for decisive action to the medium of
the theatre itself. At this point, the play becomes as much concerned with the figure of
the intellectual and drama as a medium for his ideas as it is with the substance of those
ideas. An elderly gentlewoman asks Don Juan—emblem of Tanner in the scene—as
to their whereabouts. Outraging her sense of social propriety, he stoically informs her
that they are in hell. The real terror of the experience is that it is all unreal:
DON JUAN. Nothing is real here. That is the horror of damnation.
THE OLD WOMAN. Oh, this is madness. This is worse than fire and the worm.
(128)
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The unsettling sense of unreality in the scene can be traced back to the Faust of
Marlowe and Goethe. But it is also testament to Shaw’s sense of personal failure to
influence the course of mainstream British politics over the previous two decades.
In particular, it points to the rather pathetic spectacle of the Fabian Society unable to
agree a clear response to the jingoism of the Boer War in the first years of the new
century, becoming mired in debates on political principle that seemed irrelevant in
the circumstances. There is a crucial ambivalence to the theatre itself in the political
sermons of the Hell scene. The theatre is the space of the unreal in which Shaw’s
ideas receive their expression through the Byronic figure of Don Juan. The theatrical
ambition of the scene might equally measure the failure to enact the ideas espoused
in the society beyond the auditorium. Indeed, there is a direct correspondence
between the blissful utopianism of Tanner’s ideas and the end of Shaw’s own career
in local politics. Standing as a Progressive Candidate in spring 1904 for one of the
two London County Council seats in South St. Pancras, he campaigned so as to
effectively ensure his unelectability―insulting everyone equally all round. He openly
declared his atheism, his intention to force every citizen to imbibe a quarter of rum
to cure any tendency to drunkenness. He scoffed at the Nonconformist conscience
and the Catholic belief in transubstantiation, abused the Liberals and contemptuously
patronized the Conservatives. “As a result,” Michael Holroyd writes, “Shaw was
triumphantly beaten into third place” (II:47). Charlotte was furious. However typical
of Shaw’s wit, the whole episode represented serious political failure in the two senses
that Man and Superman addresses political failure—there is the obvious sense of
the incapacity of political institutions to accommodate the disciplined libertarianism
Shaw personified. But it also shows Shaw as a clown, hardly to be taken seriously,
just as Tanner is not taken seriously in Man and Superman, nor Matthew Keegan in
John Bull’s Other Island.
There is an odd sense in which this posture on Shaw’s part points in the direction
of Pearse’s doctrine of heroic failure even as Shaw disavowed almost everything Pearse
stood for. Pearse identified the inevitable failure of the revolutionary act as the basis
for the subsequent political emancipation of Ireland. Pearse was, of course, placing
himself in a tradition running from Wolf Tone, Robert Emmet and the Manchester
Martyrs as they became known in the Fenian lexicon. Yeats would re-imagine Pearse
and his comrades in the Byronic mode in “Easter 1916.” Shaw’s response was very
different: “Let us grieve, not over the fragment of Dublin city that is knocked down,
but over at least three-quarters of what has been preserved,” he declared after the Easter
Rising of 1916. “How I wish I had been in command of the British artillery on that
fatal field! How I should have improved my native city!” This, of course, is traceable
to a childhood and adolescence disrupted by a parental marriage devoid of tenderness,
marred by his father’s closet alcoholism and financial insecurity. Shaw hated Dublin
and couldn’t escape it quickly enough. Yet, by a curious turn, Man and Superman
takes up the question of political idealism as both a judgement upon the corruption
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and squalor of contemporary politics that would lead to mass slaughter, as well as a
judgement upon its own incapacity to impact upon present political realities.
More prominence should be accorded the place of Irish history in the
degenerationist hypothesis of Man and Superman. Hector Malone, to whom Violet
Robinson is engaged, is the son of a wealthy American industrialist, himself the son
of an Irish emigrant from the era of the Famine. Hector and Violet keep their marriage
secret from Hector’s father because he will cut off Hector’s inheritance if he learns
of it. There are two reasons for this—a desire for social advancement of the Malone
ancestral line, and a desire for economic retribution against England for the calamity
of the Famine. Malone’s father will not accept his son’s marriage to Violet because
she carries no titled wealth, and hence offers no improvement for the social standing
of the family. Malone says: “Me father was starved dead; and I was starved out to
America in me mother’s arms. English rule drove me and mine out of Ireland. Well,
you can keep Ireland. Me and me like are coming back to buy England; and we’ll
buy the best of it. I want no middle class properties and no middle class woman for
Hector (184). In a comment on the reliance upon American financial investment for
the upkeep of English country estates, Malone tells Violet that he already has the
refusal of two of the oldest family mansions in England: “One historic owner cant
afford to keep all the rooms dusted: the other cant afford the death duties” (185). In
this guise, Malone is the reverse of Larry Doyle from John Bull’s Other Island. Doyle,
Irishman-made-good in London, comes back with his business partner Tim Broadbent
to buy up Roscullen.
Malone, Irishman-made-good in America, is coming back to buy up the estates
of England whose upkeep originally forced his parents onto the emigrant ship. What
are we to make of Malone in relation to the larger question of social degeneration in
Man and Superman? The description Shaw gives of his accent at the start of act 4 is
instructive:
At the first word that falls from him it is clear that he is an Irishman whose
native intonation has clung to him through many changes of place and rank.
One can only guess that the original material of his speech was perhaps the surly
Kerry brogue; but the degradation of speech that occurs in London, Glasgow,
Dublin, and big cities generally has been at work on it so long that nobody but
an errant cockney would dream of calling it a brogue. (179)
For someone as interested in language reform as Shaw, it is significant that the
influence of urban surroundings on speech is characterized here as degrading. There
is a surprising congruence in this regard with the ideals and endeavours with Irish
Revivalists in Dublin. In distinctive ways, Yeats, Gregory and Synge sought to
recover patterns of speech in rural Irish society; for Yeats in particular, the contrast
was London. Shaw, of course, saw this as foolish attempt by a sub-section of the PreRaphaelite Movement to imagine Irish folk culture after its own image. He thought
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it all a sham, an attitude he shared with the Irish Irelander D.P. Moran it should be
noted, a man whose disgust with Irish culture of the time is close to that of Shaw
even if Shaw could only have regarded Moran’s call for the recovery of Gaeldom
as a debased imitation of Kiplingesque jingoism. Malone’s father, we should bear
in mind, is central to the plot of Man and Superman. His attitude forces his son’s
marriage to Violet into secrecy. Violet is thereby doubly humiliated—first, in taking
for a husband a man of common Irish stock, second, in being forced to conceal the
marriage to retain access to her husband’s inheritance. Furthermore, choosing the
wealth Malone promises over the “moral passion” for social transformation that
Tanner espouses, Violet effectively destroys the prospect of Tanner’s ideas taking hold
in that social milieu the play describes. The sense of disappointment and frustration
Tanner’s alter-ego articulates in the Hell scene, in other words, can be traced in real life
circumstances to Malone and the ancestral memory of victimhood that motivates his
father’s pursuit of social improvement. If Tanner’s prospective marriage to Ann at the
play’s conclusion is a cynical admission that his ideas have little hope of realization
in the modern world, Hector Malone’s marriage to Violet Robinson demonstrates the
economic realities that determine this cynicism. In the process of eroding those ideals
of romance, national pride, and even the utopian aspirations of the anarchist, Shaw
discreetly points to historical trauma as a species of the return of the repressed in
setting up the conditions for the degenerationist hypothesis of Man and Superman.
In this manner, he positions modern Irish history at a crucial juncture in the general
critique of contemporary civilization that his play addresses.
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(Re)Politicized and (Over)Sexualized―Wild(e)
Treatments on Twenty-First-Century Viennese
Stages
Sandra Mayer
With Oscar Wilde’s reinvention as “Our Contemporary” and conveniently adaptable
icon of postmodern culture in the last two decades, the author’s popular society
comedies have evolved into an inexhaustible mine of multiple signification, inviting
a broad range of interpretive disambiguation strategies. Inevitably, the diverse textual
and dramaturgical schemes of adapting the plays for the twenty-first-century theatre
market chiefly rely on what John Stokes has diagnosed as a “quality endemic to
the plays: an interplay between performance, audience, and outside world” (171).
Thereby engaging their biographical dimension in a “tangled web” of politics, popular
culture, and postmodern aesthetics, contemporary Viennese theatrical readings of
Wilde ultimately may be regarded as both reflecting and securing the playwright’s
canonical survival.
Perhaps the most striking example of a distinctly ideological rewriting of
Wilde’s classic conversation plays is offered by the Austrian Nobel laureate Elfriede
Jelinek’s boldly idiosyncratic adaptation of The Importance of Being Earnest, which
was commissioned by the Vienna Burgtheater and produced in a collaborate effort with
the professional translator Karin Rausch. In this context, it might certainly be argued
that Wilde’s unorthodox embrace by an author who has been described as a “firstrate figure of provocation” (Janke 7) and whose work routinely calls forth responses
of “outrage, vociferous rejection, scandal, laudatory applause, pointed silence – but
seldom indifference” (DeMeritt 257) has made an essential contribution to enlivening
the dynamics of the Irish author’s local theatrical reception. In the theatre programme
of Ernst ist das Leben―which translates as Life is Earnest―Jelinek, who in the 1970s
translated Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow and, more recently, Christopher
Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta as well as French farces by Georges Feydeau and
Eugène Labiche, freely confesses to the rampant “Jelinekisation” of Wilde’s comic
masterpiece:
I usually find that stage dialogues are trivial and absurd, unless they are written
by Oscar Wilde. I love Oscar Wilde . . ., I love comedies in general. I have
translated French farces by Labiche and Feydeau and now I am translating

	

“Reizfigur ersten Ranges” (Janke 7). All English translations from German are the author’s;
here, as in the following, the original German quotation will be provided in a footnote.
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– together with Karin Rausch – Oscar Wilde, who, I regret to say, is gradually
turning into Jelinek unless someone will save him. (“Dialoge im Theater” 6)
With regard to the substantial quantity of existing Wilde translations into German,
Jelinek feels entirely at liberty to conduct a radical ideological and aesthetic
monopolization of Wildean comedy. For the eccentric novelist and playwright both
esteemed and reviled for her remorseless criticism of modern capitalist society and
Austria’s post-fascist “cultural amnesia” (Konzett 108; Lamb-Faffelberger and
DeMeritt 21), the translator becomes a co-author legitimately entitled to producing
an independent work of art that “clings to the original like a lamb to the wolf,” as she
declares in a 2004 interview (Augustin 101).
Essentially, Elfriede Jelinek’s version of Wilde’s “master comedy” turns out to
be a veritable orgy of crass humour, riotously anarchic wordplay, and sexual innuendo,
which uncompromisingly foregrounds the play’s presumed (homo)sexual subtext. It
dispenses with all subtleties and drastically eliminates the play’s potential of moral and
sexual ambiguity in favour of a distinctly political reading that makes no secret of the
adaptor’s ideological perspective. Set in an ethical no-man’s-land of permanent maskswitching and mistaken identities where remnants of Victorian moralism lurk behind
the slick façade of neoliberal hedonism, Jelinek’s adaptation amounts to a hardcore
travesty of modern dandyism. This central theme is also prominently foregrounded in
the theatre program of Ernst ist das Leben, whose cover image features a male figure
turning his back to the viewer and thus displaying the following slogan stitched on his
white jeans jacket: “Dandys Rule. Ok?” Notably, the program also contains a section
titled “Modern-Day Dandy” (“Dandy heute”) with a selection of texts on the subject
by well-known writers and artists, followed by Camille Paglia’s essay “Oscar Wilde
and the English Epicene” in German translation (90-106).
Basically, in their translation-cum-adaptation Jelinek and Rausch follow
an interpretive strategy of “homophile concretization,” ostensibly doing justice
to the alleged homoerotic subtext of Wilde’s original, which experiences glaring
accentuation in the course of quite substantial textual additions, amendments, and
specifications (Leitner 114-18). Not only is the two male protagonists’ duplicitous
scheme of “bunburying” decoded in terms of a dissolute double life of explicitly
homoerotic promiscuity, but, in addition, the cynical dismantling of the ideal of
romantic love by way of unmasking the marital union as an economically motivated,
hard-headed business transaction only serves to underscore the overall scheme of
sexual disambiguation that underlies Jelinek’s Earnest. As their hitherto untroubled,
	

	

“Dialoge im Theater finde ich banal und sinnlos, außer sie sind von Oscar Wilde. Ich liebe
Oscar Wilde . . ., überhaupt Komödien. Ich habe französische Farcen übersetzt, Labiche
und Feydeau, und jetzt übersetze ich, gemeinsam mit Karin Rausch, Oscar Wilde, der leider
immer mehr zu Jelinek wird, wenn ihn nicht jemand vorher rettet” (Jelinek, “Dialoge im
Theater” 6).
“Die Übersetzung schmiegt sich an das Original wie das Lamm an den Wolf” (Augustin
101).
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comfortable lives, devoted to the maximum gain of sensual pleasure, face a severe
downturn in the light of rapidly dwindling funds, the libertine bon vivants―at least
for the time being―are forced to trade extravagance and excess for an outward pose of
bourgeois respectability. Thus, to all appearances encouraged by the enticing prospect
of ample financial reward, Algernon develops a rather sudden attraction to Jack’s
young ward Cecily, strikingly revealed in the following passage, taken from Act II:
ALGERNON. . . . I have just fallen in love with Cecily. It took no time at all! As
always. And from now on, nothing else counts for me in this world – except for
what I’m going to count later on when I’m left in peace. As far as I can see it,
I’m going to like the result – in every respect! Enter Cecily at the back of the
garden. She picks up the can and begins to water the flowers. I must by all means
talk to her before I leave. Also, I could quickly show her my Bunbury. It’s going
to knock her off her feet. Ah, there she is. (Ernst ist das Leben 37-38)
Unsurprisingly, the corresponding passage in Wilde’s original is considerably shorter,
as it lacks the additions made for the sake of illustrative specification:
ALGERNON. I’m in love with Cecily, and that is everything. (Enter Cecily at the
back of the garden. She picks up the can and begins to water the flowers.) But I
must see her before I go, and make arrangements for another Bunbury. Ah, there
she is. (The Importance of Being Earnest 59-60)
Jelinek, who shares Wilde’s obsession with rhetorics, style, and surface as expressed
in the verbal formalism of The Importance of Being Earnest (Pesl 8), has repeatedly
underscored the centrality of language to the construction of the subject. “My characters
live only insofar as they speak,” thus Jelinek defines the linguistic boundaries of her
fictional creations, firmly subscribing to the Wittgensteinian postulate that assumes
“the limits of language” to coincide with “the limits of the world” (Bethman 65).
Indeed, language is assigned a key role in what the German stage director Falk Richter
has intriguingly labelled the “punchline pornography” (“pointenporno”) of Ernst ist
das Leben, which blends grotesque overstatement, comic distortion, and aggressive
vulgarism into a veritable “humour explosion,” eventually escalating in a “comedy
exorcism” (74). The dialogue is full of frivolous word-play, corny jokes, bawdy
	

	

ALGERNON. . . . Ich habe mich soeben in Cecily verliebt. Das ging ruckzuck! Wie
meistens bei mir. Und schon zählt für mich derzeit nichts andres mehr auf der Welt. Außer
dem, was ich später in aller Ruhe noch einmal nachzählen werde. Das Ergebnis gefällt mir
aber schon jetzt, soweit ich es abschätzen kann. In jeder Hinsicht. Auftritt Cecily hinten im
Garten. Sie nimmt eine Gießkanne und fängt an, die Blumen zu gießen. Ich muß unbedingt
mit ihr sprechen, bevor ich abreise. Ich könnte ihr auch noch schnell meinen Bunbury
zeigen. Der wird sie umhauen. Ah, da ist sie ja. (Ernst ist das Leben 37-38)
“humor explosion – von allem zu viel – keine wohltemperierte komödie, sondern immerzu
too much, geschmacklos, die komödienaustreibung” (Richter 74).
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double entendre, and revealing slips of the tongue, based, almost invariably, on images
of corporeality and sexual acts. Accordingly, Lady Bracknell’s visit to Algernon’s
flat in Act I sets off a train of associations that readily link up Greek mythology with
venereal disease and the title of Wilde’s short story “The Sphinx Without a Secret”
with the more indelicate parts of human anatomy:
ALGERNON. Didn’t it go off all right, old boy? You don’t mean to say that
Gwendolen refused you? Well, yes, she is a bit bitchy. She is always refusing
people. If you ask me, there is something quite malicious about her.
JACK. Oh no, it’s going rather nicely with Gwendolen. As far as she is concerned,
we’re engaged. But her mother is perfectly unbearable. Never met such a
gorgon. I have no idea what a gorgon is. Sounds like gonorrhea. In any case,
highly unpleasant. Whatever – that monster, Lady Bracknell, is one. A sphinx
without a secret, which is rather unfair. The secret goes with the sphinx as the
sphincter goes with the... oh well, nevermind! Can’t think of it now. Sorry, Algy,
I shouldn’t be talking like this about your own aunt. (Ernst ist das Leben 2223)
Needless to say, references to both “gonorrhea” and “sphincter” are conspicuously
missing in Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, which does contain, however,
Lady Bracknell’s much-quoted likening to a dauntingly fearsome gorgon:
ALGERNON. Didn’t it go off all right, old boy? You don’t mean to say Gwendolen
refused you? I know it is a way she has. She is always refusing people. I think
it is most ill-natured of her.
JACK. Oh, Gwendolen is as right as a trivet. As far as she is concerned, we are
engaged. Her mother is perfectly unbearable. Never met such a gorgon… I
don’t really know what a gorgon is like, but I am quite sure that Lady Bracknell
is one. In any case, she is a monster, without being a myth, which is rather
unfair… I beg your pardon, Algy, I suppose I shouldn’t talk about your own aunt
in that way before you. (The Importance of Being Earnest 44)

	

ALGERNON. Hats nicht geklappt, Alter? Du willst mir doch wohl nicht erzählen, daß
Gwendolen dich abgewiesen hat? Ich meine, irgendwie zickig ist sie schon. Sie weist
dauernd irgendwelche Leute ab. Das hat schon was Ur-Bösartiges, wenn du mich fragst.
JACK. Aber nein, mit Gwendolen läufts wie geschmiert. Wenns nach ihr geht, sind wir eh
verlobt. Aber ihre Mutter ist vollkommen unerträglich. So eine Gorgone ist mir noch nie
begegnet. Keine Ahnung, was eine Gorgone ist. Klingt nach Gonnorhöe [sic]. Jedenfalls
unangenehm. Was auch immer – Lady Bracknell ist es, das Monster. Eine Sphinx ohne
Geheimnis. Finde ich ziemlich unfair. Das Geheimnis gehört zur Sphinx wie der Sphinkter
zum… ach was! Wurscht. Fällt mir grad nicht ein. Entschuldige, Algy, ich sollte nicht so
über deine eigene Tante sprechen. (Ernst ist das Leben 22-23)

Sandra Mayer

53

When Ernst ist das Leben was originally staged by Falk Richter at Vienna’s
Akademietheater in February 2005, the centenary year of the comedy’s Viennese
debut, Jelinek’s particular interpretation strategy was taken up, uncompromisingly
exploited, and even developed further. While Richter’s realization concept with its
garish visual effects, overdose of slapstick comedy, and crude practical jokes—
frequently interrupted by live musical interludes—primarily succeeded in accentuating
the conspicuous (homo)sexualization of Wilde’s original at the hands of Jelinek, it
also aimed at an overall satirical portrayal of a hedonistic and entirely oversexed
contemporary consumer society. Hence, in Richter’s “reckless orgy of tomfoolery,”
as one critic noted, Wilde’s hyper-elegant Victorian gentlemen were transformed
into two lethargic party animals of the 1990s, two merrily queer idlers and decadent
fortune hunters who would no longer succeed in disguising the fact that years, if not
decades, of excessive self-indulgence had taken a heavy toll. Similarly, Gwendolen
cut a striking latex-clad figure as a beguiling dominatrix, Canon Chasuble at one point
proceeded to intimate an act of sodomy with one of the wooden sheep populating the
rural idyll of Act II, and Lady Bracknell, sporting a fearsomely impressive Cruella-deVil mane, made her entry to the tune of Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.”
With regard to the substantial freedom accorded to the director in the theatrical
realization process of Elfriede Jelinek’s own stage texts, which frequently lack clearly
identifiable speakers and usually come without stage directions (Honegger 9), one
might expect Richter’s directorial interventions not to have been limited to the visual
representation of characters and setting. “The meaning of theatre is to be without
sense, but also to demonstrate the power of the directors to keep the machinery going,”
Jelinek contends in her 1983 essay “I Want to Be Shallow” (“Ich möchte seicht sein”).
In Jelinek’s concept of theatre, the director’s omnipotence is unsurpassed as (s)he
finds her- or himself in the enviable position of transcending both textual constraints
and performance traditions:
Only with his own importance can the director make the empty shopping bags
[the actors] glow – those sagging, leaking receptacles with more or less poetry
in them. ... When Sir Director reaches into eternity and pulls out something
wriggling. At that point he murders everything that was, and his production,
although itself based on repetition, becomes the only thing that is allowed to
exist. (“I Want to Be Shallow”)
In the case of the Akademietheater première of Ernst ist das Leben, the “hand of God,
the director” (Jelinek, “I Want to Be Shallow”) becomes manifest, for example, in the
introduction of live music and vocal performances as an additional level of textual
interpretation and dramaturgical concretization.
Such distinct traces of drastic adaptational and directorial interference were
bound to fall short of critical expectations since they inevitably challenged the
	

“entfesselte Blödelorgie” (“Mehr Elfriede als Oscar” D4).
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audience’s proprietorial sentiments with regard to a frequently revived, classic
dramatic work. What critics particularly objected to was Jelinek’s essentialist claim to
creating an “authentic” version of Wilde’s comedy, to recovering the author’s “true”
voice from the buzz of textual innuendo, which she repeatedly stressed in interviews
ahead of the première:
This clandestine life of furtiveness and dissimulation ... has brought forth the
ambiguity of his language, which points straight towards his deep-seated injuries
. . . . I keep those wounds open and squeeze its festering contents to the surface:
at the same time, we are trying to show why, in Wilde’s day, it was not possible
for him to express himself openly. We are emphasising what Wilde was trying
to say. . . . I keep the injuries open; Wilde does that too, but he still covers them
with a band-aid. We just rip that band-aid off. (Hirschmann-Altzinger 33)
Developed from her own disruptive method of linguistic and aesthetic deconstruction,
Jelinek’s eccentric reappropriation schemes―advertized in numerous interviews and
press releases, which may be considered part of the “paratext of a mise-en-scène” and,
as such, crucially determine the theatrical reception process (Pavis 42)―caused quite a
stir among commentators in the German-speaking press. Adapted text and performance
were perceived to collude in the alleged violation of the comedy’s inherent moral and
sexual ambiguity, as indicated, for instance, by Ronald Pohl’s critical assessment of
the production in Der Standard: “Where the sphere of ambiguity defies all attempts at
specification, a concept which decodes all of life’s possibilities of escapism as small
acts of fornication is ultimately doomed to failure” (24).
A significant number of critical observers expressed grave concern over what
they deemed a virtually sacrilegious treatment of a classic society comedy and a fatal
misconception of authorial intent. At the same time, as an ironic twist, the critics
inadvertently gave away their own essentialist conceptualizations of the author,
the literary work, and what in their estimation qualified as the “correct” and solely
acceptable mode of interpretation. According to Gerhard Stadelmaier, notoriously
polemical theatre editor of Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the Irish playwright’s
enduring audience favourite had fallen victim to Jelinek’s “pained pub humour,”
which had ruthlessly enlisted director Falk Richter as inglorious accomplice:
	

	

“Dieses Leben der Klandestinität, der Heimlichkeit . . . hat bei ihm diese Doppelbödigkeit
der Sprache hervorgebracht, die sehr tief geht, mitten in die eigenen Wunden hinein . . .
Ich halte . . . die Wunden offen und drücke dann sozusagen den Eiter heraus an die
Oberfläche: Wir versuchen gleichzeitig zu zeigen, warum Wilde das zu seiner Zeit so nicht
sagen konnte. Wir verstärken das. Wer hören will, der höre. Ich halte also die Verletzungen
offen, aber Wilde tut das auch, nur klebt er immer noch ein Pflaster drauf. Das reißen wir
weg” (Hirschmann-Altzinger 33).
“Wo die Sphäre der Zweideutigkeit keine Festlegung duldet, muss ein Konzept scheitern,
das alle Möglichkeiten der Lebensausflucht in kleine Unzuchtakte übersetzt” (Pohl 24).
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Here . . . gobs of slime are flung at a literary work in a most despicable manner.
Jelinek turns Wilde from head to bum, from brain to bowels, from punchline to
prick. At the hands of Elfriede Jelinek and the director, Falk Richter, . . . the gay
poet is sentenced to queerness: As if he had not suffered enough, his characters
appear in drag and are dressed up as poofs. (39)10
In the end, the critic judges severely and with more than just a touch of melodramatic
overstatement, the author cannot escape execution on the “director’s guillotine”11 for
the sake of cheap and lowbrow audience amusement. Without doubt, such condemning
evaluations bear testimony to the fact, highlighted by the Dutch translation theorist
Theo Hermans, that “the norms of translation in much of our tradition . . . forbid
a radical transformation of the original text,” as the translation is generally looked
upon as “both replica and proxy” (14). However, the air of hostile disapproval
pervading such thoroughly dismissive assessments as Stadelmaier’s additionally
betrays an irrepressible bias against Elfriede Jelinek, whose media reception has been
characterized by open antagonism, prejudice, and defamation rather than constructive
debate (Janke 7).
Despite, or perhaps rather on account of, the noisy chorus of discordant critical
voices, the 2005 production of Ernst ist das Leben turned out to be a triumphant
success with the audience and ultimately may be credited with keeping alive an ongoing
debate on modern stagings of classic dramatic works as either faithful reproductions
or creative transformations. In many ways, it appears tempting to subscribe to theatre
critic Barbara Petsch’s conviction that Jelinek and Richter’s “thoroughly tossed and
shaken Bunbury cocktail” essentially marks a point of no return in twenty-firstcentury interpretations of Wilde’s fin-de-siècle play, rendering any future attempts
of realizing it as a “meek British society comedy” a distinctly more precarious task.
Thus, in her review for Die Presse, which contains a highly perceptive assessment
of the production’s relevance in the context of the Viennese Wilde tradition, Petsch
argues:
Conservative minds will hardly be pleased about this thoroughly tossed and
shaken Bunbury cocktail. More liberal theatregoers, however, will be duly
entertained by this production, especially those prepared to overlook graciously
a few exaggerations, vulgarisms – and a few dragging parts. In the wake of this
version it will definitely be more difficult to stage Bunbury as a tame English
10 “Hier wird . . . widerwärtig mit Lebensschleimbatzen nach einem Werk geschmissen. Die
Jelinek bringt den Wilde vom Kopf auf den Po, vom Hirn auf den Unterleib, von der Pointe
auf den Pimmel. Zusammen mit dem Regisseur Falk Richter verhängt Elfriede Jelinek . . .
gleichsam die Tuntenstrafe für den schwulen Dichter: Als habe dieser nicht schon genug
gebüßt, werden seine Geschöpfe in Fummel gesteckt und aufgeschwuchtelt” (Stadelmaier
39).
11 “Regiefallbeil” (Stadelmaier 39).
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society comedy. (“Geschlechter-Gewurl” 15)12
Indeed, the harmlessly apolitical, “meek” and unpretentious period Wilde seems to
have all but disappeared from the local theatrical arena only to resurface as a most
obliging signifier of a whole variety of contemporary intellectual, socio-cultural, and
ideological concerns. For example, a revival of The Importance of Being Earnest―
titled Bunbury in most German translations―at the Theater in der Josefstadt in January
2006 employed an illustrious all-male cast of Austrian veteran star actors, which
might have been expected to allow for a playfully subversive commentary on the fluid
categories of gender identity. In the event, however, the majority of critical observers
were in agreement that the multiple interpretive possibilities afforded by this “Wildein-drag” approach had been reduced to unspectacular, “long-winded entertainment”
(Boberski 15).13 Since director Hans Hollmann’s concept of comical subversion was
decidedly lost on the critics, giving way to a boulevard comedy performance style
characterized by trivialization and clownish caricature with remarkably little scope
for ironic reflection, the production was generally considered exceptionally tame and
conventional―a “return to the old, dust-covered Wilde all dressed in plush” (Petsch,
“Miss Schenk” 35).14 According to one critic, the play had been rendered as a “harmless
farce straight out of the theatre museum,”15 and the direct comparison with Jelinek’s
version triggered some serious speculation on how Wilde’s over one-hundred-yearold comedy ought to be performed on the twenty-first-century stage, revealing the
reviewer as heir to a long tradition of local critics vigorously debating the chances of
Wilde’s dramatic works to stand the test of time: “How is the comedy to be realized
on stage in the twenty-first century? First option: not at all. Second option: the text
will become subject to modernization, as it is done at the Akademietheater, where
Elfriede Jelinek’s crude adaptation is shown as a grim satire on an exhausted and
worn-out hedonistic consumer society” (Tartarotti 33).16
There was certainly no lack of ironic reflection in a recent cycle of Viennese
Wilde productions masterminded by Hubsi Kramar, outspoken enfant terrible of the
local fringe theatre scene and left-wing political activist notoriously remembered for
12 “Konservative Gemüter dürften wenig erbaut sein über diesen wahrhaft durch gerüttelten
und geschüttelten Bunbury-Cocktail. Aufgeschlossene Theaterfreunde dafür um so mehr,
vor allem jene, die bereit sind, über manche Überzogenheiten, Ungezogenheiten, hinweg zu
sehen – und über einige Längen. Den ‘Bunbury’ als braves britisches Lustspiel aufführen,
das wird nach dieser Version in Zukunft schwerer sein” (Petsch, “Geschlechter-Gewurl”
15).
13 “langatmige Kurzweil” (Boberski 15).
14 “Rückkehr zum alten, staubigen Plüsch-Wilde” (Petsch, “Miss Schenk” 35).
15 “harmlose[r] Schwank aus dem Theatermuseum” (Tartarotti 33).
16 “Wie kann man das also heute spielen? Erste Möglichkeit: Gar nicht. Zweite Möglichkeit:
Man holt den Text ins heute, wie das Akademietheater, wo Elfriede Jelineks brachiale
Fassung als Abrechnung mit einer ermüdeten Spaßgesellschaft gezeigt wird” (Tartarotti
33).
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his grotesque Hitler impersonation at the 2000 Vienna Opera Ball in protest of the
Austrian right-wing coalition government. In his interpretations of Lady Windermere’s
Fan (2008), An Ideal Husband (2009), and The Importance of Being Earnest (2010)
constructs of gender and sexual identity were methodically undermined as part of a
larger socio-political agenda. Staged with a mixed cast of trained and amateur actors
at the 3raum-Anatomietheater, an alternative performance venue opened in 2006 at
what used to be the anatomical institute of the University of Veterinary Medicine,
Kramar’s productions successfully wrenched Wilde’s plays from the monopolizing
grip of the cultural mainstream. At the same time, they were inescapably drawn into
the ideological orbit of the Austrian actor, director, and political campaigner, whose
manifestly tendentious theatrical work is fiercely committed to dissecting the nation’s
psyche and criticizing right-wing populism, neoliberal socio-economic policy, and
tabloid journalism. In this context, it becomes clear why such iconic figures of dissent
as Wilde, whose social ostracism Kramar regards as the ultimate blow of Philistine
retaliation, conveniently lend themselves to the proselytizing zeal that―in its more
or less conspicuous manifestations―is a feature of all political theatre. Thus, the
impresario’s “Thoughts on Oscar Wilde” (“Gedanken zu Oscar Wilde”), set down in
the theatre programme of his production of Lady Windermere’s Fan and frequently reencountered as an excessively preached mantra emphasizing Wilde’s contemporaneity,
in no uncertain terms reveal his uncompromisingly socio-critical reading of the Irish
author’s successful comedies:
Wilde saw through and ridiculed the numb and inflexible, disgusting upper-class
lifestyles and their hypocrisy and thus entertained the targets of his satirical
mockery. Just like his art, just like the protagonist in his novel The Picture of
Dorian Gray, Wilde was Janus-faced. While he exposed his contemporaries as
hypocrites and dissemblers, he loved being part of the social game of role-play
and mask-switching. (n. p.)17
Neatly in tune with Richard Allen Cave’s insistence that any contemporary realization
of Wilde’s perennial stage classics ought to take into account “the social, intellectual
and political contexts which influenced the conception and writing of the plays” (xxv),
Kramar never tires of reminding a twenty-first-century theatre audience of the crucial
nexus between the Irish author’s life and work. Without doubt, when he considers
Wilde’s entire literary output practically inseparable from the haunting image of the
author cutting a pitiful figure on a “railway platform, handcuffed and spat on by the
17 “Die erstarrten, zum Teil widerlichen Lebensformen dieser Kreise und ihre Heuchelei
durchschaute er und zog sie ins Lächerliche. Damit belustigte er wiederum jene, die
er verspottete. Durch die gnadenlose Enthüllung der fürchterlichen Scheinmoral der
Englischen Society wurde er geliebt und gehasst. Er selbst war doppelgesichtig wie seine
Kunst und seine Romanfigur Dorian Gray. Einerseits griff er Zeitgenossen auf das Schärfste
an, andererseits liebte er es, dieses Spiel selbst mitzuspielen” (Kramar, “Gedanken zu
Oscar Wilde”).
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mob” (Kramar, Interview),18 it points towards what has been identified as one of the
most striking particularities of Wilde’s international reception for more than 120
years. Yet, this tendency has been reinforced by the Irish author’s successful recovery
as “our contemporary” and the sense of intimacy and personal identification fostered
by the cultural prevalence of his myth-encrusted afterlives. Consequently, as John
Stokes poignantly observes, “the surprise is less that directors should build in Wilde
into their shows than that anyone other than Wilde should ever appear in them at all”
(173, emphasis added).
For Kramar, theatre is defined by its function as a battleground of ideological
debate and thus regularly serves as a platform for his virulent left-wing criticism of
the quasi-fascist structures sustaining the apparatuses of state, religion, capitalism,
and conservative politics. Consequently, the social panorama presented by Wilde in
his conversation plays, populated by a kaleidoscopic mix of fraudulent politicians,
outcast women, cunning blackmailers, and debauched aristocrats, is perceived to
reveal enough twenty-first-century parallels for Wilde to be enlisted as an accomplice
in the didactic mission of Kramar’s theatrical work. In quite ostentatiously militant
Marxist diction, which makes no secret of the speaker’s political sympathies, its
objective is summed up as follows: “Even if it seems pointless, it is important to
confront the ruling class again and again with its own inhumanity and corruption. This
is why I feel particularly close to Oscar Wilde” (Kramar, Interview).19
Evidently going along with Terry Eagleton’s assessment of the acutely
political dimension to Wilde’s life and work, which finds expression in his role as a
“remorseless debunker of the high-toned gravitas of bourgeois Victorian England”
(60), Kramar’s interpretations of Lady Windermere’s Fan and An Ideal Husband in
particular relied on presenting upper-class culture as a bizarrely comical freak show
of oddities. In fact, their strength derived from the cleverly crafted contrast between
a conventionally drawn set of main characters and an unruly crowd of grotesquely
distorted social zombies. This motley crew of hysterical maniacs, appearing against
the background of a bare and unembellished setting which ingeniously exploited the
symbolic implications of the green-tiled former dissecting hall, was presided over by
a real-life charismatic icon of gay culture: drag artist and chansonette “Lucy McEvil”
in the parts of Mrs Erlynne, Mrs Cheveley, and, in The Importance of Being Earnest,
of Lady Bracknell, who was transformed into a forbiddingly imperious, red-haired
femme fatale. Casting an artfully self-styled diva of the local alternative performance
18 “Letztendlich werde ich Wilde immer vor mir sehen, wie er in Handschellen am Bahnsteig
steht und vom Pöbel angespuckt wird: das ist mein Hauptbild von ihm und unter diesem
sehe ich seine Arbeiten.” Kramar’s comment explicitly refers to an incident recorded by
Wilde in De Profundis: in the course of his transferral from Wandsworth to Reading prison,
he was forced to “stand on the centre platform of Clapham Junction in convict dress and
handcuffed,” exposed to the abuse of a jeering crowd (1040).
19 “Wichtig ist es, die herrschende Klasse, auch wenn es sinnlos erscheint, immer wieder mit
ihren menschenverachtenden Abartigkeiten zu konfrontieren. Das ist der Grund, warum
ich mich Oscar Wilde sehr verbunden fühle” (Kramar, Interview).
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scene in some of the most prestigious female roles of classic comic theatre may indeed
be regarded as a clever dramaturgical twist, which allowed for a playfully ironic
commentary on the vast spectrum of social masks and guises masterfully exploited by
Wilde in his dramatic writing.
Yet, despite his keen attempts to reinvent the Irish author as a prominent
figurehead of his anti-establishment propaganda, Hubsi Kramar does not reject the
idea that the choice of producing a set of well-proven audience favourites presents
a rare opportunity of combining “educational impetus” and the idealistic aspiration
to work on “the improvement of mankind,” as he calls it, with commercial viability
(Kramar, Interview).20 As theatre manager, director, and practitioner engaged in
economic as well as artistic decision-making processes, he is acutely aware of the
fact that Wilde’s conversation plays, relying on an unerringly successful formula of
merging paradoxical wit and good theatrical entertainment with mildly teasing parody,
attract a mainstream audience which might not be classified as regular fringe theatre
clientele.
Kramar’s vehement refutation of Elfriede Jelinek’s essentialist claim to
uncovering the “authentic” Wilde in her version of The Importance of Being Earnest
(Interview)―while he himself engages in a blatant instrumentalization of the author’s
life and work for his own purposes of delivering a socio-critical message―highlights
a familiar phenomenon to be encountered in the international Wilde reception. As
Rainer Kohlmayer and Lucia Krämer have observed, “there are thus dozens of . . .
Oscar Wildes, each one the result of some . . . translator, writer, editor or theatre
director creating an Oscar of his or her own fashion, in response to a specific sociocultural context” (190). Ultimately, this exceptional degree of adaptability attests to
the author’s remarkable potential of being everything to everyone, which is securely
anchored in a perpetual cycle of critical, scholarly, and artistic reassessment and
resignification, presenting the main currency of canonical permanence. Not only has
Wilde’s steadily advancing degree of cultural iconicity, founded upon a Gordian knot
of art, biography, and politics, ensured the continued marketability of his comedies
in contemporary boulevard and experimental theatre; moreover, it has rendered
them ostensibly ideal vehicles of postmodern self-reflexivity, ideological argument,
and a wide range of subjective concerns, which may be considered a vital factor
in renewing―and thus preserving―the plays’ canonicity. “In this sense,” Manfred
Pfister perceptively notes, “Wilde ‘Our Contemporary’ is a radicalized Wilde, a
wilder Wilde . . . than the Oscar Wilde who died in Paris a hundred years ago. We
are taken to wilder shores of Wilde, or Wilde is taken to wilder shores than he dreamt
of” (158). This frequently witnessed tendency to explore the “wilder Wilde” and his
widely appropriable deconstructive potential is once more evidenced by the author’s
continued absorption into the linguistic, aesthetic, and ideological universe of Elfriede
Jelinek. Yet again produced in collaboration with Karin Rausch, her newly completed
20 “Es gehört zu meinem Theaterverständnis, dass man versucht, an der Verbesserung des
Menschengeschlechts zu arbeiten” (Kramar, Interview).

60

Focus

adaptation of An Ideal Husband, meaningfully retitled The Ideal Man (Der ideale
Mann) and premièred at Vienna’s Akademietheater in November 2011, has sparked
another flurry of critical attention.
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Heterotopic and Funerary Spaces:
Martin McDonagh’s A Skull in Connemara
Eamonn Jordan
Digging up the dead
Traditionally, the west of Ireland has been framed more often than not as a
potential pastoral space, one of refuge, sanctuary and belonging, as well as a place
where individuals can reflect, mature and heal. Pastoral spaces are also ones of grief,
where death is accommodated and eulogized (See Gifford 7-8). Pastoral is often
aligned with an utopian trope. Michel Foucault’s ideas on heterotopic spaces offer
a very apposite addition to discussions on the pastoral and they also link in with
the notion of funerary practices, allowing one to interlink the transcendent, and its
opposite, the sanctified and the de-sanctified, the notionally sociologically real and the
imaginary. Writing in 1967, Foucault speaks of the fact that “contemporary space is
perhaps still not entirely de-sanctified (apparently unlike time, it would seem, which
was detached from the sacred in the nineteenth century)” and that oppositions between
“family space and social space, between cultural space and useful space, between
the space of leisure and that of work” . . . remain inviolable,” as that inviolability
is still “nurtured by the hidden presence of the sacred” (23). While pastoral spaces
notionally can be some of the better examples of idyllic sanctified spaces, that sense of
“inviolable” divisions seems to no longer stand in relation to McDonagh, as he is both
evoking but also disputing that “hidden sense of the sacred” in A Skull in Connemara
(1997).
Foucault distinguishes between real, “utopian,” and “counter-sites,” which
can be, in his terminology, “spaces of illusion and of compensation” (24). He then
identifies “Crisis heterotopias,” which he aligns with primitive societies; these are
“privileged or sacred or forbidden spaces, reserved for individuals who are . . . in a
state of crisis”; however, these “crisis heterotopias” are disappearing and are being
replaced by what he calls “heterotopias of deviation” (24). Applying this terminology,
Foucault notes specifically in relation to graveyard spaces that:
Basically it was quite natural that, in a time of real belief in the resurrection of
bodies and the immortality of the soul, overriding importance was not accorded
to the body’s remains. . . . [But] from the moment when people are no longer
sure that they have a soul or that the body will regain life, it is perhaps necessary
to give much more attention to the dead body, which is ultimately the only trace
of our existence in the world and in language. . . . The cemeteries then came to
constitute, no longer the sacred and immortal heart of the city, but “the other
city,” where each family possesses its dark resting place. (25)
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Foucault is suggesting how the nature of graveyard spaces changes over time, in terms
of significance, centrality and displacement, as the values of what these cemeteries
house alters with time. McDonagh frames this through, as Foucault identifies, the
“juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves
incompatible” (25). Central to Skull are the disinterring activities carried out annually
by Mick Dowd, in order to clear an over-crowded graveyard on a rocky landscape.
In its blending of domestic and cemetery spaces, and in its enactment of a form of
perverse, second wake or deviant non-wake, this play sets out to interrogate, desubstantiate and de-sanctify the significance of the Irish funerary tradition and perhaps
its destructive hold on the imagination.

A funerary consciousness
Whether it is characters inhabiting graveyards awaiting the dead to rise in Frank
McGuinness’s Carthaginians (1988), stories about grave digging experiences and
paedophilia in The Weir (1997), the haunting presence of a long dead child in Marina
Carr’s Portia Coughlan (1996) or Dermot Bolger’s The Passion of Jerome (1999) or
the dead coming back to life as in Hugh Leonard’s Da (1978), Irish theatre displays an
obsession with death and dying, more than with living. “They give birth astride of a
grave, the light gleams an instant, then it’s night once more,” is an often quoted line by
Pozzo from Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), and the remark itself is central
to the Irish cultural imagination. Jonathan Swift’s fascination, as Nina Witoszek and
Pat Sheeran argue, with the “morbid, the bleak and the repellent established Ireland
as a pathogenic zone, as a ‘good place to die in’” (72), something which Brian Friel
exploits satirically in The Mundy Scheme (1969), where there is the idea of selling
plots of land out west for the re-burial of the global dead.
Central to this positioning, is a “vernacular funerary code” which has effectively
and pejoratively “reproduced and perpetuated the construction of Ireland as a place of
death and fatality,” according to Witoszek and Sheeran (41). This funerary tradition is
shaped by “folk representations, popular rituals, the rhetorics of the Irish media,” and
by a “funerary mythology and experience” which underlies “the Irish construction
of place and landscape” (Witoszek and Sheeran 13). This funerary tradition is, also,
Witoszek and Sheeran continue, “reinforced by the memory of the Great Famine” and
its “accompanying horrors” while “[i]t has also been further solidified by the response
to the spiritual death in its various forms (despondency, resignation, passivity),
	

Maureen Murphy suggests, “A Skull in Connemara also has much in common with Maírtín
O’Cadháin’s Cré na Cille (Churchyard Clay), a 1949 novel set among the dead in a
Connemara cemetery—where the deceased natter about life and question each new arrival
about the goings-on in the world above. Whereas McDonagh’s dialogue is comic in its
repetitions and banalities, O’Cadháin’s characters speak in the richly nuanced local Irish
dialect from a generation ago. Yet both works subvert traditional romantic attitudes toward
the west of Ireland with portrayals of the mean-spiritedness and petty jealousies below the
surface of rural Irish life—which even reach beyond the grave.”
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threatening the Irish through the centuries of colonial oppression” (38). The two
authors add that “[t]he loss of land and the displacement of the chief was very early
on encoded in the metaphor of widowhood and conveyed through elaborate tropes of
lamentation. It may well be that the anthropomorphization of the country as a woman
in Bardic poetry lies at the basis of the funerary tradition” (38).
Imbedded in almost all societies and cultures are strategies and rituals to
deal with death and the remains of the dead, including last rites, prayers over the
dead, wakes, cremations and burial ceremonies. However, in some countries due to
spatial restrictions, corpses are exhumed and stored elsewhere in an ossuary, without
compromises to the dignity of the dead. However, most cultures are generally
resistant to the notion of exhumation and disinterment and usually one needs a court’s
permission to disturb a resting place. Generally, the digging up of the dead carries
with it all kinds of connotations and taboos and is often sensationalized by television
and cinema in terms of autopsy scenes central to many cold case investigations. It is
to be noted that disinterment is not a routine practice even in rural and rocky areas
of Ireland as Joan Fitzpatrick Dean observes, regarding the action of the writer as
motivated by a need “to distort any easy alignment with the real” (38).

“The oul bones and the whatnot”
In A Skull in Connemara, Mick Dowd, seven and a half years on from his wife’s
Oona’s death, faces the task of disinterring her remains, amongst many from the local
graveyard. Mick supposedly had caused a motor accident which led to the death of his
wife Oona, and he has served a jail sentence on a drink driving charge. Although having
long completed his sentence, still hanging over him are rumours and innuendos that
effectively maintain that his wife’s death was not accidental, but that he purposefully
drove a car into a wall in order to disguise the fact that he had previously fatally
assaulted her. However, what the gossip, the innuendo and accusations establish is the
mythology surrounding her death.
In the Druid production (video courtesy of Ruth Gordon) the exchanges in scene
1, between Mick (Mick Lally in one of his great performances) and MaryJohnny
(Anna Manahan, who also starred in Druid’s production of Beauty Queen) in particular
display a mixture of combativeness and defiance, which have a certain kind of
shrillness to them, with status shifting regularly between the characters. Accusations
are habitually fired at each other, of cursing, of cheating at Bingo, of conning tourists,
of misinformation about John Ford’s The Quiet Man’s film location, and of wife
murder. Manahan’s Maryjohnny is a wonderful presence, defiant and naive on the one
hand with a simplistic view of the world around cursing and urinating on consecrated
ground, but, on the other, hugely exploitative and manipulative. For instance, the
smile that Maryjohnny has for the audience at the end of the scene shows that while
she is trying to settle Mick’s anxieties about local gossip and intends somewhat to
placate him with her words, her facial expression suggests that she knows more; even,
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perhaps, that she is the source of those aspersions, whilst remaining ever willing to
drink his poteen, as some kind of perverted recompense.
Part of the challenge with this McDonagh work is to get the tone right, but
also to have audiences accept the curious darkness of the piece. Strangely, the dark
revelations about digging up ancestors, and about the Hanlon family feasting on meat
from a cow dead for years in their field did not draw the laughter that I had anticipated,
in the recording of the production I have seen. (I say this in no way suggesting that
such a single recording offers any sort of conclusive proof). The action of disinterring
is not only somewhat of a taboo violation in terms of the task itself, but one also finds
something more sinister in the fact that Mick is to dig up the bones of his own wife.
Maryjohnny, calls it a “filthy occupation” and Mairtin, her grandson, calls it “The
Graveyard Shenanigans” (71). Both remain obsessed and voyeuristic, regardless of
their tendencies to see it as morbid. The disinterring chore is also an opportunity for
Tom Hanlon, the local police officer, to re-visit the circumstances surrounding Oona’s
death, as he is hoping to unearth some evidence to charge Mick belatedly with his
wife’s murder.
Although Mick explains that the disinterring activities are overseen by both the
church and the law, and makes clear that what he does is carried out with sensitivity,
however, what happens to bones after disinterring remains a mystery, as Mick offers
differing accounts as to what he does to dispose of Maryjohnny’s ancestors. Mick
settles on an account that appeases her; namely, exhuming, followed by bagging,
and the sinking of the bones to the bottom of the lake, accompanied by a “string
of prayers,” and not submersion in the slurry pit that he had indicated previously.
Ultimately, he is bound by oath to both the police and the clergy not to divulge what
he does with the bones once they are removed from the graves.
If audiences are unsure as to what they are being prepared for by all this talk
about disinterring, then scene 2 opens, with Mick half way down into a grave at night
time, with the remains of two corpses already extracted and bagged. In the initial
Druid production, designed by Francis O’Connor, openings in the stage floor serve
as two graves. The stage is darkly lit to give the impression of night time, yet there
remains on stage in the darkness, the dresser, stove, kitchen table and the sink and
presses underneath, whose presences are there not as shadows or as dimly lit objects,
but simultaneously as strange, almost spectral presences of domesticity. David Gallo’s
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design for the play’s Broadway production is significantly different to that of Francis
O’Connor, but what both do is to provide a space that can cater for the play’s dramatic
action and for performance idioms. Ben Brantley describes Gallo’s design:
That a classy warped cartoonishness is the aim here is signaled by the first
glimpse of David Gallo’s set. Granted, the scene on the stage itself is what
we have by now come to identify as standard-issue Leenane: a simple, shabby
room with desolate-looking furniture and the requisite central crucifix. But look
up and you’ll see, mounted upside down on the ceiling, rows of turfy grave
plots with classic spookhouse tombstones. It’s hard not to grin, like a child
anticipating Halloween, at this inversion of the sacrosanct.
The dark play imperative of Mairtin is seen in his ghoulish and puerile fascination
with skulls, in his wish to contrast the newly uncovered skull with one already in the
bag, and in his comparing two skulls and holding them to his chest as if they were two
breasts. He then places together the two skulls as if they were kissing one another and
pokes a finger into an eye socket. The sexual dimension to such a gesture is further
elaborated on when Mick talks about Mairtin inspecting the genital areas of both male
and female deceased. Mairtin enquires as to what happens to the penis after death
and Mick explains: “Isn’t it illegal in the Catholic faith to bury a body the willy still
attached? Isn’t it a sin in the eyes of the Lord?” (86), and then goes further, stating that
the penis is snipped off in the coffin and sold to the Travellers as dog food (87). He
adds that during the Irish Famine of the 1840s, the Travellers stopped feeding them
to the dogs and started “sampling the merchandise themselves” (87). Mairtin is both
a fool and trickster figure, evident in the fact that when a local woman died, he put a
werewolf comic alongside the body in the coffin.
This cemetery scene of course evokes the gravedigger’s scene in William
Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Roland Mushat Frye proposes that

	

David Gallo states: “I think design should speak for itself on some level, but essentially we
tried to preserve the sense of isolation. The perspective is forced to give a sense of depth
or endlessness to this bleak landscape. There’s a murky sky-surround which will be lit a
number of different ways to give it various kinds of character. The living room floats in the
middle of this landscape, with no walls and no particular architecture. When it becomes the
graveyard all the props go away and a series of tombstones pop up—again in perspective
so there’s a sense of depth. The doors on the sides vanish. Hopefully the graves floating on
the ceiling above complete the idea that we’re in this scary graveyard. They are a dominant
motif for the piece. We wanted them to give it a feel and texture and quality without turning
them into giant eye magnets. In Seattle we did the production in the round and you could
actually touch the gravestones from your seat. Here they’re no closer than 17 or 18 feet,
and the perspective continues: as the house rakes back, the graves rake back as well. You
can even read some of the names on the tombstones, including that of Mag Folan.” For
images of the set design also see Edelstein and Gallo.
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Not only was there a broad tradition of showing a gentleman reflecting on a skull,
there was even a visual tradition of setting that reflection specifically within a
cemetery. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, visual representations usually
show the encounter of three living men and three dead. Sixteenth-century
treatments come closer to Hamlet’s exchange with the Gravedigger. . . . If we
view the graveyard scene in Elsinore only or even primarily in terms of those
typically twentieth-century attitudes which seek to ignore or euphemize death,
we may regard Hamlet at this point as morbid in soul and sick in mind. But if
we re-establish the sixteenth-century context and recall representative examples
of the raw materials upon which Shakespeare’s imagination worked, we see a
Hamlet here thinking through the ultimate realities of death to arrive at what
becomes, for him as it had for others, a new sanity and even serenity. (26, 28).
Along similar lines Richard Fly suggests that in Hamlet: “The clownish gravedigger is
a most formidable spokesman for the vanity and ephemerality of all human endeavour,
and as Hamlet watches him working at his venerable trade he experiences in a new
way the single irreducible fact of certain oblivion and general dissolution” (266).
While Hamlet’s consciousness is further provoked by his experiences during the
grave digger’s scene, the same cannot be said of Mairtin. McDonagh’s very obvious
utilization and transgression of the funerary tradition is very apparent here, and he is
not only confronting the centrality of death through the Famine to the Irish psyche
generally or its specific hold over communities of memory, but also bringing with
it a dark consideration of sexuality, death, and Catholicism, as Mairtin’s innocence
and naivety are exploited to the full. In the video recording of the play, little laughter
greeted Mairtin’s playing with skulls and holding them as if they were breasts, but
the audience did laugh when Mick says it is hard to believe that Mairtin had a skull
and a “brain to go with it” (85). When Mairtin pokes his finger into the eye socket
of the skull, again there was little or no laugher in response, but when and during a
non-scripted moment, Mairtin pretended the skull to be a bowling ball and gestures
to throw it towards the audience, there was a loud laugh. Transgressive humour can
be sometimes more obvious on the page than on stage, or at least easier to respond
to when reading the work. Audiences can get confused by the darker implications
of some comments, like the one about Fred and Rosemary West in McDonagh’s Six
Shooter (2004), when a grieving couple, who have lost their child to cot death, are
compared to the notorious serial killers by the psychotic Kid character. However, the
discussions around castration and the extraction of genitals from corpses did bring a
good deal of laugher. Mick’s comment that “the trouble with young people today, is
they don’t know the first thing about Irish history” (87) is warmly responded to by
the audience, in part comfortable with the exploitation of the cliché and the intergenerational comment, but all the more importantly, it is a response to the fact that
what he is saying is a huge lie in the first place―tinkers eating phalluses removed
from corpses before burial during the Famine.
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If as Witoszek and Sheeran suggest: “The Irish omphalos is the graveyard,
the centre of continuity and the meeting place between the worlds” (78), it can also
be equally argued that the pastoralized Irish kitchen space is just as central. It is
McDonagh’s meshing of both which becomes evident and so significant during the
remaining of the play. Scene 3 brings the play’s action back from the graveyard to
Dowd’s living space, so that the remains can be disposed of, as a more complex reality
emerges. But, having dug up the dead, Mairtin and Mick move onto the next phase
of the work, which is in effect a sort of bizarre second wake for the skeletal remains
of those who have been disinterred. Both men carry out their activities, smashing
up the remains with mallets, with the knowledge that the remains of Oona have
been stolen from her resting place. Mairtin claims that none of his friends would be
body snatchers. Mairtin wonders if it was Travellers who did it: “Maybe they were
expecting another praitie blight and felt like something to be munching on ahead of
time” (102). Again, there is evidence of prejudice and intolerance towards Travellers,
but also something sacrilegious around the mentioning of eating dead flesh, which
obviously hints at an extreme form of cannibalism. In some cultures it is acceptable
to eat dead flesh, but not remains that have been seven years in the ground. In the
Druid performance, the audience seems by this point to have been more prepared for
the details and is therefore now more comfortable with laughter. This scene opens
with skulls on the kitchen table, with only Mairtin’s head visible, at the same level as
the table, so that his head is effectively amongst the skulls. In this performance, two
drunken men smashing the skulls is now deemed to be especially playful, and is not
framed as sinister or desecrating in any way; it is only Mairtin’s fears of being alone
with the remains that offers any sense of transgression of the sacred. Lally’s Mick is
very aggressive with the malleting and justifies his approach by suggesting that if the
community gossips about him in the way that it does over the years, what more should
they expect when they wind up in his hands other than a “batter” (103).
Yet, there is something perversely de-ritualistic about this scene, something
deviant is being revealed in their obsession and indifference towards the dead. By the
end of the scene there are pieces of shattered bone everywhere, and Lally’s Mick also
stamps on the bits of bone that have fallen on the ground. Fragments at times have the
potential to fly into the audience. Ben Brantley opens his New York Times review of
Roundabout Theater Company’s production of the play directed by Gordon Edelstein,
at the Gramercy Theater, tongue in cheek: “Excuse me, but is that a piece of tibia
that’s just landed in my lap?” He reports: “it’s only natural that some of those soiled
white fragments would fly beyond the proscenium arch. Audience members should
be prepared to duck,” adding, “Who could possibly take his eyes off such a mordant,
morbid and oddly ecstatic spectacle?” Overall, this particular scene suggests a sort of
deviant, de-sanctified second or even a non-wake that flies in the face of tradition.
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“The Second Coming”
Traditionally in Ireland, alongside Christian rites, pagan or indigenous practices
of funeral wake games were enacted in such a way that the dead are grieved and
celebrated, respected and disrespected, feared and embraced, during a period of
time which eased the passing of the spirit from one dimension to another and also
accommodated a fear of the returning from the dead of those who have recently passed
away. Wakes are in part to help “alleviate the pain of bereavement” as Witoszek and
Sheeran suggest (28), and they add: “While attempting to explain the eschatological
basis of the wake, Seán Ó Súilleabháin has argued that its original purpose was not only
to alleviate the pain of bereavement by means of a riotous feast but also to ‘bribe’ the
spirit of the dead person, to keep him/her quiet and safely out of the way of the living”
(27). They suggest that the wake also served as “a theatre of social rehabilitation in
which useless praise was expended on those who are denied a good word during life.
The wake had the power to transmute, to bring the dead person out of anonymity,
disgrace even, and transform him/her into a local legend” (28). Of the one hundred
and thirty wake games and amusements documented by Ó Súilleabháin, of this “ludic
constellation” as Witoszek and Sheeran name them, “the most prominent include
story telling, singing, dancing, card playing, athletic competitions, verbal sparring
and fighting,” which go back to pre-Christian Ireland and the games of lamentation
or “cluiche caointech” celebrated to mark the death of a warrior (27-28). Mairtin’s
stories include a drunk in Salthill that drowned in his own urine, and Mick tells that
he had three uncles who “drowned on sick” (106).
Quoting Lawrence Taylor, Witoszek and Sheeran observe that “the Catholic
Church’s domestication and control of the libidinous and pagan element of the wake
was a way to establish the Church’s cultural hegemony in the nineteenth century” (28),
but also “wakes, viewed as folk spectacles that competed with church ceremonial for
the control of death, may be interpreted as spasmodic acts of resistance to church
hegemony” (9). The wake’s “countercultural function as a “ritual of the people,”
in contra-distinction to official ecclesiastical ceremonies, has proved irresistible to
pupils of Bakhtin and Foucault alike” Witoszek and Sheeran claim (28). Traditionally,
watching over the dead, and the “blasphemous revelry with which the corpse was
surrounded, launched a comic, even strangely alluring, ars morierendi [sic],” Witoszek
and Sheeran note (26). Witoszek and Sheeran also utilize Arnold Van Gennep’s notion
of liminal rites to suggest that the “mourning process involves an identification between
the bereft and the deceased in that both are situated ‘between the world of the living
and the world of the dead,’” and “given this unresolved state, there are two choices.
The mourners can either kill the dead a second time, so as to remove themselves from
the realm of liminality, or preserve the dead and prolong their stay in the intermediate
world” (Van Gennep qtd. in Witoszek and Sheeran 8). The texts Witoszek and Sheeran
examine indicate a cultural reluctance to “kill the dead a second time,” who instead
remain in a state of inbetweenness (8-9).
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Funerals and deaths are commonplace across all of the McDonagh work.
Although The Lonesome West (1997) opens just after Coleman’s and Valene’s father’s
funeral, what is remarkable is the indifference towards the dead and the absence of
signs of bereavement on their part. The “riotous feast” associated with the wake is
swapped for a concern over vol-au-vents and the keeping of greedy locals away from
the “afters” of the funeral. Van Gennep sees such meals after funerals as “rites of
incorporation” (164). However, there is no need to “bribe” the spirit to keep out of
the way of the living and the notion of “re-habilitation” of those just dead, does not
seem to apply. Later the deaths of Tom Hanlon and Fr Welsh additionally challenge
the brothers to encounters with grief, but there is neither real fear nor celebration of
the dead, just tokenism. Equally, in The Beauty Queen of Leenane (1996), Maureen’s
slaying of her mother leads not to her release through the conquering of the ogress,
but to her entrapment in madness, in her becoming like her mother or filling the void
left behind by her.
In The Lieutenant of Inishmore (2001) there is the blatant dismemberment of the
bodies on stage, with no sense of a wake, no sense of trauma, just shallow indifference
both to the task meted out by Mairead and Padraic, and towards the bodies that Donny
and Davey are forced to desecrate (however unreal and mechanical they are), and
even if it occurs under the rubric of farce. In relation to Inishmore, it is vital to keep
in mind that in Ireland from the nineteenth century forward, “funerary symbols were
increasingly used in political contexts” (33) as Witoszek and Sheeran suggest, since
funerals were seen as ways of performing protest, grouping dissent and resistance,
and of consolidating political solidarity. In Northern Ireland in particular the marking
of funerals has been central to both republican and loyalist communities over the
last decades. McDonagh, however, does the opposite in Inishmore; the dead bodies
are denied their funeral rights, and instead the bodies are hacked to pieces, so that
the deaths are provided with no symbolic resonance, as notions of martyrdom and
self sacrifice are not afforded to McDonagh’s terrorists. The political/paramilitary
motivations of the main characters are found only in the guise of self interest, sadism
and self-destructiveness.
Additionally, although the film In Bruges (2008) is set in a purgatorial/ fairytale/
medieval space of the Belgium city of Bruges, it does not have the same symbolic
potential as the film upon which it is so dependent, Nicholas Roeg’s Don’t Look Now
(1973). In Roeg’s work there is the infamous love scene which seems to suggest the
possibility of pregnancy and the idea that the couple’s dead child can be replaced
or brought back to life, but in In Bruges the murdered child cannot be resurrected.
Even his death is not redemptive, as it leads only to further death, namely that of the
character Jimmy, who dies while dressed up as a school-child from a ricochet bullet.
Throughout In Bruges, Ray is haunted by memories and flashbacks, thoughts of his
own suicide, and he is troubled in Groningen Museum by one of Hieronymus Bosch’s
paintings, which contains images of punishment and retribution, of final judgment,
and of death nullifying life. What McDonagh creates is not generally a “revival of
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corpses,” but the inability of the corpse to be revived, even through memory, with
In Bruges serving as the exception, putting the work generally somewhat at odds
with the Irish funerary tradition. (Ken’s self-sacrifice does tie it into the tradition in a
slightly different way).
In J. M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea (1904), those who die are victims of the sea or
nature, and here the storytelling associated with wakes, is non-traditional in its focus
on transgression. It is not so much a refusal to kill the dead a second time, while in
Skull the remains are strangely waked or non-waked, and destroyed in such a way that
they are not afforded a dignified re-location, but scattered unceremoniously in a slurry
pit, along with the waste from farmyard animals. The grinding of the remains to dust
also means that the skeletons are no longer individualized. Further, the removal of
the bones from the graveyard to this domestic place complicates not only the liminal
relationship between public and private, but also between the living and dying, and
more importantly between the sacred and the un-consecrated, in line with Foucault’s
suggestions.
However, it is Mairtin’s inability to control his own tongue which catches him
out when he declares that the rose locket with a picture of Mick inside that Oona was
buried with “wouldn’t fetch you a pound in the Galway pawn” shop (109). Mairtin is
unaware that he has revealed too much, and staggering drunk he is readying himself
to drive Mick’s car. Mick leaves the scene carrying a mallet and the spectator wonders
what fate awaits both men. Later that evening, with a bag in hand, containing Oona’s
skull, Tom Hanlon comes round to get a confession from Mick to Oona’s murder,
in breach of all standard procedures in terms of evidence and arrest. Tom claims to
have found the skull at the bottom of their family field, the same place where Mairtin
supposedly came across the bones of a dead cow. Hanlon informs his police work by
television series like Petrocelli, Quincy, Starsky and Hutch, priding himself on his
detective’s instincts and on clear-cut differentiations, but still cannot tell the difference
between circumstantial and hearsay evidence. This police officer is always on the
look-out for problematic cases, having previously investigated the death of a fat man,
found naked in front of the television in his apartment, and his fridge only had a pot of
jam and a head of lettuce, details which call to mind the film Seven (1995) written by
Andrew Kevin Walker and directed by David Fincher. Later, in the same vein, Mairtin
accuses him of not being able to arrest a shoplifting child, whose face is covered in
chocolate and that if he did arrest him “you’d arrest him for killing the Kennedys”
(121). So, Thomas like the policemen in McDonagh’s The Pillowman (2003) makes
almost all the wrong assumptions.
In the Druid production, Brián F. O’Byrne is stiff in body and presents an affected
voice, displaying the poise and status of what he expects a detective to be, driven by
a confidence in his own analysis of things, and calmly assertive over distinctions
between “insults” and “vague insinuations” (95). Tom Hanlon as a character is less
like Columbo, mentioned by Mairtin in performance, but not in the script, and more
like the corrupt but finally stupid detective Truscott in Joe Orton’s Loot (1965). The
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deliberateness of his actions is very different to the shrill naivety, puerile defiance and
delight in deviance of David Wilmot’s Mairtin. O’Byrne’s slowness of body matches
a lethargy of mind, and what he wants to pass off as measured deliberateness and deep
consideration of facts and information, comes across as the opposite.
Mick is ready to make an admission, to sign a confession to murder, but not
to the murder of Oona but to that of Mairtin, having left him for dead, for his part in
taking Oona’s remains from her grave. While Mick agrees to a confession, there is no
pen readily available, and, in terms of grotesque humour, Maryjohnny produces one
of her fluorescent bingo pens to solve the problem. Instead, Mick provides his own
pen, his lucky lotto one, in order to complete the task. However, just like the father
of Christy Mahon in Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (1907), a concussed
Mairtin re-enters the living area, all the while claiming his injuries were as a result of
an accident and not assault. (Surreptitiously, Mick sets the confession alight, which
is a repeated trope across McDonagh’s work, whether it is Mag’s burning of Pato’s
letter, Valene’s setting alight of Fr Welsh’s suicide note or the setting fire to Katurian’s
manuscripts in The Pillowman). Mairtin is then struck by Tom on the head, once
Mairtin admits to Tom’s role in the tampering with evidence, carving a hole in the
skull, the day after they had dug up Oona’s remains.
While it looks as if Mick’s innocence is affirmed by Tom’s corrupt policing
practices, nevertheless, during the final moments of the drama, Maryjohnny maintains
to have seen something on the night of Oona’s death, claiming that Oona will drag
Mick’s soul to hell after he dies as a consequence. Again suggestion is not backed up
by fact. As she leaves, Mick caresses the cracked skull of his wife, kisses it gently and
audiences are left without any confirmation as to how Oona died. As Roland Mushat
Frye notes, the dramatization of the Memento Mori in Hamlet “did not trap a person in
the spiritual cul-de-sac of a sterile preoccupation with death. On the contrary, one was
directed toward life―toward the effective living of life which must, in every case, be
lived under the shadow of death, and which, should be lived without anxiety, without
dread, and without a preoccupation with transiency” (28). Mairtin is no modernday west of Ireland Hamlet, and Mick is no Shakespearean gravedigger, as neither
experiences any real sense of a Memento Mori. Their digging brings no encounter
with a metaphysical ephemerality and there is no new “sanity” in the face of death.
Susan Letzler Cole suggests, “The grave is the birthplace of tragic drama and
ghosts are the procreators,” adding that “tragedy is the performance of that ambivalence:
the kind of ambivalence which ghosts emblemize.” She means that the ghost returning
to haunt is “the extending of life beyond the moment of death” (4-7). If “Hamlet is
the tragedy of a mourner in a world which provides no context for mourning,” as
Susan Letzler Cole suggests (6), then Skull equally provides neither “the extension
beyond the moment of death” nor a “context” for mourning. The grave may be the
“birthplace of tragic drama,” yet in Skull, although the deceased may haunt, they are
no ghosts, and no “procreators.” Whilst Hamlet does foreground the maimed rite,
for Mick Dowd there is no closure by digging up the remains of Oona, the digging
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up is not a “maimed ritual,” a non-event on the metaphysical level, a non-wake. The
caressing of the skull may raise all kinds of interesting suggestivities around the erotic
and death, even hinting at something unsavoury. In the Druid production, Mick Lally
holds the skull for a long time, but it is less incisively sexual in its focus, and more to
do with loss, absence and perhaps guilt, and is more Grand Guignol than necrophilic
in its tendencies.
The Anglo-Irish McDonagh’s dramaturgy can also be seen as a diasporic
challenge to the funerary tradition and its hold over the Irish consciousness. The
exhuming and the irreverent smashing of the bones suggest resistance to it, as does
the use of a non-wake. This strategy brings to mind both Joe Orton’s Loot, where there
is a de-sanctified approach towards human remains, and also John Arden’s Sergeant
Musgrave’s Dance: An Unhistorical Parable (1959). In Arden’s play a group of
soldiers brings the bones of a soldier Billy Hicks back to his home place and hang
his remains for public view in order to display the carnage of war and even more so
symbolically the bones of imperialism and the community’s complicity in colonization.
Musgrave and his troops’ pacifist inclinations, rage at war and at soldiering, prompt
plans of a bewildering and gross retaliatory violence against a community. A Skull in
Connemara is McDonagh’s “Un-historical Parable,” where he deploys an anarchic
and unsanctified approach to Irish traditions of the dead, to obsessions with death and
dying and to the debilitating hold of a funerary imaginary on a populace.

Conclusion
McDonagh’s realignment of the ritual of the wake, through morbid, communal
self-absorbing and self-defining narratives, transgressive disinterment, and quasisacrilegious destruction of bones ensure the juxtaposition of “incompatible” spaces”
that Foucault mentions, as well as the mingling of discordant sensibilities. It could
be argued that the Irish tradition of waking rituals constitutes a form of “crisis
heterotopia” which is a strange alignment of the sacred and the pagan, with a consistent
belief in an afterlife. In McDonagh’s work generally, however, wakes are very much
akin to “heterotopias of deviation,” where the belief in an afterlife is abandoned and
the remains of the dead have no sacred or symbolic value, or are either there to be
smashed as part of a routine disinterment, or else to be violated by a policeman as he
tampers with potential evidence. Van Gennep regards funerals as rites of separation,
and survivors or the living emerge through rites of reintegration into society (rites of
the lifting of mourning). Often the dead do not pass to the afterlife, until they have
being cremated or are decomposed and without flesh. Sometimes putrefaction can be
accelerated by fire, and followed by “a second series for the burial of the skeleton”
(Van Gennep 149). Death and rebirth, death and resurrection, dismemberment and
reconstitution that Van Gennep identifies in traditional rites of passage are disavowed
in the instance of this play. Both the rite of separation and passage into another
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dimension is interfered with by the digging up of the dead. It is as much a “maimed
rite” as it is a deviant one.
In Skull the dead are exhumed and despoiled to undermine their significance.
It is not the past, the draw of the grave or the call of eternity which matter, but the
present. McDonagh’s approach confronts the future and utopian orientation of the
Irish imaginary and the utopian reverie associated with Irish pastoral spaces. In the
Druid premiere, such challenges are further complicated when deviancy is offset by
stupidity of the characters (as O’Byrne and Wilmot play them). The macabre becomes
undermined by the flippancy of the characterizations generally, the morbidity by
the casual incongruity of the way that theatrical space functions and the grotesque
is counterbalanced by the ridiculous fixations on the characters on quest for truths
and facts in the face of fictions, lies, and rural myths. Finally, the play’s premiere
situated the drama beside and against these debilitating Irish funerary practices in
Irish playwriting more generally, as Hynes’s mise-en-scène achieved the necessary
irreverent and sacrilegious vigor.
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Merging Worlds: Place, Politics, and Play in
Martin McDonagh’s The Pillowman
Miriam Haughton
Introduction
If Martin McDonagh’s dominant dramaturgical style has been reliant on the
performativity and theatricality stemming from notions of regional place as one may
observe from his Leenane Trilogy (1996-1997) and Aran Island plays (1996-2001),
then the absence of a specified geographical location in his later play The Pillowman
(2003) becomes a significant dramatic choice. Gay McAuley’s assertion, “[w]hile
theatre can indeed take place anywhere, the point is that it must take place somewhere”
(3), maintains that space constitutes a fundamental concern in the construction,
deployment and reception of meaning in theatre. Thus, McDonagh’s removal of a
specific geographical region may initially appear to constitute a fundamental concern
in an analysis of this play. However, Anne Ubersfeld reminds us that plays do not
offer representations of real places, but socio-cultural coordinates that influence
communication, ideologies and tensions: “[t]he spatial structures reproduced in the
theatre define not so much a concrete world, but rather the image people have of
spatial relationships and the conflicts underlying those relationships in the society
in which they live” (97). In The Pillowman, it is “the conflicts underlying those
relationships” that McDonagh ruthlessly dramatizes. By placing the action in an
unspecified totalitarian state, immediate recourse to established narratives of specific
national identities or histories are halted but a dialectic is foregrounded between
notions and practices of official authority and individual agency. Even without the
identification of dramatic locale then, the politics of place have determined the power
relations at work.
Opening in a police interrogation room, The Pillowman initially resembles a
manhunt as the detectives try to establish the guilt of brothers Katurian and Michal
in recent child homicides that mirror the format of infanticide depicted in Katurian’s
mainly unpublished fiction writing. Stories within the play-story explode and multiply,
complicating any sense of dramatic reality and denying neo-classical dramatic unities
of time, space and action. By the end of the play the detectives have their written
	

While The Pillowman was published in 2003, the play was substantially drafted in
the 1990s. The Pillowman premiered at the Cottesloe Auditorium of the National
Theatre England on 13th November 2003. It was directed by John Crowley, set
design by Scott Pask, lighting design by Hugh Vanstone, music by Paddy Cunneen
and sound design by Paul Arditti. Tupolski was played by Jim Broadbent, Katurian
by David Tennant, Ariel by Nigel Lindsay, Michal by Adam Godley, Mother by
Victoria Pembroke, Father by Mike Sherman, Boy by James Daly and Girl by
Jennifer Higham.
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confession, yet notions of guilt and innocence, story and reality become blurred and
inconclusive. The final scene also presents the brothers’ reappearance to conclude the
play, alive and breathing after their deaths, brutally reminding the audience that the play
is a play and the place of it is in the theatre. In the program note for the Royal National
Theatre Premiere of The Pillowman, Irish critic Fintan O’Toole mentions the fluidity
and theatricality of McDonagh’s previous dramatic places: “McDonagh’s habitual
landscape has the name of a real, terrestrial place: Leenane, Inishmaan, Inishmore.
But that place is also way out there in the planetary space of the imagination, in
a chaotic region shaped by myth and exile where trapped lives wait for the warm
tide to release them” (386). While The Pillowman remains true to McDonagh’s gritty
comedic style informed by a wealth of Hiberno-English linguistic exchanges and the
odd red-haired mother, gone are the eccentric twentieth-century parishes of the west
of Ireland with their kitsch locals and desperate clergymen. Yet McDonagh and his
default comedic style remain firmly grounded in an Irish tone and temperament and
the places he does identify― the police interrogation room and the family home―are
still dramatizations of social places invested with the authority to regulate, manage
and protect. Here, McDonagh unleashes a tragedy that is informed and influenced by
the prevailing structures associated with these places, not the places themselves. This
play critiques the ideas that serve human exchange and manage social interaction; the
structures and practices of the family, law and nation and all their associated myths,
traditions and dogma that haunt the places they embody.
This article will investigate the dramatic encoding and employment of space in
The Pillowman which moves between official, legitimate and naturalistic places to
places of the imagination depending on the performativity of story. Initially a clear
distinction, by the end of McDonagh’s play, he has indeed played with this point
of demarcation. Through McDonagh’s play on place, the structures, strategies and
regulations of these places become heightened and exposed. While The Pillowman
affirms that their social purpose and power have been normalized and legitimated
through the construction of narrative, it also conveys that narrative can be deconstructed
and reconstructed. In this narrative maze, one story is quickly replaced by another
story, officials of the law become as ridiculous as the judiciary they represent and
social trauma is the inevitable consequence of social oppression. Comedy may carry
McDonagh’s stories, but his stories are certainly not about comedy. The present
investigation is based on the outline of dramatic space derived from McDonagh’s
playtext and the design of scenic space in The Pillowman’s premier production
directed by John Crowley at the Cottesloe Auditorium of The Royal National Theatre
which played from 13 November 2003 to 17 April 2004.

The Places of a Play: Dramatic and Scenic Space
Taxonomies of space in theatre reveal a tense and conflicting discourse which
McAuley attributes to the physical, social, phenomenological and fleeting nature of
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performance, “[b]eing an event rather than an object, performance is radically unstable
in the meanings it generates and in the activities it engages” (16). Performance
cannot be read in a linear fashion similar to a text as the mechanics of visibility and
observation operate alternatively in the socially foregrounded and bodily experience
of theatre. The embodied experience of observing a theatre space will frame what is
heard, and thus, the construction of scenic space will frame the dramatic narrative in
performance. Indeed, McDonagh opens The Pillowman with a jest on the dynamics
of sight. The stage directions stipulate “Police interrogation room. Katurian sitting
at a table, centre, blindfolded” (3), removed thereafter by detective Tupolski, saying:
“Who left this on you? . . . Why didn’t you take it off? It just looks stupid” (3). From
the outset therefore, visibility and power are intertwined.
Before an examination of dramatic space ensues, it must be observed that
contemporary definitions of dramatic space do not precisely converge. “Dramatic
space” according to Christopher Balme refers to “the spatial coordinates fixed in and
evoked by the theatrical text” (49). McAuley’s reading of Ubersfeld’s theorization
expands on this definition however, maintaining that dramatic space does not solely
refer to space evoked by the text but is “made up of both textual and performance
signs” (19) and is more than “fictional place” (19), culminating in “the dramatic
geography of the action as a whole and is indeed a means of conceptualizing the whole
action or narrative content of the play” (19). According to Ubersfeld, the dramatic
space of the play can include signals of space created through a production that are
not solely evoked by the playtext. From these similar but not identical theorizations,
I read dramatic space as the possibility of space(s) conjured by the map of the
playtext, established onstage through scenic design and performance, though not
always existing as a visible or material space as it includes the idea of space(s) created
through playtext and performance, which a reader or audience member can create or
interpret subjectively. Therefore, for the purpose of clarity, when examining a textbased dramaturgical style such as The Pillowman, one must first observe the dynamics
of dramatic space designated by the playtext and then continue to an analysis of how
the dramatic space of the text is engaged with by the scenic space in performance. The
analysis of dramatic space will be undertaken according to Balme’s subcategories:
Dramatic space can be divided into two broad subcategories: mimetic and
diegetic space. Mimetic space refers to space depicted on stage and visible to
the spectator, while diegetic space is only described or referred to by characters
in the play. Mimetic space can also include space evoked by acoustic signs such
as off-stage noises, but is mainly connected with scenography and the visual
design of a stage space. (57)
Thus the distinction between what audiences can see and are told forms a significant
part of meaning-construction. From Balme’s analysis, the mimetic subcategory
of dramatic space also refers in part to the scenic space of a production while the
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diegetic space can refer to an idea of space conjured up by instances in performance
or references in the playtext. Examining both McDonagh’s playtext and Scott Pask’s
design, this analysis will focus on the mimetic space of Michal and Katurian’s police
cell, the diegetic space of Michal’s “special school” (13), and the merging of mimetic
and diegetic spaces evoked by Katurian’s stories.
In the playtext of The Pillowman, McDonagh cites only two locations to be
definitively staged in performance, an interrogation room with a cell next door (act
1, scene 1, 3) and Katurian and Michal’s childhood bedrooms (act 1, scene 2, 31).
Both are places of official and legitimate power, the state police and the family home,
and the brothers are subject to the rules of these institutions. These are enclosed and
isolated spaces; the brothers are locked in the cell in the police station and their family
home is in a forest, signalling a sense of permanent imprisonment and subjection
throughout the span of the brothers’ lives. Thus, in this unspecified state at an
unspecified time, through dramatic space, McDonagh has still specified hierarchies
and histories. However, due to the level of play infiltrating the detectives’ dialogue
and Katurian’s stories, the dramatic reality of these places is in question.
Moreover, while the text demands only these two places to be staged, it offers an
abundance of places that could be staged through the play’s micro-narratives narrated
by the characters, such as Katurian’s fiction stories; “The Little Apple Men,” “The
Tale of the Three Gibbet Crossroads,” “The Tale of the Town on the River,” “The
Little Green Pig” and not forgetting Detective Tupolski’s story, “The Story of the
Little Deaf Boy on the Big Long Railroad Tracks. In China.” According to the stage
directions “The Little Jesus Story” should be enacted, adding another dimension of
place to the production; however, there is no instruction to enact the remainder of
Katurian’s fiction writing. It is worth noting that by staging “The Little Jesus Story,”
McDonagh ensures that the excesses of religious narratives play a visible and thus
visceral part in the production, alongside the abuses of state and family. Though the
horrific acts of child abuse are often reported in national media, it is not often that one
observes the suggestion or recreation of such an act in a shared real time and space.
Being witness to the dramatization of a criminal event inevitably highlights political
issues of complicity and social responsibility and also, theatrical questions concerning
the limits of representation.
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“The Little Jesus Story” in The Pillowman
National Theatre Premiere 2003
Photograph courtesy of Scott Pask
As outlined above, the notion of dramatic space includes the space on stage;
however this space will vary from one production to another, and so while there may
be a staple sense of dramatic space emanating from the playtext, the mimetic space
on stage will be particular to each production of the play. Christopher Balme pithily
summarizes the scope of scenic space, “Scenic space (or stage space) designates
space where the actors perform, and includes the set design” (48). The scenic space of
The Pillowman in the National Theatre premiere, designed by Scott Pask, presented
a complex set design that depicted the police interrogation room and police cell
corresponding to the dramatic reality of the characters. However, Pask’s “upstairs”
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design also depicted the two bedrooms that Katurian describes in his narrative
childhood reflection in act 1 scene 2. This upstairs space, that Pask described as “the
story space, so that Katurian could be held in his cell, and the stories could float above
him, visible to all” (Pask) is only visible by lighting in act 1 scene 2 during Katurian’s
narration of Michal’s childhood abuse, his parents experiments and the enactment of
“The Little Jesus Story” in act 2 scene 1. During the remainder of the play the lights
focus on the main stage space of the police interrogation room and police cell, and the
“story space” is not visible. Depending on lighting then, the audience may observe a
naturalistic set or a merging of realities, times and places.
The image below of the empty set interprets McDonagh’s playful yet serious
engagement with these systems and structures of the law and the family. Initially, the
set appears as a giant doll’s house with the front wall removed. With full lights, one
can directly observe all the rooms, however this complete clarity of observation is
not offered to the audience at any point in the production, reminding us that the act
of spectatorship can be framed and monitored. While there is a sense of play present,
equally pervasive is a sense of threat. Pask’s design of a grotty police room juxtaposed
with the childrens’ bedrooms simultaneously foregrounds unease and playfulness. The
functions of these rooms include the protection of innocence and the identification of
guilt. Pask’s design hints that the transition from one notion to the other will be a
painful journey.

The Pillowman set in the National Theatre Premiere 2003
Photograph courtesy of Scott Pask
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The scenic space remains faithful to the mixed realities of the play in that depending
on the focus of the lights the place of the play altered from the dramatic reality of the
brothers in the police station to the enactment of Katurian’s childhood memories and
one of his fiction stories. The police interrogation room initially appears naturalistic;
high drab walls that have been witness to many decades previous, and functional
but sparse furniture―a table, chairs, and a filing cabinet. Two small windows stage
right and left almost escape notice. They are too high for a prisoner to look through
and offer no daylight or opportunity to observe an exterior world. When the police
interrogation room was in performance, the window stage left was lit to signal the
cell where Michal was stationed. When the cell was in performance, the window
stage right was lit to indicate the interrogation room. When the scene changes from
the police interrogation room to the holding cell, the furniture was removed through
a masked door stage right and replaced with a single chair, a thin mattress and pillow.
One visible door upstage left marks the point of entry and exit, a particularly powerful
point in the world of the play, as the interrogation will decide if the brothers have
access to that exit. In this drab room however, with the greyish-green walls and a linotiled floor with a few tiles missing here and there from the wear and tear of the years
gone by, the furniture centre stage breaks this sense of old, uncared-for space.
The three chairs on set are bright yellow surrounding the bright white table,
each strikingly out of place in the overwhelming drab and neglected room décor.
These bright colours reflect the bright yellow walls of Katurian's childhood bedroom
in the “upstairs” set stage right, while the grey-green cell walls match the tones
of Michal's childhood bedroom. Pask's design therefore, relates the colours of the
varied spaces of the set as McDonagh merges the brothers' current reality with their
childhood memories and fantasy stories. The scenic space is ultimately characterized
by an overwhelming sense of isolation and darkness due to the towering presence of
the high drab walls and sparse furnishings, without access to daylight, a television set
or radio and the omnipresence of the heavy-bolted door. In this space therefore, the
outside world does not exist. The characters are physically and viscerally imprisoned
by the conflicting stories of past and present that have led to their arrest and impending
execution. These alternative worlds increasingly merge and blur, preventing access to
a singular truth or conclusion of events. In this sense, the scenic space facilitates the
dramatic space of the play, where the point of demarcation between fact and fiction,
narrative and reality, innocence and guilt becomes impossible to identify. All these
notions are stories. As Ondrej Pilny concludes, “If there is no consistency of genre
and theme in The Pillowman . . . what is it that holds the play together? Clearly, it is
the mere power of story” (216).

	

I use the term “dramatic reality” to refer to the detectives’ investigation of Katurian and
Michal for murder which appears as the basic premise of the three acts. However, in the final
scene, both Katurian and Michal appear alive on stage after they had been killed, without
explanation, showing that McDonagh has not presented a unified dramatic reality.
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Mimetic Space
In act 2 scene 1, brothers Katurian and Michal are thrown together in the same
cell following separate interrogations. This cell is dimly-lit and almost bare, containing
only a wooden chair, a thin mattress, a blanket and a pillow, as stipulated in the playtext.
However, it is through observing the general emptiness of the cell in performance that
the sense of solitude and isolation is effectively translated from page to stage. The
visual effect of the empty locked cell reaffirms and strengthens their social isolation
in this dangerous predicament. The cell becomes effectively performative through
staging the absence of objects as the characters are not surrounded by personal effects
or comforts. There is no work to complete, leisure to enjoy or opportunity to contest
their life-threatening situation. The windows are too high for the characters to look
out of and the walls are disproportionately high in relation to the square meters of the
cell, appearing to almost close-in on them. Ultimately, the loss of personal power and
a public voice in the forthcoming proceedings becomes apparent, which is of course,
the purpose of a prison.

The Pillowman’s National Theatre Premiere: Michal (Adam Godley) in the police
cell
By kind permission from the Archive of Ivan Kyncl

Miriam Haughton

85

In Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975), the organization of social
space becomes fundamental to the management and regulation of useful citizens and
“others,” which was first developed in Madness and Civilization (1961) concerning
the establishment of mental institutions. Of the purpose of prison design, Foucault
details:
Thrown into solitude, the convict reflects. Placed alone in the presence of his
crime, he learns to hate it, and, if his soul is not yet blunted by evil, it is in
isolation that remorse will come to assail him . . . Isolation provides an intimate
exchange between the convict and the power that is exercised over him. (237)
The strategy of the prison is not only to prevent the free movement of the citizen then,
but to manage the individual’s internal development to correspond with the dominant
ideologies of the social hierarchy. While Foucault’s theorization may be lost on
Michal, who can’t sleep because of his “itchy arse” (42), the solitude and confinement
of the cell successfully informs Katurian’s perception as he digests the magnitude
of the situation and considers the possibilities of resolution or escape remaining to
them. However, their complete and unbreakable isolation in imprisonment denies any
chance of negotiation or communication with another authority or external mediator;
their options have been limited and as indicated by Foucault, are entirely dependent
on their inner experience of engagement with their isolated surroundings:
In absolute isolation . . . the rehabilitation of the criminal is expected not of the
application of a common law, but of the relation of the individual to his own
conscience and to what may enlighten him from within . . . It is not, therefore,
an external respect for the law or fear of punishment alone that will act upon the
convict but the workings of the conscience itself. (238)
According to Foucault then, power aims to inform the inner conscience of the individual
through the overwhelming isolation provided by this punitive social space. Initially
Katurian ponders the unstable boundaries between fact and fiction, as being a writer
himself, he is acutely aware of the constructedness inherent in narrative, regardless of
its author or mode of deployment. Once he discovers his brother had not really been
tortured as the detectives had led him to believe, he declares, “Why are we being
so stupid? Why are we believing everything they are telling us? . . . This is just like
storytelling” (39). Suddenly the prison may not mean imprisonment, but represent a
strategy of fear and control employed by the detectives to achieve their desired results.
However, following Michal’s admittance that he was guilty of the crimes being
investigated, Katurian quickly comprehends the almost inevitability of execution. It is
at this moment that both he and his brother turn to story and the diegetic space it offers
to escape their reality of imprisonment and impending execution. Richard Kearney
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notes this traditional capacity of storytelling in society, observing, “Stories served to
address psychic as well as physical suffering” (6).
From the moment Katurian comprehends that execution is imminent, he
begins to narrate his eclectic utopian stories such as “The Little Green Pig” and “The
Pillowman” to Michal, to himself and to the audience, foregoing his previous reflective
stories concerning child abuse that resonated with his and Michal’s upbringing.
Katurian’s stories do not solely constitute a way to forget the current crisis at hand
but are embedded with messages of social justice and familial harmony, stories that
have not been realized throughout the brothers’ social experience. It is in this way
that the brothers search for mythical resolution from their past and present horrors,
relieving their inner conscience from the despair and fixity of the police cell. Kearney
expands, “For just as the body releases endorphins to cope with unbearable pain, so
too the human psyche has all kinds of denial mechanisms . . . what is unpalatable and
unspeakable in life is not so in fiction” (26). In the move from the mimetic space of
the cell to the diegetic space of story, the characters have the opportunity to access
agency in their lives, challenging the dominant forces of authority and their oppressive
boundaries. Physical escape is denied to them, but psychological escape, comfort and
healing can be accessed, and it is through story that they discover them.
Through the place of the police cell, the audience are faced with the oppression
of these high walls and caged cell space, the waste of life locked up, the torture
inherent in strategies of individual isolation and the harsh realities of justice systems
that operate a power dynamic of transgression/punitive isolation and imprisonment.
However, imprisonment is not a punitive system solely associated with a totalitarian
state which directly denies independent political power, but a modern method of
regulating and managing the social body. In Foucault’s map of the development of
power strategies from the Classical to the Modern Age, he summarizes the purpose
of the prison “Stones can make people docile . . . The old schema of confinement and
enclosure” (172).

Diegetic Space
A dramatic diegetic space evoked by the playtext but not visualized in the
scenic space that highlights a significant relationship between narrative, power and
place is the issue of mental health and mental ability. In act 1 scene 1 Detective Ariel
asks Katurian about his presence in the Jewish quarter, as Katurian travels through
there to collect Michal from school. According to Katurian, Michal’s school is “a
special school. It’s a learning difficulties” (13). Hence, one can also recognize that this
totalitarian state appears to follow the modern system and tradition of segregation
from childhood between people considered of sound mental health and those who
	

According to Foucault in Madness and Civilization this segregation becomes apparent
from the Classical Age. This spatial structure developed from the previous tradition of
isolating and segregating leprosy victims from the social body. With the almost extinction
of leprosy in Western Europe, the leper house became the first asylum.
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experience learning difficulties or mental health problems. Indeed the distinction
between learning difficulties, mental disability and insanity which are significant and
various appear reduced to “other” by the detectives.
Clarification regarding Michal’s condition does not occur and this in itself is
significant, perhaps reflecting general societal discomfort and insufficient mainstream
discourses of mental health, psychological and cognitive issues. According to Part 1
Section 3 of the Irish Mental Health Act of 2001, “mental disorder” includes mental
illness, severe dementia and significant intellectual disability. Distinct definitions
concerning learning difficulties, disabilities and mental health illnesses are not
disclosed, though this is currently under review. The difficulties the Mental Health
Commission face in establishing specific definitions results from the limits of binary
categorization; to determine mental illness or intellectual disability, one must first
confirm a definition for mental health and intellectual ability.
Of Michal’s condition, Katurian informs us that “He’s slow to get things” (9)
and he goes to “a special school [for] learning difficulties” (13) in the vicinity of the
Jewish quarter; interestingly, while McDonagh denies naming a real locale in the
play, he makes a connection between religion and region. Katurian also claims that
Michal “is just a child” (24) and in his memory of his discovery of Michal, he narrates
he found him “alive, as such, but brain-damaged beyond repair” (34). However,
according to the detectives, Michal is “backward” (9) and “a spastic” (24). Here,
McDonagh provides a strong dramatic portrayal of how “normal” and “other” people
can sometimes be characterized. His characterization seeks to unsettle and discomfort
such prejudices and misconceptions, particularly by allotting the role of murderer to
Michal, despite his “difficulties.” Michal’s performance informs the audience that he
has a wonderful sense of humour, making light of their precarious situation to relieve
his brother of stress and thus displaying his sensitivity. In light of multiple child
homicides that involved considerable strategy, the play foregrounds his intelligence
and capacity to do wrong as well as right, and of course his efforts to shift part of
the blame to Katurian in his attempt to escape or lessen accountability demonstrates
his cunning. Ultimately, these instances prevent the audience from concurring with
Katurian that Michal is “just a child” and any automatic association of innocence that
would underlie such a description.
This spatial configuration of “special schools” derives from historical and
current prevailing attitudes to “other.” The evidence remains physical, in the spaces
“they” occupy as outlined in Foucault’s Madness and Civilization. To locate a possible
origin for this impetus, Foucault details that two or three centuries previous, vacant
leper houses throughout Europe required inmates:
Leprosy disappeared, the leper vanished, or almost, from memory; these
structures [buildings to house leprosy victims] remained. Often, in these same
places, the formulas of exclusion would be repeated, strangely similar two or
three centuries later. Poor vagabonds, criminals and “deranged minds” would
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take the part played by the leper, and we shall see what salvation was expected
from this exclusion, for them and for those who excluded them as well. (5)
The organization of separate and distinct places for people according to their mental
health status, which can similarly affect the social place and purpose for those with
learning difficulties particularly in the realm of education and occupation, highlights
the oppressive binary of sane/insane and intelligent/intellectual disability, enabling
a milieu of disconnection, misunderstanding and hierarchy between individuals
and communities. From Foucault’s research, these binaries have affected the spatial
distribution of society according to mental ability and health since approximately the
eighteenth century. This division he outlines in Madness and Civilization concerning
the establishment, management and normalization of psychiatric institutions develops
into a discourse of power, punishment and control of the social body by Discipline and
Punish. Ultimately, he looks to the architectural design of social buildings as visible
evidence of power relations at work: “The constant division between the normal and
the abnormal, to which every individual is subjected, brings us back to our own time,
by applying the binary branding and exile of the leper to quite different objects.”
He concludes, “Is it surprising that prisons resemble factories, schools, barracks,
hospitals, which all resemble prisons?” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 199, 228).
Once more, the performative power of dramatic space demonstrates the connections
between “important categories of stage space with categories of the spectator’s
perception of social space” (Ubersfeld 104), highlighting that places which embody
restrictions, borders and limits of the human body and mind can operate as a form
of visible and visceral imprisonment. According to the work of both Foucault and
McDonagh, this type of imprisonment not only exists in prison cells, but interrogation
rooms, educational facilities, health institutions, and family homes.

A Merging of Worlds
The Royal National Theatre premiere of The Pillowman presented Katurian’s
narrative of his childhood in act 1 scene 2 in a mode I would argue is a merging of
mimetic and diegetic space. This scene presents Katurian’s narration of his childhood,
including his discovery of the existence of his brother Michal and his parents’ abuse of
Michal. During this narration, the “story space” is lit and visually dominant. However,
the adult Katurian is also lit remaining visible onstage, though the detectives and the
police room are in darkness. We observe some of the action narrated by Katurian, so
in a sense the scene is mimetic, but the entirety of the story is not presented or enacted
and in that sense it remains diegetic. Indeed, the reason to break the mimetic depiction
of the dark text and instead evoke a diegetic space raises the issue of the power of
representation.
The scenography, the “dynamic combination of visual image, lighting and
space” (Balme 55) which “is always incomplete until the performer steps into the
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playing space and engages with the audience” (Howard xix) took account of the
stage directions which stipulate the presence of Katurian’s mother and father and the
presentation of Katurian’s childhood bedroom and “another identical room, perhaps
made of glass, but padlocked and totally dark” (31). However, in Pask’s design, the
reference to a glass room did not materialize, with the tone, texture and colour of
Michal’s room instead matching that of the police interrogation room and police
holding cell. Through this design, there is a visible connection between the naturalistic
set of the police rooms and the non-naturalistic “story space,” enforcing a direct link
between Katurian’s memory and Katurian’s present.
The scope and limits of representation are indeed significant in the staging
and telling of Katurian’s stories. They centre on Katurian’s memories of familial
trauma, in particular, when he discovered his parents’ abuse of his brother Michal
and his other fiction stories, the majority of which contain further instances of child
abuse. While Katurian narrated his horrific memories of his parents’ deception and
abuse, the performance style enacted by his parents in the “story space” evoked the
tradition of pantomime or cartoon―grossly exaggerated movements that deny any
frame of naturalism or realism to the action. The scenic design of the “story space”
also facilitated this non-naturalistic aesthetic. The bright yellow of Katurian’s room,
juxtaposed with the dark gritty tone of Michal’s room displayed opposing worlds and
lives. By deploying a performance style that posits the spectator at a critical distance
from the action, McDonagh has highlighted the significance of visual and visceral
critical engagement with the story. The audience cannot maintain a clear sense of real
or unreal, past or present. The dramatic space has the capacity and power to converge
these supposedly distinct elements.
The movement of the performers was exaggerated and cartoon-like and the
audience’s focus was constantly in flux, alternating between Katurian narrating and
“the story space.” The content of Katurian’s narrative told of a childhood with all
the scenography such a state is supposed to contain―loving parents, toys, warm
lighting, a sense of security, and free imagination. Yet this exaggerated performance
of childhood bliss simultaneously suggests that this narrative is under threat. It
highlights its state as a fictive construction. Therefore, this picture of childhood is
both represented and defied through the scenography. While in Katurian’s bedroom
“He wanted for nothing: all the toys in the world were his; all the paints, all the books,
papers, pens” (31), in the room next door his brother was imprisoned and not found
until years later, “alive, as such, but brain-damaged beyond repair” (34). Here we are
presented with the main purpose in presenting the space as both mimetic and diegetic.
The dramatic and scenic space constituted mimetic space in that “it was depicted on
stage and visible to the spectator,” however it also constituted diegetic space which
“is only described or referred to by characters in the play.” The scenography of the
NT premiere did not fully visualize the childhood home as Katurian spoke of it in his
narrative or as outlined in McDonagh’s stage directions. The audience did not directly
observe physical child abuse and a child corpse, but the suggestion of these actions

90

Focus

through Katurian’s story and the horrific design of Michal’s room. The horrors of child
abuse cannot be easily digested. The physicality of pantomime-like performance and
ruptured scenographic design removed the audience from engagement with a unified
coherent dramatic reality, while simultaneously facilitating the audience to consider
the traumatic issues that can occur in the domestic sphere, a space traditionally
informed by culture as safe. The fragmented scenic design and stylized performance
merged elements of mimetic and diegetic dramatic space facilitating non-naturalistic
performance and non-naturalistic scenography, limiting the visual representation of
the play’s dark content. In doing so, the dramatic space has facilitated the narration of
the horrific stories of child abuse, but has also provided the audience with a sense of
distance by clearly framing the narratives as fictional story.

Conclusion
In The Pillowman, the relationship between story and space has shown the “way
the space of performance mediates the playtext and the socio-political, sociocultural,
context of both text and performance” (McAuley 18). McDonagh’s postmodern
fragmented narrative offers multiple and unresolved meanings, with the space of each
story signalling a new place and time. The playtext offered various places to be staged
and various places that could be staged and thus, one must interrogate the action that
is narrated and the action that is staged. As these micro-narratives contain varying
levels of child abuse and human violence, it is crucial to note these distinctions. Pask’s
design presented a dark doll’s house, where the people in each room were being
engulfed and manipulated by social forces that should protect, not punish. Eamonn
Jordan notes the precarious time of this play’s premiere at the National Theatre London
in 2003 as the “War on Terror” was unfolding in Iraq, led by the U.S and the U.K,
and indeed not long following the high-profile child kidnappings of Holly Wells and
Jessica Chapman that shook the UK (Jordan 174-79). The promises of democracy and
civilized society were being tested on the international stage and though McDonagh
drafted The Pillowman in the 1990s, it maintained the capacity for significant cultural
reverberations in 2003.
Foucault argues that by analyzing how space has been organized, categorized,
managed and encoded, one could “write the whole history of a country, of a culture,
of a society” (“The Stage of Philosophy” 312-32). The Pillowman does not identify a
country, culture or a society but presents established institutional places for action to
unfold in and for audiences to decode. McDonagh’s dark dramatization of these social
spaces―the family home, the police station and a special school, alongside references
to religion―questions the ubiquitous authority inherent in these normalized and
historically established structures and their narratives. These are places and ideas that
manage the social body in modern democracies, not only fictional totalitarian states.
However, The Pillowman also details that stories are fluid; they change shape and
purpose over time, and indeed shape time and space. In McDonagh’s stories, place
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only becomes as real as the characters allow it for a fixed time, by the end as The
Pillowman abruptly depicts, Katurian and Michal stop playing and these performers
exit the stage. Ultimately it seems that while McDonagh looks to the histories and
narratives that have informed the management of place, whether mimetic or diegetic
or “the image people have of spatial relationships” as Ubersfeld outlines, McDonagh’s
tales are firmly embedded in the act of play and the merging of these worlds.
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Theatre within the Theatre, Play within the Play—
Self-Reflexivity in Jim Nolan’s Blackwater Angel
Csilla Bertha
Jim Nolan’s Blackwater Angel (2001), a rich, complex but barely-known play combines
the two basic kinds of play-within-the-play and this metadramatic method multiplies
the layers of self-reflexivity. The external play, dramatizing the seventeenth-century
healer, Valentine Greatrakes’ fate, his predestined role, his and his family’s plight,
invokes the theatrum mundi, the World Theatre whereas the inset play, the travelling
theatre’s performance of The Broken Heart influences the characters and plot, and
reverberates throughout the play. The two kinds of play-within-the-play, however, are
not neatly separated but rather open up into each other; boundaries break down, the
characters of the different plays interact, the role-playing reduplicates itself inside and
outside.
Theatrical reality itself is a dual reality, the actor being both him/herself and the
character in the play, the theatrical space being a “(two-fold) referent of all theatrical
texts” (Ubersfeld 95), at once a physical presence and a representation or symbolic
evocation of a fictional place. The play-within-the-play, a duplication of this already
dual reality, is, in one definition, primarily “an artistic agency of self-reference and
self-reflection” or “a special mode of perception that allows for different ways of
presenting perspectives of appropriating and placing itself in relation to the world at
large.” It functions “most prominently as a meta-theatrical strategy of self-reflection,
especially in the modern context of the establishment and foundation of the concept
of the self, that is to say in the affirmation of a self-conscious subject (‘the actor’) that
transcends the masks of social roles” (Fischer and Greiner, “Play within” xii, xiii).
Obviously, this form of meta-theatricality is particularly suitable in the postmodern
aesthetics of preference for quotation, intertextuality and self-referentiality.
David Roberts, theorizing the play-within-the-play, distinguishes its two main
types and identifies the Renaissance Hamlet’s mouse-trap, which “uses reduplication
to internalise the origin and causality of the scene,” as the prototype of the inset play.
The other type, the framing play of the “world theatre,” “externalise[s] origin and
causality” by projecting the belief that all the processes and interactions in the world
itself are a theatrical performance. Again, the notion that “all the world’s a stage”
derives from Shakespeare and becomes often employed in Baroque plays, the best
early example of which is Calderón de la Barca’s The Great World Theatre (1633).
“In each case,” Roberts asserts, “reduplication has the purpose of making the invisible
closure of representation visible in relation either to the form or the content (meaning)
of representation” (38). By closure of representation he means, after Artaud, the
“space of play,” the limit of representation, which remains unrepresented. In the playwithin-the-play, representation itself becomes represented, either as self-critique or as
self-affirmation (37-38).
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Roberts goes on exploring the ideological and theological implications of these
two kinds of metadrama, calling attention to the distinction that while the inset play
“anticipates through introversions the modern recession of origin, that is, the paradox
of self-implication,” leading towards “the stage becoming the world through staging
itself” (39), hence dispensing with any external causality, the World Theatre “looks
backwards to reaffirm through extraversion the medieval closure of meaning whose
outcome is the allegory of self-explication” (39). In other words, it accepts the idea that
the world is moved by external authority, by God. In it the audience is “transformed
from self-observing observers into authorized participants, called to represent in a
worthy fashion the role allotted to us in the world theatre” (40).

Blackwater Angel and Faith Healer
Apart from plays-within-plays, Nolan includes echoes of, or references to, a
number of dramatic works. The primary intertext behind the whole play is provided by
Brian Friel’s Faith Healer (1979), which Nolan rewrites more than twenty years later,
revisiting many of its issues and dilemmas. He takes the historical figure, Valentine
Greatrakes, whose miraculous healings in London and Ireland are noted in chronicles
and turns him into an artist-healer figure similar to Frank Hardy, struggling with the
same sort of “agonizing questions,” uncertainties, self-doubts. Nolan’s protagonist
becomes closely linked to the theatre which further concentrates the tormenting
questions on performance, acting, mask, art and healing.
The prologue to Blackwater Angel begins where Friel’s Faith Healer ends: with
a formal, symmetrical stage image and ritualistic movements, when the
double doors of Greatrakes’ Castle swing open and a shaft of white light invades
the interior. GREATRAKES stands alone in the open doorway. A single bass
drumbeat is heard, followed by two more in rapid succession. The drumbeat
continues in this rhythm and gradually increases in intensity as GREATRAKES
comes forward. … YOUNG BOY … approaches him tentatively through the
central aisle of the auditorium. (11)
But at the point where Frank Hardy arrives at accepting his fate, subordinating, thus
transcending his self and finding his peace, Greatrakes’ troubles are about to begin.
Echoes of the uncertainties, questions, anguish related to the gift in Faith
Healer resonate throughout Blackwater Angel. Where Frank in his tormenting selfsearching worried whether he was artist or “con-man,” Greatrakes insists that he is not
“some mountebank or conjurer” and his healing was “not a trick” (31). Both healers
want to justify to the world and, most importantly, to themselves, their honesty and
real achievement. Frank Hardy with the newspaper clipping that he crumbles and
throws away in that eerie scene where we already know that he’s dead, Greatrakes
by showing letters from important people, testimonies to his good character and real
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healing (30-31). But while in Faith Healer Frank’s action was a supreme moment of
life and death, past and present collapsing in some inexplicable way and involving
both the healer’s triumph and his final dismissal of it, Nolan’s protagonist makes
himself ridiculous and pitiable in his desperate attempts to prove his authenticity.
Both suffer from the lack of control over their miraculous gift and their helplessness
when it is ebbing; neither wanted to bring it on or take advantage of it and neither can
force it to work yet both know when it is going or not going to work. Also both have
loyal helpers and supporters, most significantly longsuffering wives (whose fathers
disapprove of their marriage partly for political reasons: Grace’s Protestant middle
class father cannot accept the “mountebank,” penniless, jobless Catholic Hardy, while
Ruth’s well-to-do father doesn’t like Greatrakes’ past as a Cromwellian soldier). Yet,
despite these many deliberate echoes of the earlier faith healer, Nolan’s emphases fall
differently.

The inset play
While the distinction between the performer, who focuses on his audience and the
artist, who concentrates on his subject is phrased in the brilliantly crafted monologues
in Faith Healer, it appears in Blackwater Angel in the juxtaposition of Greatrakes and
the actors of the inset play. Soon after the beginning a travelling show arrives and
its actors will come to participate in the primary action. On the plot level this group
brings the mysterious Angel Landy into Greatrakes’ life which encounter changes
him and everybody around him. On the level of dramatic structure the play-withinthe-play anticipates the characters’ relationships and many of the issues dramatized,
primarily those of the nature of art, the origin of inspiration, the role and responsibility
of the artist, and the possibilities of healing through art.
The travelling troupe perform the English Elisabethan play, John Ford’s The
Broken Heart (1633). Only small fragments are shown from this play, however, so the
tragedy of power and passionate love, forced marriage and revenge does not unfold
in front of the audience of the outer play. Nor is much betrayed by the stage audience
since they hardly discuss the events or figures in The Broken Heart. Only the closing
scene is performed onstage, and that in rehearsal—another way of calling attention to
the representation of representation—but the scene includes several significant lines
that will then connect to the main play, such as the lines containing the image of the
eponymous broken heart:
When youth is ripe, and age from time doth part.
The lifeless Trunk shall wed the Broken Heart. (1014)
The broken heart image becomes a leitmotif and keeps moving between the inset
and the outer play. It occurs either in mockery, applied for instance to Michael,
Greatrakes’ disciple and servant who is laughed at by another character, who suggests
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that he should put his heart “back in its chamber … we know it breaks” (59) or is used
seriously, for example when Greatrakes is trying to persuade Angel to stay with him
since she can heal a broken heart (85-86). Later plot-developments of the main play
are condensed in the line about “The lifeless Trunk” and the “Broken Heart,” who will
not wed but which possibility will cause much conflict and suffering.
Even more crucial are the closing lines of Ford’s play that carry the essence of
Greatrakes’ plight:
The councils of the Gods are never known,
Till men can call the effects of them their own. (1014)
As in Hamlet, the actors’ lines reveal what is sick in the world of the play itself, or in
this case, with its protagonist. While he was able to heal, his “innocent” acceptance
of the effects of God’s plans enabled him to carry out His will. Now, wanting to
know “the councils of the Gods”—a form of original sin—leads him astray. Yet the
play-within-the-play only tangentially reduplicates what goes on in the main play,
mostly through these lines and the final tragic outcome of the action. The actors of the
travelling theatre appear more often off- than onstage so it is their opinions, attitudes
and experiences rather than their acting itself that offer the parallels represented in
the play.
Nolan’s play is engaged much less in the reduplication of representation itself
than in the self-reference to theatre’s existence, role, function, possibilities of healing
and its interaction with the audience and the self-reflections of the protagonist (and
some other characters) that the presence of the theatre facilitates. Reduplication
operates in terms of showing theatre’s possible effect on the audience and the close
parallels between actors/artists and healers. One example of theatre’s direct effect on
theatre-goers is demonstrated through Greatrakes’ servant, the once healed Michael,
who is drawn to the theatre from the first moment. His being mesmerized by the idea of
acting (annoying or entertaining the other servants around the house with his reciting
passages at any moment), becomes coupled with his reflection on the relationship
between reality and art, his own place and what he sees on the stage. His first encounter
with the theatre reconfirms his longing to leave the “hellhole” where he lives (27) but
changes into the mature realization that “the connivin’s and the skullduggery is the
very same in that quarter [in Sparta] as you’ll find in these parts” (40). Some of his
affirmations contain unmistakable references to Synge’s The Playboy of the Western
World: “every man’s story is a gallant one when it’s told upon the stage” and “the
stories of a hole the like of your own place is as gallant as them you’d find anywhere”
(83). Synge’s contrasting one’s own place and the “big world” in Riders to the Sea
also echoes at the beginning of Nolan’s play when Michael is mocked for his wounds
and deformities by people on the road, unlike in his own village. His own community
acknowledges his sufferings as the scapegoat’s atonement for their sins and later
everybody rejoices in his miraculous recovery (12-13). As he discovered the ugliness
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of his own deformity in a Narcissus-like moment when he looked into a river, so he
recognizes his own position in the mirror the theatre holds up to him. And so as he
was earlier cured from his wounds and swells by Greatrakes, now he is cured from his
desire to escape his own country by the theatre. Michael’s sober understanding of the
human plight, as he once simply sums up: “miracles is rooted in the clay, not the stars”
(84), sharply contrasts with Greatrakes’ admiration of the world beyond their place
and in particular of some well-educated English lady whom he tries again and again
to cure while neglecting the thousands of miserable Irish people who have come to
his place in the hope of healing. If he cannot control his gift, he certainly can abuse it
as when, instead of obeying its call, he wants to decide himself where, and for whose
healing he will use it. As we know from T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral,
Servant of God has chance of greater sin
And sorrow, than the man who serves a king
because he may make the cause serve him “[s]till doing right” (45). Serving God
and serving the king are juxtaposed in Greatrakes’ healing career in London where
his success provoked the King’s anger and jealousy because Greatrakes endangered
the “King’s Evil,” the King’s prerogative of healing. An unknown gift, a mysterious,
spiritual inspiration originating from a higher source than the earthly power is always
frightening to those in power. The parallel between actual healing and the healing
power of art, more particularly theatre, is spelled out in the play in several ways, one
of which is the story of the travelling theatre’s (and all theatres in the Cromwellian
times) being banned by the court for a while.
The presence of the travelling theatre thus gives ample opportunity for selfreflexivity—of the healer, of theatre, of art. The healer and the theatre “have much
in common,” as the primadonna, Madame Eustacia announces. Unintentionally, she
washes together the distinctions between artist and performer that were so carefully
maintained in Faith Healer when she speaks with admiration about Greatrakes’
“performances” which leave theatre’s efforts “quite in the shade” and which she
describes using the word that he most protests against: “trick” (35). Yet later her
words gain more currency as she proves able to distinguish between talent and “gift,”
calling herself a mere “trickster” but acknowledging that her husband “has the gift.
His faith is his gift” (43). Her husband, in his turn, confesses that while he pretended
to be certain that the theatre would open again and they would be able to play again,
he actually lived full of doubts and uncertainties. The actors reminiscing about the
time when they were banned and secretly played on Midsummer Eve in the forest so
that they could keep themselves in practice and ready for the time when they could
return to the stage, encourages Greatrakes to keep hoping that his gift will survive or
revive like that of the actors. Their self-doubts also echo Greatrakes’ own. Naming
theirs helps him to face his own. The point is made several times that “faith is the
gift,” without faith the gift cannot work. So when Greatrakes loses his faith, he loses
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his gift together with everything else, until he regains his faith after hitting the depths
of Job-like despair.
The actors’ acting in the forest just for themselves on Midsummer Night, their
perseverance in practising their profession when it is forbidden, is rewarded by the
appearance of Angel, this mysterious child whose voice becomes associated with God’s
voice and herself with innocence. Theatre is able to incorporate the voice of innocence
amid the grimmest tragedies and crimes as Angel becomes the singer in the crucial
last scene of The Broken Heart. Again, the implications of this scene are manifold. It
raises, among others, the question of the director’s rights, since the director-withinthe-play replaces the epilogue of the original play with Angel’s mysterious, wordless
song, maintaining that the epilogue gives a kind of resolution that is alien to life.
True-to-life performance is preferred to the neat solution of a well-written play, but
that truth must include the unknowability of life, of the future.
Yet, it is also important to remember the lines that are omitted from the original
play that became the inset play. Calantha, the tragic heroine, in her dying moments
calls up the song that she herself “fitted for [her] end,” which closes with the following
words (that never appear in Nolan’s play):
Love only reigns in death; though art
Can find no comfort for a broken heart. (1014)
Replacing those words with the beautiful wordless song denies the statement of the
powerlessness of art. Instead, it confirms the players’ boast that if a play cannot “fix a
lame leg,” it “may heal a fractured spirit” (42) and, as Christopher Murray observes,
“the Cromwellians silenced them because they gave ‘heart’ to the miserable” (16).
Greatrakes becomes mesmerized watching the rehearsal, but it is not so much by the
play or the performance as by the young girl singing. Through her the boundaries
between theatre and the outside world dissolve since the action includes her as a
significant agent in both the inset and the framing play. The theatre group badly needs
her and Greatrakes’ obsession with her becomes the guiding light in his otherwise
darkened life. It is through her that the question of the origin of the gift is most
directly addressed, since Greatrakes believes that her voice is God’s voice to him, and,
therefore, she should remain with him. But in the second half of the play, after Angel
loses her voice, healer and the client-to-be-healed change places, blend and multiply
since both Angel and Greatrakes now need healing and each hopes to obtain it from
the other. Greatrakes, by that time, has entirely lost his healing ability and with that
his faith—“something died in him”—and, instead of really trying to heal Angel so she
will be back to her own self, attempts to change her into what she is not. He, in his need
for new inspiration, falls into the trap of unacknowledged emotional, sensual, sexual
desire, which Angel cannot and does not want to gratify and which rather frightens
her away. Greatrakes himself, due to his strong moral sense, becomes horrified by his
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own desire when confronted with it and quickly withdraws. The “broken heart” in the
outer play does not wed the “lifeless trunk.”
Role-playing, which the actors’ presence brings into the limelight, becomes an
increasingly difficult task for Greatrakes. His role as healer that everybody expects
him to fulfill but which he cannot any longer, is what he rebels against, what he wants
to break out of, damaging himself and others in the process. The play does not deny nor
does it affirm that Angel’s voice was really God’s voice to Greatrakes—Angel herself
and her voice remain forever enigmatic. If it was God’s voice, then his infatuation with
her as a flesh-and-blood woman—a sublimation of desire into religious devotion—
becomes a self-serving justification. Losing, Job-like, everything before the close of
the play, he turns his belief into blasphemy, calling God a puppetmaster, playing with
humans and that, in turn gives the clue to the nature of the other kind of metadrama,
the framing play.

The framing play
The World Theatre offers the “external origin and cause” of the play. If “all the
world’s a stage,” directed by God, having given out the roles, then all the characters
only fulfill what is prescribed to them. Blackwater Angel is, to some extent, such a
divine comedy. Greatrakes believes with a true belief—unlike Friel’s Faith Healer—
that his gift was God-given. While able to heal, he was sure that his hand was led by
God and only began to inquire about its purpose and his own worthiness of it once he
felt his force diminish. And yet, even when he rebels and blasphemes and calls God a
puppetmaster who amuses himself with human fates (78), he does not doubt the origin
of the gift. Hence the sharpness of his agony when he tries, like Jonah, to escape from
his fate and run away from the burdensome task that he needs to carry out.
Angel’s name already indicates her role. Like her namesakes, she also mediates
between two spheres, between God and humans and, on another level, between
the theatre-within-the-theatre and the characters in the main play. Being innocence
embodied, she does not seek the origin of her voice nor her self since her identity is
unproblematized, a naturally given until she loses her voice and with that her identity.
Her allegorical role makes Greatrakes’ outcry in the closing scene meaningful: he
believes he has “murdered innocence”—as Macbeth murdered sleep.
The framing theatrum mundi, where everybody is handed out his/her role, again
highlights the problem of the role and role-playing. Questions may arise such as how
far people can be free and how much their given roles bind them. Whether they can
identify with them or can escape from them in the big theatre of the world of life.
And where is their moral responsibility? In Calderón’s El gran teatro del mundo, God
the Creator/author and Director, wanting to entertain himself, orders the World as
Stage Manager to arrange a performance while He Himself distributes all the roles.
Calderón solves the age-old intriguing theological problem of predestination and free
	

In the Spanish text it is “El autor” but the English translation has Him as “Director.”
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will in his vision where people have no choice in what they are going to be, nor do
they have any rehearsal time but must play as well as they can from the moment they
are summoned to the cradle, to the moment they are sent to the grave. But God the
Director also gives them free will as far as how they play their parts and that makes
them responsible for their own conduct. God wants them to play their roles well,
whether they be King or Beggar, and rewards them afterwards for that: “You are
judged by how well your part is played / And what you have earned will then be paid
/ After the play” (169). For guidance he provides them with the law in the form of “an
inner voice which tells them what is right and wrong” (Herzmann 223-24). But it is
not just any law but the “Law of Grace”: if they get lost, “The World, with the script of
the Law of Grace, / Shall act as Prompter to assist” and “to show the way” (Calderón
170). This inner voice is what Greatrakes lost in his digression and only regains after
all his suffering and spiritual death. In Calderón’s play the characters act out the great
world theatre’s third act which is called “The Law of Grace,” following the first two
acts, “The Law of Nature” and “The Law of the Commandments” (165). Nolan’s
play also follows this pattern of Nature/Innocence; Commandments/Fall/Experience
and finally unmerited Grace—which is, of course, another formula for the Christian
course of life-death-salvation/resurrection.
The combination of the two kinds of metadrama, the inset play and the framed
play, allows additional interpretations of masks and playacting. Actors of the inset
play can choose and change their roles while those of the framing play, Greatrakes, his
wife, children and servants cannot. They are not performers who act to entertain others
but actors on the world’s stage who have to play their allotted parts. The inside theatreactors with their freedom thus point out the tyranny of the role from which characters
on the world’s stage suffer. Eamonn Jordan asserts that the “terror of play must be the
threat of becoming locked into a role” (197). Yet the role does not necessarily have
to be a burden. Calderón’s Director-God casts each human “in a suitable role” (162)
even if some are unhappy with their lot. In the inset play of Blackwater Angel, the
actors also seem suitably cast. Especially Angel, who simply accepts her part defined
by her exceptional singing voice and embraces it as her identity. When she loses her
voice, she loses her livelihood in the theatre, but also, more importantly, her identity;
her whole existence becomes endangered. She never experiences her role as singer as
a burden, in contrast with Greatrakes. She, like some characters in the Great World
Theatre, plays her role perfectly and is rewarded: after her disappearance (probable
death) she regains her ability to sing. Greatrakes, who rejects his role yet remains a
“good man,” as everybody around him asserts, fights against his own weaknesses,
goes through much suffering, eventually is also saved in the “law of Grace” and has
another chance to fulfill his role.
While Greatrakes attempts to escape his part, depicted, among others, through
his coming and going via the secret tunnel under his house and trying to hide from
	

Ironically, this tunnel was built by Greatrakes’ grandfather, in fear he might need to run
away from the natives—exactly what the grandson is doing in the present of the play.
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the “cripples” waiting for his touch in his courtyard, Angel begs to be given back her
essence, her voice. The tragic scene when she is transformed by Greatrakes into a
fashion-plate and an ordinary mistress, makes clear that she is only at home within her
God-given appearance. The given role fitting one and not another echoes the Yeatsean
notion of true and false masks. Moreover, the true mask, even if difficult to carry,
causes more disturbance if cast away. Greatrakes falls into such a trap when, instead
of using his gift, instead of healing, instead of serving and following God’s guidance,
he attempts to act God-like—or, what is the archetypal artist’s sin: Pygmalion-like—
by wanting to create what he needs. With that he commits greater blasphemy than
when he openly rebels. His servants’ warnings often help him to return to the right
path, as, for instance, when Elisabeth asks him to “save her to save yourself” (80)—
another, this time inverted echo of T. S. Eliot’s chorus in Murder in the Cathedral.
The spiritual leader is responsible for those around him, as Greatrakes’ wife, Ruth
asserts: “If you perish, we will perish with you. All of us” (91).
Greatrakes, trying to get rid of his role as healer, loses himself and almost
everybody else, until he finds the way back and picks up his true mask, knowing
now full well how burdensome it is. The end of the play leads us back to Friel’s
Faith Healer in a different form: the healer at last submitting the self accepts his gift
and the service that goes with it. Yet Greatrakes, unlike Frank Hardy, arrives at this
point when there is still time to amend his ways. And in that sense Nolan’s “vision is
optimistic where Friel’s is tragic” (Murray 16).
The function of the theatre is “to bear witness, not to deceive” (Nolan 34), to
be “a voice for those who had none; . . . [to give] heart to those whose hearts were
broken; … [to] heal” (35-36)—as some of the summarizing announcements of the
inset-play actors testify. Greatrakes, like Hamlet, takes courage and example from
the actors as to how he should act although, again like Hamlet, he keeps postponing
fulfilling his task. Greatrakes also learns from the actors how he should not seek an
explanation for everything but instead accept the mystery—of life, of the gift, of the
world. The mystery of Angel’s voice, the mystery of God’s voice, the mystery of the
“gift” coming and going, the miracles of healing are all beyond rational understanding,
but instead of following the urge to understand, the artist should embrace the mystery
of art. Angel is the most powerful agent of bringing home to Greatrakes the necessity
of accepting the unknowability of the gift. The real artist’s gift is his/her identity, an
inseparable part of the self.
The many Biblical references also link Nolan’s play to the Baroque theatre of
the world with its Christian morality. Greatrakes’ raging against God, however, is
closer to Tom Murphy’s characters fighting, arguing, reproaching, blaspheming, yet
deep down still needing and seeking God or at least some of Christianity’s values. The
resolution of the play—as of other Nolan’s plays—leads to a sort of reconciliation,
	

The chorus helps Thomas á Becket to find his right path by asking and warning him: “save
us, save us, save yourself that we may be saved; / Destroy yourself and we are destroyed”
(44).
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mostly human, of finding ways to express love and care while also accepting God-given
miracles. Some miracles remain forever inexplicable whereas others derive from a sort
of internalized Christian, self-sacrificial love that reaches a level of selflessness. This
is close to what is understood as contemporary Christianity, “a quest for life through
which God can be found in the innermost humanity of man” (Maignant 104).
Greatrakes’ spiritual homecoming involves interiorizing God’s voice. The
recurring visions of Angel, sometimes physically appearing on stage, other times only
through her voice, give him guidance. In the closing scene, after going through all his
personal hell, he does try and succeeds in healing the blind man, regains his wife and
children, and hears Angel again. She is gone and probably dead in the “reality” of the
framing play, yet, as he is mourning for her, she comes back in the closing moments:
Then we hear the voice of Angel Landy in the distance. Gradually coming closer
until ANGEL herself appears, naked, dishevelled and bleeding. She enters
upstage and is seen as through a mist. GREATRAKES gradually becomes aware
of her voice. He does not ‘see’ the child – her voice is inside his head. ANGEL
continues singing, comes further downstage as GREATRAKES again beholds
the dress, finally holding it aloft in a last ecstatic gesture as ANGEL sings on
and the lights fade to black. (94)
The voice is no longer coming from an external source, authority or cause but has
become Greatrakes’s own. The metaphysical became immanent, the healer became
whole. That this process is assisted by plays-within-the-play underlines theatre’s
significance, responsibility and possibility of healing. With its insistence that “the
broken heart . . . may be healed,” as Christopher Murray suggests, “in a world of
crumbling beliefs . . . the play flies in the face of contemporary fashion and it has the
courage of its convictions” (16).

Conclusion
Deploying the device of plays-within-the-play, Nolan’s artist-plays—Moonshine
(1991), The Salvage Shop (1998), alongside Blackwater Angel take advantage of the
possibilities of multiplying angles—mirrors opening up to and penetrating the vision
of others. Revisiting Shakespearean characters and situations, Moonshine has almost
as many layers as Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guilderstern Are Dead (1966).
Nolan’s play features local artisans attempting to perform the artisans in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream performing the inset play, Pyramis and Thysbe to entertain Theseus and
Hyppolita in the framing play. The whole performance then in turn becomes the inset
play around which the local people act out their own grievances and conflicts. The
Salvage Shop, while “not directly employ[ing] metatheatre, uses “the visually
emphatic conceit of a second-hand shop to promote the dramatic idea of salvaging
damaged relationships” (Murray 16). It also relies on singing and playing music
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for multiple-layered self-reflection when it creates parallels and contrasts between
present concerts, an incredible concert in the past and the desperate attempts of some
contemporary characters to repeat the miracle to give joy to a dying musician.
Blackwater Angel, like Nolan’s other artist-plays, also “flies in the face of
contemporary fashion” in terms of theatres’ and theatre-makers’ ambitions. Irish
theatre and many playwrights of the Celtic Tiger era seemed to deem it much more
important to be acknowledged abroad, especially in England and the United States than
addressing their own people’s ailments. The strong emphasis on local communities,
their strength and weaknesses, troubles and needs as well as their supporting power
along with some of their members’ heroic struggles to help others is itself a heroic
attempt to salvage local interests. The explicitly drawn parallels between theatre and
healing, moreover, the necessity of having faith in healing, serve as timely reminders
of the ancient responsibility of the artist-healer to heal his own people.
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Guests, Hosts, and Ghosts:
Variations of Hostipitality (Hospitality/Hostility) on
the Irish and the Continental Stage
Péter P. Müller
“The land is mine and you reside in my land
as foreigners and strangers.”
(Moses: Leviticus 25:23)
Different languages have preserved different memories in their vocabulary of various
aspects of human experience. Ancient connections between words and experiences
are often neglected, and we rarely think of tracing our current vocabulary back to
its original roots. However, a thorough investigation can reveal essential links
between words used frequently in everyday life. For instance, the underlying
connections between such words as foreigner, stranger, guest, host, etc. refer to ageold experiences which have been overshadowed throughout the historical changes
of the particular language. In Hungarian, for instance, the words guest (vendég) and
stranger (idegen) go back etymologically to the same root (VeNDéG / iDeGeN). They
are, in fact, two versions of the same term. This forgotten connection stems from
the experience that the guest is always a stranger, and the stranger should always be
handled as a guest. In English the words “host” and “guest” are related to each other
originating from the same etymological root, as is demonstrated in the classic essay
of J. Hillis Miller, “The Critic as Host” (2005). As it is clarified in that essay, the host
is always a guest, and the guest is always a host at the same time. There is a similarly
strong bond between the terms “hospitality” and “hostility,” which is analyzed by
Jacques Derrida in his series of seminars dedicated to the subject of hospitality and
the issue of guests (2000). Awareness of the ambivalence between the guest and the
host inspired Derrida to create the term hostipitality (hostipitalité) which unites the
positive aspect of hospitality and its opposite, hostility into one word, expressing the
essential ambivalence of the guest / host situation. Hostipitality expresses not only
the essential ambivalence of the host towards the guest, but a permanent oscillation
between acceptance and rejection, the constant presence of the possibility of conflict
between guest and host, and the dynamics of their changing place with each other.
The guest/host relationship and situation already imply dramatic potentials
therefore it is not by coincidence that in the history of drama the arrival of a visitor,
guest or stranger is a frequently constructed situation and dramaturgical device. This
visitor can be a well-known guest or an unknown stranger whose arrival or presence
creates the dramatic situation, maintains and increases the tension until explosion.
The guest always brings a different world with herself/himself. S/he is the other who
represents alternative values, customs, cultural practices and aspects of behaviour
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opposite to the characteristics of the place and community into which s/he has arrived.
Two worlds collide, the hosting/expelling native (domestic, homely, provincial, or
national) world, and the other one, which is the world of the exile, i.e. the newcomer/
vagrant, guest/stranger, or occupier/liberator.
In drama history there are cases when the guest throws the lives of the hosts into
disarray, and finally becomes imprisoned, for instance Tartuffe, or killed, as the Major
in István Örkény’s The Tot Family. There are guests who are not invited, and who
either come to take revenge (as the Old Lady in Dürrenmatt’s The Visit), or, in contrast,
want to say thanks for a one-time good deed to the host (like the Guest returning from
the US to present-day Hungary in Spiró’s Quartet, whose life was saved after the 1956
revolution by the host, the Old Man). There are situations when a fraud is initiated
as a guest, as in Gogol’s The Inspector General, and it can also happen that the guest
comes to betray his host, as in Sojourner by Géza Páskándi. The arriving person can
be an innocent overnight guest who is murdered for his money (which happens in
Albert Camus’ Misunderstanding), or a hotel guest who is kidnapped by strangers
(as in Pinter’s The Birthday Party). These dramatic examples often demonstrate that
the awaited or unexpected guest finally can haunt his hosts and become their ghost,
changing their lives not only significantly but sometimes totally.
The present article focuses on Irish plays in which the guest/host motif is central,
as in J. M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World, Brian Friel’s Translations and
The Communication Cord, Declan Hughes’ Halloween Night, and his new version
of Molière’s Tartuffe, or Conor McPherson’s The Seafarer. By way of comparison I
will mention some continental plays, for instance István Örkény’s The Tot Family and
Nikolai Gogol’s The Inspector General in which similar situations unfold. In these
(and several other) plays the individual drama of the guest/stranger demonstrates a
considerable variety of forms that offer examples of the emotionally and culturally
loaded, heterogeneous experience of hostipitality.
As mentioned above, in his essay “The Critic as Host,” J. Hillis Miller describes
that the two terms, guest and host are etymologically linked together and derive from
the same root. Originally they were one word, meaning
ghos-ti, stranger, guest, host, properly ‘someone with whom one has reciprocal
duties of hospitality’. The modern English word, ‘host’ in this alternative sense
comes from the Middle English (h)oste, from Old French, host, guest, from
Latin hospes (stem hospit-), guest, host, stranger. The ‘pes’ or ‘pit’ in the Latin
words and in such modern English words as ‘hospital’ and ‘hospitality’ is from
another root, pot, meaning ‘master’. The compound or bifurcated root ghos-pot
meant ‘master of guests’, ‘one who symbolizes the relationship of reciprocal
hospitality’, as in the Slavic gospodi, Lord, sir, master. ‘Guest’ on the other
hand, is from Middle English gest, from Old Norse gestre, from ghos-ti, the
same root as for ‘host.’ (19)
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Therefore the host is at the same time the guest, and the guest is also the host.
Such a strong etymological bond can be detected between the term hospitality, and
its opposite, hostility, articulating the essential ambivalence of those situations for
which these words are used. There are different types of dramatic situations handling
the issue of the guest/host motif, which is why it is not chronology that will be the
principle to be followed here, but, rather, a loose kind of typology.
I start with an adaptation which goes back to a seventeenth century original. In
2000 Declan Hughes created a new version of Molière’s Tartuffe for the Irish National
Theatre. The play premiered at the Abbey directed by Lynn Parker. Hughes has
changed the plot time from Molière’s seventeenth century to the 1970s, and the scene
from Orgon’s house in Paris into a large South County Dublin house. He has changed
the French names into English, i.e. Pernelle became Purcell, Orgon became Oscar,
etc., while Tartuffe alone kept his name. Cleante, the raisonneur became Christian,
who has become the representative of the new church, the liberal theology opposed to
the old, authoritarian church, and the different sects. Although there have been other
changes made in the dialogues and the characters, the fundamental situation of the
guest/host problem in Hughes’ version has remained very similar to that of Molière’s
original comedy from 1664. Impressed by Tartuffe’s piety, Oscar (Orgon) invites him
to stay in his house, and gradually grants him more and more control over his home.
What Oscar (Orgon) and his mother Mrs. Purcell (Pernelle) take as piety, however, is
shown as imposture, a mere manifestation of hypocrisy by the rest of the family and
its servants.
The starting situation of the play from the guest/host aspect is very similar to a
Hungarian play written in the mid 1960s. In István Örkény’s The Tot Family (1967) a
major gets a two-week holiday from the Soviet frontlines of World War II, which he
spends with the family of one of his subordinate soldiers in a small mountain village
in Hungary. The parents of the soldier think their son will gain advancement (maybe
be transferred into the office) if they do their utmost to serve their guest’s needs. The
hosts in Tartuffe and The Tot Family are ready to do everything for their guest. Their
behaviour and attitude is very much the same as what is described by Jacques Derrida
in his seminar dedicated to the issue of hospitality. Derrida depicts this paradoxical
situation as follows,
The master of the house ‘waits anxiously on the threshold of his home’ for the
stranger he will see arising into view on the horizon as liberator. . . . the master
will hasten to call out to him: ’Enter quickly, as I am afraid of my happiness’.
. . . The stranger, here the awaited guest is not only someone to whom you say
’come’, but ’enter’, enter without waiting, make a pause in our home without
waiting, hurry up and come in, ’come inside’, ’come within me’, not only
toward me, but within me: occupy me, take place in me, which means, by the
same token, also take my place, don’t content yourself with coming to meet me
or into my home. Strange logic, but so enlightening for us, that of an impatient
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master awaiting his guest as a liberator, his emancipator. It is as if the stranger
or foreigner held the keys. (121-23)
And, indeed, the keys are transferred literally and symbolically to the guest. Tartuffe
and the Major not only stay at the house of their hosts, but occupy it completely. They
get hold of almost everything that previously belonged to the host. The plot requires
the occupation to take place gradually, not too quickly, but the result is the same.
Oscar (Orgon) does not care that his daughter, Marianne is in love with Laurence
(Valér), who is her fiancé; the father assigns Tartuffe as her husband. When his son
reveals that Tartuffe has tried to seduce the wife of Oscar (Orgon), the father instead
of turning against the guest, disinherits his son. Later he signs over his whole property
to the guest.
The head of the family in The Tot Family does not give everything to the guest
in the same way as Oscar (Orgon), but the process of involuntary submission is
comparable to what happens in Molière’s or Hughes’ version. Tot has no allies in
rebelling against the rule of the guest as his wife and daughter stand on the Major’s
side. They try to convince the now dethroned head of the family to change his bodily
appearance (by bending his knee to look shorter than the Major), to put a pocket lamp
into his mouth (with which to prevent his yawns so as not to irritate their guest), and
to stay up at night and sleep during the daytime (in this way adopting the Major’s life
rhythm which is the total opposite of the previous rhythm of Tot’s life).
Tartuffe and the Major introduce another value system, another way of life,
another kind of authority to the hosting families. Their presence results in the landlords,
their hosts becoming their hostages, meaning that guest and host change place with
each other. As Derrida puts it,
So it is indeed the master, the one who invites, the inviting host, who become
the hostage – and who really always has been. And the guest, the invited
hostage, becomes the one who invites the one who invites, the master of the
host. The guest becomes the host’s host. … These substitutions make everyone
into everyone else’s hostage. Such are the laws of hospitality. (125)
In these plays of Molière/Hughes and Örkény the guest tries to occupy the house
hosting him, to make it his own home by introducing his own value system and way
of life. In the above cases the guest is an invited person who gradually turns out to be
quite different from the general expectations towards a guest.
Another type is the uninvited guest, the one who appears on the scene
unexpectedly and, confused with someone else, is consequently treated under a
mistaken persona. The classical Irish play based on the misidentified guest is J. M.
Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (1907), which from this point of view can
be compared to Gogol’s The Inspector General (1836/1851). If the previous examples
of Hughes and Örkény demonstrate the threatening presence of the guest who forces
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the family or community to behave cautiously or even defensively, then a contrary
image of the guest is demonstrated in Synge’s and Gogol’s plays. The situations are
not the same, but there are significant similarities in the two plays based on farcical
misunderstanding and misperception regarding the sudden appearance of a stranger.
In The Playboy Christy Mahon first appears through the words of Shawn who
gives a description of someone like an animal: “I’m after feeling a kind of fellow
above in the fuzzy ditch, groaning wicked like a maddening dog . . . I couldn’t see
him at all, but I heard him groaning out and breaking his heart” (Synge 100-01).
The image of the “queer fellow” soon changes as Christy enters the stage and comes
forward with his extraordinary deed, saying “But I’m not calling to mind any person,
gentle, simple, judge or jury, did the like of me” (104). Once he has told his story of
patricide, from a stranger he transforms into a special guest in the eyes of the hosts,
and Pegeen and the Widow Quinn begin to rival with each other over who should
lodge the young man. “Two fine women fighting for the likes of me,” Christy says
with great self-satisfaction at the end of act 1. The people of the village come to greet
him with presents and look upon him as a hero. In return for the presents they are
eager to listen to Christy’s story about how he killed his father.
When old Mahon, who was believed to be dead, re-appears, the whole
community turns against Christy and makes him a scapegoat. From unique, adored,
pampered guest he transforms into a stranger and a criminal whom the villagers tie up,
whose leg they burn, but whom they finally allow to leave with his father. The whole
process depicted by Synge revolves around the issue of the misjudged visitor who is
misidentified and therefore mistreated by a community. In the outcome of the plot
members of the hosting community turn against Christy and punish him to a large part
for their own mistake, which was glorifying and praising the boy undeservedly.
Gogol’s The Inspector General depicts the hosts, the settlers of a small
Russian town with much more antipathy than the civil servant from Petersburg,
called Khlestakov. However, the man thought to be the inspector is not described
particularly positively by Gogol either. In the description of characters the author
writes that Khlestakov is quite uneducated and has the reputation of a swindler. The
fake inspector, like Christy Mahon, merely recognizes and accepts an opportunity, and
takes advantage of the unfolding situation. Gogol stresses the community’s voluntary
submission, its servility, while Synge depicts the process of hero-creation by the
community.
The Inspector General shows that type of hospitality in which the hosts’ fear
makes them ingratiate themselves toward the guest. Their behaviour is motivated not
by a moral standard, but by an infantile fear of the official power personified by the
guest. This makes them carry their role as hosts to the extreme, turning themselves
into hostages of their guest. But there is a significant difference between the points of
view from which Synge and Gogol depict the guest’s situation. In Synge it is based
on misunderstanding, while in Gogol on the imposture of the visitor. In Gogol’s play
the reader/spectator knows that Khlestakov is not the person the authorities had been
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waiting for. The comic effect results from the fact that there is a clash between the
views of the rest of the characters and the readers/spectators. But we can have no doubt
that the characters of the play would have behaved in the very same way towards the
real inspector general as they did towards the swindler.
A further variant of the hostipitality situation is when the stranger is not invited,
but s/he enters the land or the house with the purpose of occupying it. This is not the
situation of a guest and a host, but follows the pattern of colonization. Not surprisingly,
in Ireland several plays have been written which can be categorized as works on
different aspects of colonization rather than plays about the guest/host ambivalence.
In Brian Friel’s Translations (1980), for instance, on the level of the plot the process
of colonization stands in the centre, but the playwright stresses in his diary that “[t]he
play has to do with language and only language” (Friel qtd. in Pine 146). Regardless
of Friel’s intention and the structure of the plot in which the process of colonization is
executed in two ways―first, the introduction of the national education system by the
English government, and second, the Anglicizing and standardizing of the old Irish
place-names―there is a point at which the inversion of two roles can be detected.
Similarly to the guest/host replacement studied above, it can be noticed, as Richard
Kearney points out, that “[t]he translation of names also involves a translation of
namers―the roles of colonizer and colonized are reversed, as Yolland and Owen
undergo an exchange of identity” (559). Owen, who returns to his homeland with the
English soldiers, and translates for them, is seen by his brother Manus as a betrayer.
For the natives he remained Owen, but he answers to the name Roland as he is called
by the English. He not only loses his name but he becomes one of the oppressors.
At the end of the play he has to translate back to the locals the place-names which
he had Anglicized previously. Captain Lancey reads out the new versions, and as
Seamus Heaney stresses, “Owen must translate them back into Irish for the benefit
of his neighbours. It is a list of places that the army is now intent on devastating in
retaliation for the presumed killing of Lieutenant Yolland. The betrayer is betrayed”
(1199). On the other hand, Yolland describes his encounter with the Gaelic language
as a revelation through which he discovers a new dimension of feelings that belong
to “a totally different order. I had moved into a consciousness that wasn’t striving or
agitated, but at its ease and with its own conviction and assurance. . . . perhaps I could
live here” (348). Due to Friel’s subversion of colonial stereotypes Yolland, defying
the position of the colonizer, turns into a possible immigrant, a settler who is eager to
identify with the local language, values and customs.
In another of his plays Friel depicts a farcical situation similar to The Playboy of
the Western World and The Inspector General. This work, The Communication Cord
(1982), can also be interpreted from the aspect of the guest/host issue. The play takes
place in a rebuilt old village house in Ballybeg. The old house/museum is visited by the
owner’s son, Jack and his friend, Tim, for a weekend. Jack wants to meet a girlfriend
there, but before that Tim will host Senator Donovan and his daughter Susan, trying
to promote his professional career and love relationship. Tim pretends to be the owner
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of the house, and therefore behaves as a host, and in this role he subordinates himself
to the invited guests. Because the house itself is a fake replica of an authentic old
building, Tim qualifies as a false host. Kearney draws a comparison between Owen in
Translations and Jack, saying that both characters mediate between two worlds and
two groups, the old and the new, the locals and the newcomers (see 146). Friel’s satire
confuses the original roles of host and guest, through which it presents the problem
of the loss of identity as well. Similarly to Translations, The Communication Cord is
as much about language as it is about the guest/host theme. The comic twists of the
situation finally lead to the collapse of the house, by which the very place disappears
where the roles and functions of guest and host could be justified.
A further kind of guest can be the one who haunts the hosts in mystical, spiritual,
and emotional dimensions, and can therefore be considered as a haunting ghost in the
real or symbolic sense. This type of character is also present on the Irish stage, for
instance in Declan Hughes’ Halloween Night (1997) and Conor McPherson’s The
Seafarer (2006), where guests appear in ghostly roles. In Hughes’ play a company
gathers for a Halloween party in an “old holiday house on the west coast of Ireland”
(125). The characters appear in pairs who split up and rejoin during the night. In
the first scene we see Melanie and Eamonn preparing the house for the party with
Halloween decorations. Soon it turns out that the company was invited here by
George, who is to arrive home from the United States this night. “George made up
the invite list,” Melanie says later (154). Suddenly Todd, an American enters with
the news that George, who was his partner, has died the week before of AIDS. In act
2 scene 1 a miracle takes place through light and sound, which the guests interpret
as George’s influence. “George’s death has released something . . . a spirit . . . in the
house, and in us . . . . George’s spirit . . . his ghost, if you want . . . has shown us a
sign,” runs Melanie’s comment (179). Later they think that Todd’s appearance was a
common hallucination, that the Devil had put a spell on them, and that George must
still be alive. However, Caroline raises the issue that maybe “George and Todd are
playing some really sick Halloween joke” (190). The company does not come to an
understanding with regard to the situation. In their confusion they symbolically reenact Géricault’s painting, The Raft of the Medusa, and finally, surrounded by the sea,
they become trapped in the house since the doors and windows do not open. There is a
phone call at the very end of the play from Todd. He speaks as if he had not appeared
earlier in the house. He says that George had died the previous night, and wanted his
friends to “have a monumental party in his memory” (203-04). George, the possible
host haunts his friends as a ghost. He visits them as a guest while his place is taken by
his guests who become hosts in his own house.
In The Seafarer, James “Sharky” Harkin lives together with his alcoholic brother,
Richard, in an apartment. On Christmas Eve their friends arrive to play poker. One of
them brings a guest, Mr. Lockhart. When Sharky and the guest are left alone it turns
out that twenty-five years previously Sharky had made a contract with Mr. Lockhart.
At that time Sharky was in prison where the two of them played poker. The bet was
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Sharky’s freedom, he won and next morning the guards let him free. But Sharky made
an agreement that he would play poker with Mr. Lockhart once again. This is why Mr.
Lockhart comes to the apartment now, to win the game and take Sharky’s soul with
him as he is the Devil. This knowledge is shared only with the reader/spectator and
Sharky, as the rest of the characters do not know the real identity of the guest. The
whole second act is a series of poker games. When Sharky and Mr. Lockhart remain
by themselves for a few minutes, the host asks where he will be taken to by his guest.
To Hell, Mr. Lockhardt answers. In the last poker game Sharky and Mr. Lockhart
remain the final gamblers. The host has an eights poker and Mr. Lockhart has a poker
of tens. They are getting ready to leave. Ivan, who throughout the play has been short
sighted as he has been unable to find his glasses, finally finds them and puts them on.
Sitting back at the gaming table he realizes that he had a poker ace, and so it is he who
has won and not Mr. Lockhart. So by this unexpected twist, Sharky is saved and the
Devil has to leave without him.
The guest, Mr. Lockhart, possibly coming for the soul of the host is the
representative of a hostile attitude. In return for Sharky’s hospitality he would take
him to Hell. He symbolizes that “a host in the sense of a guest, moreover, is . . .
an alien presence,” as Hillis Miller puts it (19). This alien feature is impersonated
by the ghostly figure, who on Christmas Eve tries to capture a soul, but Sharky is
saved by other spiritual forces like fortune, brotherly love, and friendship. This is a
different model with a contrasting outcome from Molière’s Don Juan or The Feast of
the Statue (1665) and Pushkin’s play written after Molière, The Stone Guest (1830,
Каменный гость, Kamenny gost). In The Seafarer both the guest and the host survive
this hazardous situation of hostipitality.
The above examples of Irish and continental dramas show that the guest/host
issue, the experience of hostipitality are vivid thematic components of significant
plays which present a broad spectrum of this basic human situation. Beyond the above
outlined typology there are further variations and possibilities in which the paradox
and ambivalence of the guest/host motif stands in focus, for instance in such cases
when the guest takes on the features of a parasite. As Hillis Miller describes in his
etymological analysis, the word “host” implies in its spectrum of meanings the body
that feeds its parasite. It is known that “there is no parasite without a host. The host
and the somewhat sinister or subversive parasite are fellow guests beside the food,
sharing it. On the other hand, the host is himself the food, his substance consumed
without recompense, as when one says, ‘He is eating me out of house and home’”
(Miller 19). This parasite guest appears, to give an example from Hungarian drama, in
Géza Páskándi’s Sojourner (1973) where the guest (Socino), the betrayer of the host
describes himself as a parasite and tick, living from the body and spirit of his host
(Bishop David). Socino is an informer for the authorities, spying on his host.
There are further types and examples of the guest/host theme not only in modern
drama, but in previous centuries, in ancient dramatic literature too. Jacques Derrida
dedicates long passages in his series of seminars on hospitality in the Oedipus plays
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and the haunting memory of the dead. Near the end in Sophocles’ Oedipus in Colonus
(406 B.C.) the protagonist turns to Theseus demanding not to be forgotten. In his final
speech, in which he says farewell to the living people, Oedipus
addresses this threatening plea and this calculated injunction to the xenos, the
dearest foreigner or host, the host as friend but a host who is friend and ally
who thereby becomes a sort of hostage, the hostage of a dead man, the possible
prisoner of a potential absent person. The host thus becomes a retained hostage,
a detained addressee, responsible for and victim of the gift that Oedipus, a bit
like Christ, makes of his dwelling-dying: this is my body, keep it in memory of
me . . . Everyone is hostage to the dead men. (107)
In our culture the reappearing dead character is presented as a ghost, observable in
Hamlet and elsewhere. However, the whole of civilization is based on remembering
the past and those who have passed away. In fact, the human condition can be seen as
being a temporary guest in the realm of existence as is stated in the motto to the present
paper cited from the Bible. Therefore those alternating between the roles of guest and
host in the present might become ghosts in the future, returning from a bygone past.
This unbreakable bond between guest, host, and ghost, which has been preserved
in the linguistic unconscious is brought to the surface in its whole complexity in a
number of significant plays on the modern Irish and continental stage.
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Liminal figures in Marina Carr’s Woman and
Scarecrow and Emma Dante’s Vita mia
Brenda Donohue
Introduction
This article examines the work of Italian theatre practitioner, Emma Dante, and Irish
playwright, Marina Carr, both of whom show a recurring preoccupation with death
and dying in their work. Contrasting the modern taste for signalling a sharp divide
between life and death, in these female writers’ work the lines and divisions between
this world and the next are not clearly drawn. A number of characters across the
writers’ oeuvre occupy liminal spaces within the spectrum of life and death. Neither
alive nor dead, these characters blur the edges of our understanding of death. Using
Victor Turner’s theory of liminality, this paper seeks to investigate the position of
these “betwixt and between” characters, focussing on two plays, Dante’s Vita mia
and Carr’s Woman and Scarecrow. Both plays are deathbed scenes that resist and
reimagine the conventions of the genre.
To date, Marina Carr has written fifteen plays, ten of which are published.
Her plays have generally been produced by the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, with some
commissions carried out for companies such as the Royal Court and the Royal
Shakespeare Company in the U.K. Carr has been the subject of academic study for
some time now in Ireland with journal articles and monographs dedicated to her
work. Drawing heavily on Greek myth, Carr’s body of work deals principally with
themes such as love, the impossibility of communication, and relationships between
genders. Her plays are characterized by a focus on female characters, mythological
and classical references, humour, brutality and death.
Emma Dante is a contemporary Italian theatre practitioner, director and
playwright, who came to national Italian attention in 2001 with her play mPalermu
(Inside Palermo) for which she was awarded the national prize, Premio scenario. She
has written and directed twelve plays to date, six of which are published. Eager to
experiment and work in new mediums, Dante investigates modern social situations
placing an emphasis on the actors’ physicality and on the body. Working with
a permanent company of actors, she does not write her plays, but rather develops
characters and scenarios during the rehearsal process. Dante deliberately posits herself
and the company as peripheral to the Italian national theatre scene.
Vita mia by Dante was first produced in October 2004, as the third play in
Dante’s Trilogia della famiglia Siciliana (Trilogy of the Sicilian Family). In common
with the other two plays, we find ourselves in a family setting, with a mother and her
three sons. Centre stage we see a bed―a funeral bed―that we come to understand
is awaiting a corpse; one of the three apparently living sons. The mother and two
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surviving brothers prepare the youngest son, Chicco, for his own wake. Although we
know he is dead, the audience observe him bound playfully around the stage, joking
with his brothers and resisting his mother’s attempts to dress him in funerary clothing.
The play focuses on the tragedy of death and on the grief and suffering of the mother
and surviving sons.
Woman and Scarecrow premiered at the Royal Court Theatre on 21 June 2006.
It is a deathbed narrative, where the protagonist, Woman, is dying of an unspecified
ailment much to the chagrin of her husband, Him, and her aunt named Auntie Ah.
Bedbound Woman is accompanied by a figure called Scarecrow―representing her
soul, conscience or artistic spirit― who holds her to account for the mistakes she
has made in her life. In Melissa Sihra’s words, Woman and Scarecrow is “an intense
contemplation on the cyclicality of life and death” (171). It is a play that focuses on a
life lived in mediocrity and fear and the significance of death in our lives.

Liminality: neither alive nor dead
Victor Turner, the eminent anthropologist and ethnologist, formed the theory
of liminality after Van Gennep’s theories on Rites de passage. Studying rituals, Van
Gennep theorized that that all rites of transition have three stages; separation, margin
(or limen) in which “the state of the liminal subject (the ‘passenger’) is ambiguous;
he passes through a realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming
state” and finally, aggregation, in which the subject is stable again and “is expected
to behave in accordance with certain customary norms and ethical standards” (Forest
94). Turner then focussed on the middle phase, which he called the liminal phase. The
liminal subject, according to Turner, is often segregated from the rest of society. He is
stripped of his property, his clothing is either removed or reduced, he is a “tabula rasa,
a blank slate, on which is inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group, in those
respects that pertain to the new status” (Turner, Forest 89). Liminality, according to
Turner, is characterized by transition, the presence of communitas, the absence of
property and status, nakedness or uniform clothing and an acceptance of pain and
suffering.
This state of liminality is utilized by Carr and Dante in their characterization
and setting of their plays to facilitate a fuller investigation of life’s greatest mystery:
death. Both Woman and Scarecrow and Vita mia contain characters that can be defined
as liminal. They cannot be categorized in the normal binary manner―as either alive
or dead―and they are in a process of transition from one state to another. Their
liminality is underlined by a number of external traits. Chicco in Vita mia and the
protagonist in Woman and Scarecrow shift between the supposedly fixed ontological
states of life and death.
Just like Turner’s neophytes, who “are neither living nor dead from one aspect,
and both living and dead from another” (Forest 97), Chicco appears to be alive in
some moments and dead or dying in others. Throughout the play, he seems to oscillate

Brenda Donohue

117

between the life and passions he had and the abandonment of his life and interests. The
audience soon realizes that the wake bed is being prepared for him, that the youngest
of three sons, the “baby” of the family, has died. Initially, Chicco plays with his
brothers and jokes with them, full of mischief and seemingly full of life. However, as
the mother prepares the bed, and Chicco, for a funeral wake, subtle markers make it
clear that he is no longer in life. While his mother dresses him in a white suit for the
wake, Chicco tears away from her to play imaginary football with his favourite local
football team. Later, she places him, “un angelo vestito di bianco” (“an angel dressed
in white”) (59), in the wake bed. Lying on his back, he fastens his hands across his
chest and closes his eyes. At this point, he loses all signs of animation and appears
to be dead. His mother cannot countenance his death at this moment and so begins a
desperate effort to bring him back to life. Chicco then gets out of the deathbed and
“scappa, corre … è vivo e pazzo di gioia” (“flees, runs . . . he’s alive and delirious with
joy”) (164). On his final lap of life, he runs into the family’s bicycle, thus recreating
the accident that killed him. In this moment, “si stacca dall’anima” (“he separates
from his soul”) (164). Afterwards, Chicco appears to be definitively dead; his body is
limp and lifeless, he no longer speaks or breathes.
Like Chicco, Woman, in Carr’s Woman and Scarecrow, appears in some
moments to be alive and dying in others. The play is set in her bedroom, where she
is dying from a cause unknown, but perhaps of her own doing. The action of the play
consists of conversations between Woman and the Scarecrow figure, and separate
interactions with her husband and aunt. In these conversations, Woman reviews her
unhappy marriage with her husband and her troubled relationship with her Aunt Ah,
who acted as her guardian after the death of her mother.
Woman’s ontology in the play is fluctuating and changing. In her initial interaction
with Scarecrow, Woman is seemingly in a state of unconsciousness (18), though she
appears alive and active to the audience. Woman’s state while alone with Scarecrow
is an undefined condition, where she is not conscious to the world, but nevertheless
capable of interacting with her companion. She only returns to consciousness on
talking to her husband, named in the text as Him. In these blazing moments of banter,
feisty provocation and sentimental recollection, Woman is fully and indisputably alive.
Her physical decline is, however, painfully evident. Her motor skills soon begin to fail
her; she can no longer hold her wine glass to her mouth to drink (30), and fissures in
what we perceive as reality appear. This physical deterioration is accompanied by an
alteration in her ontology. At the end of act 1, having passionately confronted Him
about his continuing extra-marital affair, we observe that Woman is edging ever closer
to the realm of death. She herself feels a shift in her being:
SCARECROW. Close, you’re getting close.
WOMAN. I see tombs in shadow, mossy, weather-scarred tombs and all the
dead squashed in and me with them wondering if there is starlight above. I’m
being buried alive. I am my own ghost. (40)
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The descent into death causes a rupture within Woman’s ontology. She is entering the
world of death, tasting the sensations of the dead, though still clutching to life. This
sudden vision of burial and decay brings her to the threshold of definitive death. She
is no longer her living self, but becomes rather a shadow of herself, her own ghost.
Woman undergoes a shift in being, her relationship with reality is changed, she gains
access to spheres that are inaccessible to the other living characters. She goes beyond
our definition of life. This shifting towards death becomes more pronounced, until
finally, in the closing scene, she ceases breathing and dies.
Both Woman and Chicco’s condition in the respective plays, therefore, is one of
“ambiguity and paradox, a confusion of all the customary categories” (Turner, Forest
97). Our usual binary terms to describe life or the lack of it― “alive” or “dead” ―no
longer suffice. Their state is paradoxically neither and both. This suspension between
the binary states of life and death is a liminal condition. Chicco and Woman’s liminal
status is indicated and underlined by elements that, according to Turner, accompany
the liminal state, such as clothing and property. Turner notes how a neophyte in the
liminal state is stripped of his property, his clothing is either removed or reduced, he
is a “tabula rasa, a blank slate” (Ritual 89). Both Chicco and Woman are dressed in
nightwear. Chicco, Uccio and Gaspare all wear pyjamas, symbolizing their belonging
to the social group of brothers. Chicco’s clothes are gradually removed and he is
dressed in a white funerary suit, thus stripping him of this status and placing him in
the transitional, liminal state of the dead body. Although there is no mention of the
clothing worn by Woman in Carr’s text, many past productions have dressed her in a
light-coloured nightgown. This gives the sense that her clothing, which would identify
her with a particular social group and class, has been stripped away. All signs of
social belonging have been removed. When the period of transition is over, Turner’s
neophyte is again dressed in a non-uniform manner. Woman, in her final letter, makes
preparations for this return to clothing, leaving strict instructions on how her corpse
should be dressed in her own clothes for the funeral (52).
Liminality, according to Turner, is not a static ontology; it is rather a condition
of transition. Both characters are transitioning from life to death. In his death, Chicco
undergoes an ontological shift, moving from life to the point where his body and soul
separate, and finally on to death. However, it should be noted that these stages are
not represented in a linear fashion onstage. In the course of the play, Chicco passes
through two distinct phases. The first is located between the moment of his accident
and actual death, and the second between his death and the official funerary rites that
should follow. There is no reference to an after-life.
While Chicco’s transition does not follow a linear chronology, Woman’s
transformation follows an unwavering linear progress. Although quite lively at the
play’s opening, indulging in glasses of wine and cigarette smoking, Woman’s decline
is even and regular. The play tracks the arc of her transition from an unwell, but alert
subject, to her final breath and death at the play’s close. As Sihra points out, death in
Marina Carr’s plays is “a moment of transition rather than an end point” (173). It does
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not all end with Woman’s final breath, but it is indicated that her breath ceasing will
begin a new cycle and new experiences in death.

Scarecrow
In many ways the liminal figures of Chicco and Woman are similar and
comparable. In Woman and Scarecrow, however, we find another liminal character that
differs from them in significant ways. Scarecrow accompanies Woman throughout the
play and is not visible to anyone else. She is not alive in the traditional sense; she is not
human, but her existence is linked to Woman’s and their fates are tied. As mentioned
above, Scarecrow could be a supernatural being, a ghost, Woman’s conscience or her
soul. While Carr does not explicitly define her status, we do know that Scarecrow
chose Woman as a companion before her life began. She says: “I truly believed when
I latched onto you before the weaver’s throne, I truly believed that you and I would
amount to something. I was wrong” (19). Scarecrow existed before Woman’s life
began and will continue to exist after Woman has died. In contrast to Chicco and
Woman’s mortality, Scarecrow’s existence is eternal and immortal. Scarecrow, after
Woman’s death, will have another chance to go on and choose a new companion and,
consequently, a new life: “I was there before you and I’ll be there after . . . I’m through
with you. I’m just going through the motions. I’ll find someone else” (20).
Scarecrow’s ontology is ambiguous. Though physically present onstage and
visible to Woman, her existence goes completely unnoticed by Him and Auntie Ah.
Her invisibility and inaudibility to the living characters suggests that she is present
in this world without being physically manifest. This suggests a new ontology that
cannot be catered for in our current frame of reference for ontological states. Invisible
and immortal, Scarecrow’s existence eludes definition under our binary standards.
Her ontology lies outside the concepts of life and death as we understand them. She
is neither alive, nor, it seems, can she die.
Like Chicco and Woman, Scarecrow is also in a process of transition. Having
spent a lifetime with Woman, she has decided to separate from her. Her choice becomes
the catalyst for Woman’s death.
SCARECROW. Well, I’ve got news for you. You’re not dying for him. You’re
leaving this earth because I have given up. (51)
This process of separation requires a significant ontological change in Scarecrow. She
undergoes a physical transformation from her initial state, where we witnessed her
embodied as a woman, into a hybrid creature that is half woman and half bird. Her
transformation is linked to her negotiations with the Thing in the Wardrobe, a blackwinged, clawed and beaked creature. It seems that Scarecrow fuses with the Thing,
Carr’s Angel of Death who has come to bring Woman into the realm of the dead.
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The author appears to suggest that this transformation is a necessary part of a
rites de passage that we are unfamiliar with. Scarecrow changes from an invisible
but embodied female companion, to this hybrid creature who is to play a vital role
in Woman’s transition from life to death. Its task is to bring about a sort of postCatholic Last Judgement at the close of Woman’s life. Her transformation here is
an important stage in Carr’s delineated rite de passage of death in a post-Catholic
Ireland. Scarecrow must undergo this transformation to bring Woman’s life to a close,
thus, freeing Scarecrow to carry on alone.
Scarecrow is therefore a liminal figure, living outside our frames of reference
for ontological states, alive or dead, she skirts around the threshold of life, while
leading Woman to death.

Liminal settings
The setting of both plays is liminal in that they deal with the ritual of the deathbed
and disrupt notions of realism and time. In Vita mia and Woman and Scarecrow, the
dying moments of a character are portrayed. Traditionally the deathbed scene is a
moment of ritual in which family and friends gather to bid farewell to the moribund
person, to observe and participate in final blessings and hear the final words of the
dying. The deathbed is the site of ritual and not ceremony; Turner states that ritual is
transformative and ceremony confirmatory (Forest 95). On the deathbed, the person
transforms from a living entity to simply a corpse. The deathbed, therefore, can be
seen as a site of transformation, a location of possibility.
The scene of a deathbed is one that has been depicted in the visual arts for
centuries. Traditionally, it was regarded as important because of its reference to
transformative possibilities. Philippe Ariès, in his book The Hour of Our Death
(1981) discusses representations of the deathbed over time. In the early 1400s, the Ars
Moriendi―a series of books with illustrations on how to die well―emerged, depicting
a dying man in bed, surrounded by living family and friends, but also angels, devils
and other supernatural beings (Virgin Mary, Trinity, Guardian Angel). Carr’s deathbed
scene, inhabited by living relatives as well as the supernatural figures of Scarecrow
and the Thing in the Wardrobe replicates this scene in a secular mode. It reimagines
the traditional scenes as a space where two worlds, the non-religious supernatural and
the real co-exist.
Vita mia is a deathbed play that resists the conventions of the genre. Instead of
presenting a traditional scene, with the dying person lying in bed, Dante’s character
is found outside the bed, alternately attracted to and repelled by it. The function
of a deathbed ritual can vary. In Vita mia the ritual has a double function; it serves
to reconcile the mother, brothers and indeed the wider community, in the form of
the audience, to the tragic death of the little boy. As Italo Pardo notes, there is “a
close relationship between the corpse, the soul and the state of the bereaved and the
community” (105). The deathbed scene in this play records a transitional moment in
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the boy’s path (rites de passage) from accident to death, to wake, to funeral, and to
burial. There is no reference to an after-life. This line of progress from the liminality
of the deathbed to the confirmation of death in the funeral is challenged and disrupted
by the mother in a vain attempt to arrest death.
In Vita mia and Woman and Scarecrow, the setting is that of a ritual, a liminal
phase between life proper and death. In both, the conventions of the deathbed
scene are utilized and resisted. The setting of the plays straddles the divide between
fixed concepts, locating the action on the threshold. Both Vita mia and Woman and
Scarecrow disrupt notions of realism. There are at least two different realms present in
Carr’s play. First there is the real world, in which Woman converses with her husband
and aunt, and then there is the realm of the supernatural where she converses with
Scarecrow and the Thing in the Wardrobe. In the latter moments, the strictures of
realism are disrupted as Woman informs us that what we see is not necessarily what
is happening. Early in the play, Woman states “I should write that down if I wasn’t
unconscious,” though she seems conscious to the spectators (18). Later Scarecrow
tells us that Woman is too weak to turn the pages of a dictionary and is almost blind
(19), though our perception of Woman contradicts this. In Vita mia, the audience are
aware that Chicco is dead, but what we see onstage, a bright and playful child, is at
odds with reality. If the child is dead, then he cannot be so vibrantly lively. What the
audience sees and perceives does not always conform to the rules of realist theatre.
In the new spaces created within the two plays, the traditional notion of time is
undermined. In Vita mia, Dante refuses to follow a pattern of linear time, disrupting
and playing with the order of events. What could be a story told in chronological
fashion, beginning with Chicco’s death and finishing with his wake, is deconstructed
and remolded. Time in Woman and Scarecrow is unreal and intangible. Carr plays
with it, making it seem suspended, fast-forwarded and rewound. It becomes flexible
and malleable. However, in both plays it ultimately shows itself to be unstoppable.

Disruption of liminality
Death poses a threat to social order within societies, it disrupts and destabilizes.
In their introduction to Death and Representation (1993) Elizabeth Bronfen and Sarah
Webster Goodwin argue that death is an antagonist that challenges our systems of
order (4). This threat can clearly be seen in Vita Mia, where the death of a young
child violates society’s expectation that a child should naturally outlive a parent. The
violation of that expectation causes anguish and pain in the Mother, her sons and in
the audience. Commenting on important rites of passage in life, Lloyd Warner states:
. . . the movement of a man through his lifetime, from a fixed placental placement
within his mother’s womb to his death and ultimate fixed point of his tombstone
and final containment in his grave as a dead organism – punctuated by a number
of critical moments of transition which all societies ritualize and publicly mark
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with suitable observances to impress the significance of the individual and the
group on living members of the community. These are the important times of
birth, puberty, marriage and death. (qtd. in Turner, Forest 94)
As Chicco, in his short life, has only gone through one of these transitions, his mother
is reluctant to allow him to progress to the final one and opposes the ritual that would
bring him there.
The liminal state and condition, though a necessary part of any rites de passage,
is challenged by Mother in Vita mia and Woman in Carr’s play. In Vita mia, the ritual
of preparing the boy for a wake is a key movement towards his funeral which will
confirm his death. Although the Mother initially respects the tradition by preparing
the wake bed, undressing and dressing her pyjamaed boy as a corpse and placing
him on the deathbed, she is later moved to challenge and disrupt the process. Upon
seeing the image of her son as a corpse, she doesn’t know how to “sentirlo suo quell
figlio morto” (“feel that dead boy to be her own”). She cannot accept his death as
well as the continuing liminal state and ritual that represent and seek to confirm it.
Therefore, she challenges both. Her attempts to bring Chicco back to life, after he
lies stretched out on the deathbed are momentarily successful, but are stymied by the
recurrence of his fatal accident. While her attempts to arrest the process are shown
to be futile, she nevertheless refuses to proceed with the wake and funeral. Her other
sons, Uccio and Gaspare join her and the now dead Chicco in the bed at the close of
the play. The Mother, having failed in her resistance of the liminal phase, now seeks
its indefinite continuation. She cannot accept the progression of the rites de passage,
which concludes with the confirmation of the death and disappearance of her youngest
son. The liminality of the setting then, remains indefinite at the close of the play.
Interestingly, Woman also seeks to prevent the progress of the rites de passage.
Unlike Chicco, who is the victim of an accident, it is Woman who initiates the liminal
phase through what is described as her “wilful jaunt to [her] doom” (33). We are
led to understand that Woman’s death was her own choice, an act of revenge on her
husband (17). However, she soon becomes alarmed by the progress of the liminal
phase, bringing her, as it does, closer to definitive death and she seeks to prolong it by
negotiating with the Thing in the Wardrobe for more time. Her efforts, however, fail.
The liminal period, once begun, cannot be indefinitely delayed, it comes to an end at
the play’s closing:
WOMAN. I think I’ve stopped breathing.
SCARECROW. Yes, it’s over.
WOMAN. (Throws herself on SCARECROW) Oh, Scarecrow . . . the next
breath isn’t coming.
SCARECROW. And won’t ever
And she dies in Scarecrow’s arms. (68)
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The end of the liminal phase signifies the arrival of definitive death. Woman was
unsuccessful in prolonging liminality and dies. The Mother in Vita mia seeks its
continuation, blocking any attempts to proceed to the next step in the rites de passage,
the wake. She clasps her boys to her in the funeral bed, hoping to arrest the process of
death. She fails. Though she and her two sons remain in the conditions of the liminal
phase, it cannot be sustained; Chicco is dead.

Conclusion
The authors’ focus on the liminal phase between life and death arrests and
suspends the fleeting moment of death to allow us to consider this transition. The
significance of this heightened concern with liminality is twofold. On the one hand,
in the newly created space, outside of the binaries of life and death, real and unreal,
natural and supernatural, the audience is facilitated in the examination and experience
of grief, mourning, life and death. On the other, by staging the liminal phase between
life and death, the play brings the taboo issue of death into the public sphere.
Both Sicilian and Irish societies are marked by the signs and symbols of
a Christianity now largely forgotten. Neither play has any Christian or Catholic
significance. Though the vestiges of Catholic belief systems remain in Vita mia and
Woman and Scarecrow (crucifix, candles, rosary, priest), these symbols are not imbued
with religious meaning. The plays then could be viewed as an investigation into the
role of death in post-Catholic societies. Both writers use liminality to examine a new
type of death experienced in a space that is no longer framed by Catholic ritual and
ceremony. This is most clearly seen in Carr’s use of the character Scarecrow, whom
she deploys to enact a sort of secular Last Judgement on the dying Woman. In the
final scene, Scarecrow asks a number of weighty questions of Woman about her life
choices; her “sins” are calculated and certain truths about her life are revealed and
acknowledged. Interestingly, the “sins” discussed are committed only against herself.
The questionnaire that Scarecrow reads has been designed by Woman. In this postCatholic model, a dying person no longer answers to a higher being, a God for her/his
failings, but rather to her/himself.
The portrayal of this liminal ritual onstage, along with its accompanying pain
and sorrow, also restores the issue of death to the public arena. Philippe Ariès in
Western Attitudes toward Death (1976) and later, in The Hour of Our Death (1981)
contends that in modern times a totally new model of death has rapidly and suddenly
appeared in the technologically advanced regions of the Western world. In this new
model, society has banished death from public discourse and has become a private
act. In contrast to these developments, our authors do not seek to hide death but rather
bring it to the spectators’ attention, carrying grief and personal loss into the public
sphere. The suspension and contemplation of modern death onstage provides us with
a space in which to develop a new vocabulary with which to talk about our one truly
common experience.
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Both writers use the state of liminality to suspend, observe, illustrate, and
investigate the fleeting moment that ends each and every life―death. Victor Turner
describes the condition of liminality as “a realm of pure possibility whence novel
configurations of ideas and relations may arise” (Ritual 97). Emma Dante and Marina
Carr use this liminal realm as an imaginative and creative space in which to portray
the great passions in life such as grief, pain, and mourning and to restore the theme
of death to public discourse. The liminal space they have created facilitates the
exploration of such themes in a singular fashion. Vita mia and Woman and Scarecrow
elicit unexpected emotions, thoughts, and ideas in the spectator who is present at the
deathbeds of Chicco and Woman.
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Adaptation as Means of Revising Gender Relations
in Brian Friel’s A Month in the Country
Anikó Bach
The dramatic adaptation of Russian classics has acquired something of a tradition
in Ireland since 1980. One of the most active playwrights in reshaping the works of
foreign authors is Brian Friel. Friel has “translated” several major plays written by
Chekhov, and so one seems justified in calling him the Irish Chekhov. However,
when adapting Russian classics, Friel does not turn to Chekhov exclusively but to
another Russian writer, Ivan Turgenev as well. After having adapted Turgenev’s novel
Fathers and Sons to the Irish stage in 1987, in 1991 Friel turned to this author again,
and adapted his play A Month in the Country, without making any generic alteration
in the text. The attraction of Friel to Russian literature is obvious; in 1999 he voiced
his love of nineteenth-century Russia in the following terms:
Maybe because the characters in the plays behave as if their old certainties were
as sustaining as ever – even though they know in their hearts that their society is
in melt-down and the future has neither a welcome nor even an accommodation
for them. Maybe a bit like people of my own generation in Ireland today. Or
maybe I find those Russians sympathetic because they have no expectations
whatever from love but still invest everything in it. Or maybe they attract me
because they seem to expect that their problems will disappear if they talk about
them – endlessly. (qtd. in Pine 104)
Friel’s A Month in the Country from 1992, written after Turgenev, seems to anticipate
the playwright’s later thoughts. The play, which, according to Friel himself, is a free
version of Turgenev’s original, is not simply a “translation” of a Russian text into
English, but also a means of commenting on contemporary issues concerning Irish
society at that time. As Helen Lojek notes, “translation” for Friel involves more than a
movement from one language to another: the term also refers to interpretation within
a single language, and ultimately to communication and the shaping of meaning in
general (85). From this point of view, when talking about Friel and Russian plays,
translation and adaptation in the Frielian terms may be regarded as interchangeable.
When translating Turgenev’s original, Friel not only adapts a Russian classic to the
Irish stage, but gives it a potential new meaning in the Irish context as well.
	

For further reading on translating and adapting the works of Chekhov see for example
Zsuzsa Csikai, “Brian Friel’s Adaptations of Chekhov.” Irish Studies Review 13.1 (2005):
79-88 or Zsuzsa Csikai, “A Complex Relationship: Chekhov’s Plays and Irish AuthorTranslators.” The Binding Strength of Irish Studies. Festschrift in Honour of Csilla Bertha
and Donald. E. Morse. Ed. Marianna Gula, Mária Kurdi, and István D. Rácz. Debrecen:
Debrecen UP, 2011. 227-36.
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In discussing the plays of Friel Terence Brown notes that “Friel’s imagination has
repeatedly been drawn to those phases in Irish social experience that can be reckoned
as transitional” (239). According to his own account, Friel thought of himself as a
“socially conscious artist.” In line with his social engagement he aimed at writing
“a play that would capture the peculiar spiritual, and indeed material, flux that this
country is in at the moment. This has got to be done, for me anyway, and I think it
has got to be done at a local, parochial level, and hopefully this will have meaning
for other people in other countries” (qtd. in Brown 240). Although A Month in the
Country (1992) is not an original play of Friel, the changes effected by him show
that the rewriting process was motivated by the transition that Irish society had been
experiencing in the early 1990s.
The aim of the present paper is to investigate Friel’s “free version” (7) of
Turgenev’s A Month in the Country, in which the Irish writer refocuses attention
to enhance the psychological nature of the drama and to allow space to the female
voice that is given less emphasis in the original. To reveal the differences between
Turgenev’s play and the adapted version of it, I will try to answer the question of
to what extent the changes introduced by Friel contribute to the debates on gender
relations in contemporary Irish society.
The original version of A Month in the Country was written by Turgenev between
1848 and 1850, while Friel’s adaptation is dated 1992. Keeping the Irish audience’s
needs in sight when reworking Turgenev’s play, Friel wanted to make the original
performable in the context of the Irish theatre of the 1990s. Therefore in his version he
attempted to achieve what Annie Brisset terms a “reterritorialization” of the original
(qtd. in Bastin 4). The notions of “literalness and linguistic fidelity” to reproduce an
accurate “translation” have been pushed to the background and the outcome can be
called a free version (see Bassnett 127). Another reason why Friel does not deliver us
a translation proper is that he not only does not master Russian, but he even admits
“that he has no knowledge of the Russian language at all” (Csikai 229).
By abandoning literalness and linguistic fidelity, Friel, however, did by no
means entirely divert the original meaning of the play. In the “Preface” to his version
he explains that “in places [it] may not be reverent to the original but nowhere, I
hope, is it unfaithful to its spirit” (7). On the whole, Friel did not turn away from
the Russian author’s intention to deliver an “ironic commentary on the absurdity of
human passions” (Freeborn 19). While adjusting the work to the cultural background
of the Irish audience (see Bastin 4), he even heightened the comic tone of the play and
foregrounded the world of feelings and passions that had been suppressed in Ireland
for so long due to the dogmatic teachings of the Catholic Church. In the following
analysis I will discuss the ways in which Friel re-addresses the theme of love, dressed
in a Russian coat yet involving unmistakably Irish problems, thereby making the
audience more receptive to the new version.
It was Christopher Heaney who provided the literal translation of the original
for Friel from which he composed his own play. By using the same title and stating
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that the new play was written after Turgenev, moreover, by claiming in the “Preface”
that “the very free version” does by no means intend to be unfaithful to the spirit of
the original (7), Friel creates a marked intertextual relationship between the source
text and his adapted one. His adaptation of A Month in the Country can be regarded as
a reinterpretation of Turgenev since Friel manages to recondition the original, giving
it a specific Irish flavour. For example, by introducing music—a central element of
many Irish plays—namely that of John Field, and having it played by Vera, a Russian
girl, Friel establishes and also reinforces a kind of Irish-Russian cultural exchange.
The main devices used by Friel in his version of A Month are omission, alteration,
and addition (see Sanders 21). In the “Preface” Friel claims that Turgenev believed that
his plays should be read, not performed, which explains the lengthy narrative character
of the drama in question. Friel himself intended his adaptation for the stage, thus a cut in
the length of the original, which is occasionally too wordy, is justified. Friel also drops
the over-polite Russian way of addressing persons by their Christian and patronymic
names, relieving the artificial atmosphere of the original. In the “Preface” he says: “I
trust I will not offend the purists by tinkering with the Russian names and forms of
address” (7). Adjustments like these, and “the use of twentieth-century terms in the
characters’ speech” (York qtd. in Kurdi 296) as well as the inclusion of puns that are not
present in the original, bring the play closer to the Irish audience.
Turgenev’s work is about human relationships and the destructive forces of
love. Although Friel uses the same themes in his version, he focuses more sharply
on the relationships between men and women. Moreover, he seems to have filled the
play, especially the speech of Schaaf, with sexual references. By so doing, he attracts
attention to such complexities of love as Irish society had been almost unable to deal
with or to speak of with ease before the 1990s (see Inglis 9). Friel’s most important
departures from the source text are manifested in the depiction of the male and female
characters. As stated above, Friel makes gender relations appear in a new light by
laying stress on the physical contact between men and women. In the original there
is only an innocent touching of hands, whereas Friel makes his characters, mainly
Natalya and Rakitin, and in one scene Natalya and Aleksey, embrace one another,
hold the other in their arms, or give a kiss on the cheek. The changes concerning
the physicality between pairs of characters are apparent in the stage directions, the
dialogues and find expression in the action as well, for instance when “MICHEL takes
NATALYA in his arms from behind” in Friel’s play (28) as opposed to Turgenev’s,
where Rakitin is only “going up to Natalya Petrovna” and “she gives him her hand”
and “he instantly presses it” (33).
Isaiah Berlin’s English translation of A Month imitates the German accent of the
tutor, Herr Schaaf, while Friel did not follow this in his version. He rather highlights
the tutor’s misuse of English words, by putting in his mouth a sexually overloaded
vocabulary that adds to the comic tone of the play. More importantly, by this he
challenges the prudery and repression that had characterized Irish society for a long
time when addressing the subject of sexuality.
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SCHAAF. With Lizaveta Bogdanova I ever again refuse to couple.
...
SCHAAF’s face lights up when he sees KATYA. He is ponderously coquettish.
...
SCHAAF. Yes, yes; like last Friday we make lust again beside the lake? . . . We
lust later?
KATYA. Adam, you’re shameless.
SCHAAF. (Delighted) So my Mama say, too! Danke — Danke.
...
SCHAAF. Did you know, Lizaveta, at university I am prize-winning lecher?
DOCTOR. Archer, Herr Schaaf. (Friel, A Month 22, 38, 78)
These exchanges raise the question of whether Schaaf is using the wrong words because
of his language deficiency or made to play with words intentionally? Either way, Friel
manages to enhance the comic effect of Schaaf’s language, whose very name means sheep
in German, adding a further pun to his misuse of words. Interestingly, Friel characterizes
Schaaf as “coquettish,” a term which describes mainly women who tend to make sexual
propositions. Moreover, by intensifying it with the word “ponderously,” Friel not only
manages, even if in a modest way, to “challenge the existing Catholic discourse and
conventions” (Inglis 13) responsible for the long-lasting repression of issues of the body
and sexual desire in the Irish psyche, but also undermines Schaaf’s manliness.
Playing with physical and verbal expressions of love Friel inverses gender roles
and ascribes greater power to women than to men—most importantly to Natalya. In
Friel’s version it is Anna who is winning in the card game, whereas Turgenev’s Anna
is losing and the winner is Schaaf. Other men in Friel, Aleksey, the young tutor, and
Natalya’s husband, are portrayed to be hesitating—especially in Natalya’s presence.
Friel makes Arkady, who in his obsession with his work tends to compare his wife to
a winnowing machine, look confused and even silly. As opposed to Turgenev, who
has Rakitin read out from The Count of Monte Cristo, Friel’s respective character is
reading from Laurence Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy. While the literary allusion in
Turgenev’s original displays the character’s sophistication, Friel’s use of the AngloIrish author’s work may possibly function to suggest the effeminacy of the male
characters, as in Sterne’s work impotence is referred to several times.
The motif of lace-making, which appears in the original, recurs in Friel’s version
as well. While Turgenev uses it to comment on the communication difficulties between
Natalya and Michel, Friel’s revision “expanded [it] into an embittered comment on
human self-centredness and the accompanying general lack of concern for others” as
Mária Kurdi notes (286), and made it convey a gendered undertone, apparent also in
other Friel dramas. Natalya says to Michel:
I get really angry when you talk like that, Michel. Because you’re not talking
to me at all: you’re playing a private little game of your own. You’re like those
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lace-makers in those gloomy, airless rooms — each one totally isolated, totally
concentrated on those minute, complex, subtle little stitches. As if nothing in the
world mattered but those ridiculous little stitches. (Friel, A Month 21, emphasis
added)
The motif of self-centredness in this passage recalls Friel’s Faith Healer (1979), in
which Frank Hardy, the faith healer of the title, who possesses and is being possessed by
a faith-healing talent at the same time, tends to mention his ability “with that mocking
voice of his . . . as if it were a game” (343). Frank is portrayed as a split character, whose
identity problems stem from the power-struggle between his two selves. The spiritual
and emotional struggle between Frank and his healing talent poisons his relationship with
Grace, which culminates in Frank’s increasing isolation marked by his lying in the back
of the van when they are travelling from one place of performance to another. The total
isolation and the little stitches mentioned by Natalya in Friel’s A Month echo Grace’s
lamentation in Faith Healer about how Frank “looks beyond you with those damn
benign eyes of his, looking past you . . . out of that private power . . . that was accessible
only to him . . . Many, many times I didn’t exist for him . . . before a performance . . . it
was an erasion – this erasion was absolute: he obliterated me” (344).
Like the lace-makers, who focus on finishing a pattern, Frank concentrates on
himself, attempting to get rid of his fragmentation, to become whole again, even if only for
a short hour. Turgenev’s A Month makes a statement about human communication, while
Friel’s version addresses two of the most important themes that recur in many Irish dramas,
including his own work: the fragmentation of the self and the failure of communication—
especially between genders and family members. Also, the scene in Friel reflects on the
neglected status of women in Irish society, who had been treated as useful objects, or as
adjuncts of the male characters, rarely granted a subject position. Paradoxically, however,
it is not only Michel, who can be identified with the lace-makers and their activity, but also
Natalya herself. Her hands are like those of the lace-makers, but instead of succeeding in
finishing a pattern her hands are working backwards, thus she is only playing with other
people’s lives and becomes both destructive and self-destructive.
Another significant change concerning gender relations, apart from portraying
Anna and Natalya as seemingly stronger than men, is the physical absence of Kolya,
Arkady’s and Natalya’s ten-year-old son, from the Frielian version. Kolya is never
present on the stage in person, only referred to. By having Kolya as an off-stage
character Friel ensures that in his version the emphasis on the relationship between the
male and the female characters is crucial. However, Friel twists his play by assigning
the role of Kolya, a playful and happy child to Vera, Natalya’s seventeen year-old
ward. The latter is portrayed as childish, running around in the house, asking for glue
to finish the kite, playing the piano, in fact carrying out all of Kolya’s activities in
the original. Friel’s depiction of Vera makes her look not only more naive than she is
in the source text, but also gives the impression that she is younger than seventeen,
which enhances her tragic fate, her being married off to the old, stupid and ugly
Bolshintsov.
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Both Natalya and the Doctor, who assists her in bringing Vera and Bolshintsov
together, regard Vera as a child rather than as a young woman. Natalya warns her to be
“careful in that sun, child” and scorns her for having mud on her clothes. The Doctor
“takes her in his arms as if she were a child and rocks her” (28, 99). However, at one
point in the play Vera tries to rise against Natalya’s power and liberate herself from
the ties with which her benefactress attaches her to herself, saying:
VERA. For God’s sake stop this game playing! I’m no longer a child, Natalya
— nor your ward that you can manipulate —
NATALYA. Vera, my love —
VERA. Nor your sister that you can kiss and worm secrets out of and then
betray shamelessly. I am a woman, Natalya, and I am going to be treated like a
woman. (81, emphasis in the original)
Turgenev’s Vera is similarly outraged when face-to-face with Natalya, saying “[d]on’t
go on talking to me as if I were a child . . . Dropping her voice. From today . . . I
am a woman . . . a woman like you” (98), yet Friel’s Vera is even more determined
and assertive. Whereas Turgenev’s syntax uses pauses and the lowering of the voice
in the girl’s statement to indicate her insecurity, in the later text further emphasis is
given to Vera’s declaration of her womanhood and demand to be treated accordingly,
addressing the theme of female subjectivity at the same time. However, as in several
other plays of Friel, women are rarely granted the wished-for subject position, which
proves to be the lot of Vera as well.
Compared with Turgenev’s original, the change in the syntax of Vera’s
declaration of (desired) independence seems to draw on the ongoing debates on the
status of women in the contemporary Irish society of the early 1990s. Although Vera’s
verbal rebellion against Natalya’s exercising of power, control and authority over her
does not have its hoped-for result, it can be seen as corresponding to the strivings of
second wave feminism in Ireland due to which, as Pat O’Connor notes, “the marriage
bar has been lifted, inequalities based on gender have been eliminated, divorce has
been introduced, yet many elements in the lives of Irish women have not changed
at all” (1). The drama supports the ideas postulated by O’Connor, as Friel seems
to ascribe greater power to women, but the outcome of the play restores order as
required by the patriarchal status quo: Vera has to marry a suitable would-be husband
and Natalya has to remain within the suffocating bonds of her marriage. The latter is
showing the symptoms of a nervous breakdown, similarly to Grace in Faith Healer.
Thus the drama ends with the female characters fixed in the socially and culturally
constructed roles of wife and mother, conforming to the values advocated by the still
powerful Catholic Church in Ireland.
Friel himself claims in the “Preface” that A Month in the Country is not a
comedy, and certainly should not be looked at as a tragedy, but rather as a play in
five scenes. Indeed, to call the play either a comedy or a tragedy would be restricting.
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However, neither the comic, nor the tragic side of the drama can be denied. Both
Turgenev’s original and Friel’s version suggest that the marriage between Vera and
Bolshintsov is going to be tragic. Notably, the meaning of the passages in which Vera
is making inquiries about the nature of Bolshintsov is almost identical in both plays.
However, Turgenev’s scene is ironical in tone:
VERA. The gentleman . . . Bolshintsov, your friend – is he really a good man?
. . . He’s not unkind then?
SHPIGELSKY. Oh, no, he’s the soul of kindness. . . . He’s not a man, he’s a
gentle dove.
VERA. You vouch for him?
SHPIGELSKY puts one hand on his heart, raises the other: As I would for
myself. (116)
In contrast, there are thematic as well as syntactic alterations in the Frielian version,
making it more tragic. By employing the stereotype of the violent Irish husband,
Friel’s text is touching on the problem of domestic violence, which was finally getting
public attention in Ireland in the 1990s. In the Frielean version another conversation
between the same characters runs as follows:
VERA I’ve really one only one question . . . If I displeased him, is he the kind
of man who would strike me?
DOCTOR. Never – never – never – never – oh never. Oh my sweet sad-eyed
child, what can I say to you? He’s old; and fat; and stupid, so stupid he thinks
my jokes are funny . . . He’s bird in hand, I suppose . . . (99)
The conservative outlook of Irish society regarding gender issues is alluded to
in Friel’s version especially at the end, where Vera is depicted in the stereotypical role
of the passive female, similarly to several other male-authored Irish dramas. The play
ends as follows:
BOLSHINTSOV. . . . Is that Miss Vera?
MATVEY. That’s Miss Vera. Terrific, isn’t she?
BOLSHINTSOV his face raised, stands listening, smiling.
BOLSHINTSOV. Nice . . . nice . . .
MATVEY exits with tray. The music continues for a few seconds; then stops
abruptly in mid-phrase. BOLSHINTSOV stand there, his face raised, still
smiling, waiting. (109)
In this closing scene it is suggested that Bolshintsov, granted a firm social status
because of being a wealthy man, will have power over Vera and probably deny her
agency in their prospective match. Vera is not regarded as a self-sufficient individual

132

Focus

but as an adjunct living passively on a man’s side. In this light, Vera’s declaration of
subjectivity: “I am a woman and I am going to be treated as a woman,” filled with
positive and hopeful connotations, gains an ambiguous meaning when read against the
closing lines of the play. Vera’s wish for subjectivity is realized according to the male
standards of what it means to be a woman. She “gets acculturated into self-sacrifice
and self-denial” as Tom Inglis (18) puts it, by finding herself in a role that demands
her to endure anything passively without voicing her needs. Just like the sound of her
piano-playing at the end of the drama, the flush and animation of the childlike Vera
stop abruptly. The closing lines of the play have a double meaning.
Friel’s version seems to comment on yet another issue that was present in the social
debates when he was writing the play, namely the question of lifting the divorce ban.
Although the divorce referendum was held four years after Friel’s play had been written,
the issue had been in the air since the previous attempt at having a referendum about the
subject in 1986. The word divorce itself is not explicitly voiced in the play; it is implied
nonetheless in the scene where Natalya is informed about Aleksey’s departure by Vera:
How dare he, the pup! The jumped-up baby-faced pup! Who the hell does he
think he is! Well he’s not walking away like that. I am not one of his college
sluts! He’ll go if I say he goes! He’ll go when I say he goes! And who is he to
decide I haven’t got the courage to throw all this up and go with him. If that
decision is to be made, it’ll be my decision—not his! The bastard. (102)
In 1995 the constitutional ban on divorce was finally lifted. In the referendum the
citizens of Ireland not only cast their ballots in order to amend the 1937 Constitution,
but also to become part of the modern world. The number of those supporting divorce
was, however, not considerably higher than that of those opposing it. The close
win was also a sign that there still existed “a great division in the Irish community”
(Price 669) as many people were against this form of secularization, largely—but not
exclusively—for economic reasons (see Price 679-80). Interestingly, as Carol Coulter
points out, discussions about the question of removing the prohibition on divorce
failed to include the “feminist agenda.” References to “the growing independence of
Irish women and their need to be able to make a new life for themselves” have been
left out of the discourse (Coulter 279).
Apart from alluding to the question of divorce, Natalya’s outrage quoted above
also expresses her wish to be able to make a decision as an individual, rather than
having to observe certain prescribed rules. Ironically, she is voicing the same desire for
subjectivity that Vera’s lines have already articulated, as well as the need of a woman
to lead an independent life—the argument Coulter is missing from the program of
the pro-divorce movement. By choosing Turgenev’s play from the nineteenth century
and making Natalya so ambivalent, Friel not only refers to the changes affecting or
soon to-be-affecting Irish society, but in a way he is also ridiculing the obsolete social
practices that governed the everyday life of Irish people. Thus Friel’s version of A
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Month in the Country can be read as a critique of conventional Irish attitudes and as
a contribution to supporting the overdue social changes that were yet to come. His
Natalya seems to embody the tension between tradition and modernity that became
apparent in the divorce campaign. On the one hand, Natalya strikes the audience as
a moral guardian for Vera, by constantly warning her to behave properly, this way
standing for the conservative side. On the other hand, she is portrayed as a woman
of subversive values because her behaviour with the young Aleksey is governed by
quite unorthodox interests in that she displays signs of growing independence and the
need to have a life for herself. It may be argued that by this polarization of Natalya
Friel stresses the confronting viewpoints present in the vigorous debates leading up
to the 1995 divorce referendum, which set a “preoccupation with sex and its repression
on the part of those opposing divorce” (Coulter 275), against a more liberal and openminded way of addressing matters of gender relations and sexuality.
Although Friel’s A Month in the Country is the adaptation of a Russian play, it
is characterized by distinctive Irish features to the extent that the rewriting not only
manages to constitute a bridge between the Russian original and the Irish version, but
also to fit into the oeuvre of Brian Friel. Incorporating issues present in contemporary
Irish social discourses, like the issue of the status of women, and the question of
divorce, Friel did not simply recreate the source text, but produced a work which is
able to address an Irish audience. In this light, the adaptation under scrutiny, which,
in Elmer Andrews’ words, “was undertaken as an act of love” (182), works in two
directions. On the one hand, it is a tribute to one of the Russian classics, on the other
hand, it demonstrates Friel’s deep concern with current Irish affairs and debates.
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Silenced Voices: Hungarian Plays from
Transylvania. Selected and translated by Csilla
Bertha and Donald E. Morse. Dublin: Carysfort
Press, 2008. 283 pages.
Mária Kurdi
This finely produced volume contains five plays by Hungarian authors living in
Transylvania (part of Romania since 1920) in the last decades of the twentieth century,
whom we are justified to call, according to the translators’ introduction, “the forgotten
playwrights of Central Europe” (1). “Falling through the Cracks” as the subtitle of the
introduction encapsulates the idea that since the Trianon Peace Treaty following World
War I with the significant border changes of the region, Hungarian writers living in
Romania and continuing to use the Hungarian language in their literary works, have
scarcely reached a wider audience chiefly because of their minority status. Therefore
it is really a cause for celebration that a volume of plays by eminent Transylvanian
playwrights is now added to the few previously published English translations of the
considerable bulk of quality Hungarian literature coming from Romania. The careful
selection and successful translation of the material praises the unique collaboration of
Csilla Bertha and Donald E. Morse, a married couple whose names are well-known
in international scholarship, in the field of Irish, American and Comparative Studies.
She is Hungarian and he is American, forming a combination which, in this case, has
resulted in fruitfully joining an intimate understanding of the historical, socio-cultural
and Biblical embeddedness of the Hungarian texts with reliable knowledge of what will
sound acceptable, meaningful as well as accurately nuanced to an English-speaking
audience. Their ambitiously written introduction sets the tone of trying to make more
friends for this neglected segment of world literature as well as offering indispensable
information to assist readers (theatre practitioners among them, hopefully) in enjoying
the artistic values of the plays following as fully as possible.
The works published in the volume were completed under Nicolae Ceauşescu’s
infamous dictatorship during the late 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, exemplifying that drama
(and literature in general) tends to flourish in spite of the harshest circumstances,
or sometimes even because of them. Hungarians living in Romania at that time
had to endure double oppression due to the inhumanity and racism of the police
state. Transylvanian playwrights themselves suffered from discrimination, and on
occasion were even physically attacked for speaking, if only in coded ways, about
uncomfortable truths. As late as spring 1990, the leading figure among them, András
Sütő (1927-2006) lost one of his eyes while being beaten by a Romanian mob incited
by the Secret Police. Thus it is hardly surprising that most of the TransylvanianHungarian plays written in the Ceauşescu era had to have their premiere in the mother
country, Hungary, where theatre people made serious efforts to stage them. Sütő’s
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major play, Advent in the Hargita Mountains (1984), which comes first in the present
volume premiered in Budapest with enormous success, inspiring standing ovation, but
without the author since Romania would not allow Sütő to travel to Hungary for the
occasion. The questions the play raises about the life and prospects of the Hungarian
minority in Transylvania are political, yet the form could not be further removed
from docudrama: Sütő combines and layers the liturgical implications of Advent
with folktale- and ballad-like elements, folk songs, folk customs, games and rituals,
while introducing fantasy, magic realism and metaphors. Clearly, advent waiting in
the drama suggests the hopes of the Hungarians living under “Great Destruction” (as
the mountain peak is called) in communist Romania, against a strong sense of loss
manifested again and again in the turns of the story and the covert references to the
threat of impending terrors and deprivations. Waiting becomes a kind of duty towards
one’s community, as one of the protagonists, the old man Bódi says: “We’ll look for
each other among the living as long as we live and our dead will look for us after that.
Let’s hope we’ll have enough lamps for the waiting” (97). Intertwining a rich array of
subtle artistic devices and techniques to achieve a complex political statement about
the national community through individual psychology, the play offers parallels with
the theatre of other oppressed and marginalized people in the world.
Different from the style of Sütő’s Advent, Caligula’s Governor (1972) by János
Székely (1929-1992) also deserves to be called a highlight of the volume. Using a
pseudo-historical setting, this work qualifies as a play of ideas, a fairly modern sub-genre,
while dramatizing philosophical and moral issues following the Hungarian traditions
of the debate drama the origins of which date back to the religious controversies of
the 16th century. Székely confronts Petronius, representing the Roman Empire and
Roman polytheism with Barakias, representing Palestine and Judaic monotheism.
Both are intelligent people who quickly respond to one another’s thoughts, enhanced
by the poetic language the drama employs. Yet their antagonism is rooted outside
them, in the emperor’s mad wishes which do not acknowledge any limit even when
the destruction of whole cultures and communities is at stake. A notable merit of the
play is that it establishes a precarious balance between concrete and general levels.
Caligula’s irrational power can be easily associated with that of Ceauşescu, who also
had people murdered for no valid reason, but to sustain the general fear of terror. At
the same time the debate between Petronius and Barakias addresses the philosophical
and ethical issue of the nature and the effects of absolute power on its subjects in
more general terms. On the whole, the play poses questions about the chances of the
individual, whether positioned high or low in the power structure, to remain honest
and humane under the circumstances of dictatorship. Tyranny takes its human toll,
not sparing anyone including the tyrant himself, so the epilogue of the play leaves the
reader with some vague sense of hope again.
Csaba Lászlóffy’s (1938-) play entitled The Heretic (1970) manipulates the
mode of satire to focus on the grotesque logic underlying the work of the Secret
Police. It envisages a future with no trace of political resistance, therefore without the
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need for torturers and investigators. In the course of the action the officers lose their
mandhood while perversely insisting on keeping their position, and the interrogation
room turns into its own parody. Géza Páskándi (1933-1995) is represented in the
volume by a work displaying features of the Central-European version of absurd
drama, which, in contrast with the metaphysical concern of its Western counterpart, is
politically sensitive. The author himself, the introduction informs us, “was imprisoned
for six years at hard labour for sympathizing publicly with the Hungarian Revolution
of 1956” (12). In The Avenger, the Gatekeeper, or It is Requested that You Wipe Your
Feet (1969), with the help of the grotesque and the fantastic Páskándi ridicules the
insensible excesses and unadmitted failures of dictatorial communism while exposing
the tragic consequences of the totalitarian system on the personal and moral integrity
of individuals. Bertha and Morse call attention to the fact that the writer “coined the
term ‘absurdoid’ to describe his kind of drama that differs from Beckett’s since his
emphasis does not fall on the total meaninglessness of all existence, and he does
not view the crisis of transcendence, freedom, and rationality as absolute” (12-13).
The volume closes with poet Géza Szőcs’s (1953-) radio drama A Christmas Play or
Uncle Louie and the Little Ones (1988). Resorting to the theme of Christmas in a most
unusual way, the drama is a grotesque comedy which portrays the insanities of Herod’s
despotic regime. Again, the story functions to evoke a parallel, namely Ceauşescu’s
inhuman decrees that robbed tens of thousands of their future. Also, it serves to attack
the official Romanian policy of restricting Hungarian-language education and the
work of Hungarian cultural institutions by envisioning the total loss of these values.
With great attention to detail and achieving stylistic elegance, the translation of
the five plays certainly does credit to the original works; Bertha and Morse completed
it out of admiration for and as a sign of loving service to the culture of Hungarians
living in Transylvania and to Hungarian culture in general. Bearing the potential reader
in mind, they underline that the plays make us recognize the dynamics of “choice
and chance, power and powerlessness that remain valid no matter where and under
what circumstances one lives. Written during the darkest days of a brutal, unrelenting
dictatorship, the plays in Silenced Voices constitute a stern warning against allowing
conditions to ripen for such dictatorships in whatever country” (17). Written within
an oppressive regime, the plays offer a memento of the near past and remind all of
its possible influence on the present. The volume was published by Carysfort Press,
Dublin, and was launched in the Abbey Theatre. It seems a telling coincidence that
the book saw the light in a country which is equally aware of the weight of national
history and the self-reviving importance of storing the voices of memory in the various
moulds of art, literature and the theatre.
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Gabriella Vöő: From the East Looking West: British
and Irish Culture and National Self-Definition
in Interwar Hungary. Pécs: University of Pécs,
Institute of English Studies, 2011. 116 pages.
Mária Kurdi
The present book is the first volume of a new scholarly series launched by the Institute
of English Studies at the University of Pécs. It includes a range of essays addressing
the influence of British and Irish literature on the process of cultural modernization
in Hungary during the first half of the twentieth century. The discussions focus on the
Hungarian reception of individual authors like Oscar Wilde and H. G. Wells, as well
as on some broader issues of defining and negotiating Hungarian national identity by
referring to aspects of British and Irish cultural history. Despite the once considerable
distance dividing the two countries, Great Britain had been an area of interest for
Hungarian intellectuals since the late eighteenth century. British culture was valued as
a rich storehouse of viable models for literary innovation, and the British parliamentary
system of government provided a standard for political modernization in Hungary.
The condition of Ireland, on the other hand, seemed to have resonances with the semicolonial situation of Hungary within the Habsburg Empire. Admittedly, the literary
and cultural impact of Britain and Ireland escalated during the interwar period when
members of the Hungarian intelligentsia were eager to make attempts to compensate
for a perceived cultural backwardness in relation to Western Europe.
The works of Wilde and Wells were extensively translated, widely read and
vigorously discussed during this period. The essay “The Rise of the Hungarian
Dandy: Oscar Wilde and the Experience of Modernity in early Twentieth-Century
Hungary” traces how Wilde influenced a whole generation of high Modernist authors
who regarded rendering his poetry into Hungarian as a necessry part of their literary
apprenticeship. Vöő places special emphasis on the role of the literary journal Nyugat
[The West] in popularizing the works of British and Irish writers, and analyzes the
role that Mihály Babits and Dezső Kosztolányi played in disseminating Wilde’s
literary works and critical ideas. At the same time she also stresses the belatedness
of Art for Art’s Sake even in the context of the early twentieth century literary scene
and discusses how, in the mature phases of their careers, Hungarian writers turned
away from the Wildean inspiration. Wilde, however, had a lasting impact on a whole
generation by inspiring social attitudes like dandyism. Long after his death, his life
and work provoked heated debates, exposing deep divisions among intellectuals on
issues related to social visibility, morality, and modernity.
Still probing into the complexities of the domain of reception, in the writing
“Meddler and Master: Critics and Defenders of H. G. Wells in Interwar Hungary,”
Vöő demonstrates that Wells’s fantastic fiction and social novels appealed to authors
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across the Hungarian cultural spectrum for a period of time. On the one hand, he
was applauded by liberals who appreciated him as an accomplished author of novels
of ideas. On the other hand, quite surprizingly, representatives of Hungarian reform
pedagogy hailed him as an outstanding educator of the average twentieth-century
reader. However, his perceived ideological limitations tended to estrange some of
the politically articulate intellectuals whose thought was grounded in Marxism and
provided them with the perspective and vocabulary necessary to dismiss Wells as a
mere meddler and dreamer.
The second part of the book focuses on the ways in which comparative incursions
into European history influenced definitions of the national character in Hungary.
In this context, as the essay “A Congenial Race: Reflections of Irish Literature and
National Character in the Hungarian Literary Journal Nyugat” claims, the Irish were
regarded as a “race” with a spirit and culture congenial with the Hungarian. Anchoring
their argument in rather vaguely defined notions of temperament and national
character, writers like Frigyes Karinthy and Antal Szerb, as well as the philosopher
Lajos Prohászka, pointed out, in what they deemed to be the representative types of
the two nations, a set of common mental and spiritual markers. Also, the political and
national crisis following the First World War and the cultural controversies of the
interwar years brought about a revival of the issue of national spirit and character in
Hungary. The elevation of the nomad as a persisting national type and the attempts
of prominent intellectuals to invent a national myth were reminiscent of some of the
efforts of the Celtic Renaissance. In both cases, Vöő argues in “Migrant, Wanderer,
Fugitive: Competing Metaphors of National Character in Interwar Hungary,” attempts
to define the nation’s inherent character and to forecast her destiny were symbolic
expressions of both desires and anxieties rooted in the two countries’ colonial and
semi-colonial past.
The essays in the volume shed light on the dynamics of a Central European
culture characterized, on the one hand, by a certain kind of belatedness in respect to
Western Europe, and by openness to modernizing influences on the other. In her book
Gabriella Vöő deploys the comparative approach strategically, calling the informed
reader’s attention to a unique cultural dialogue on both sides of Europe.
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Marianna Gula, Mária Kurdi, István D. Rácz, eds.
The Binding Strength of Irish Studies. Festschrift
in Honour of Csilla Bertha and Donald E. Morse.
Debrecen: Debrecen UP, 2011. 309 pages.
Gabriella Vöő
A Festschrift is a kind of book that celebrates outstanding scholars’ achievement on
special occasions like birthdays by collecting articles, essays, sometimes literary pieces
and miscellania from friends and colleagues. The book in hand is highly unique even
within this category as it is a joint Festschrift in honour of the distinguished scholars
Csilla Bertha and Donald E. Morse, who are both respected and acclaimed scholars in
the field of Irish Studies understood in a broad sense. In 2011 they had been married
for twenty-five years and, coincidentally, were celebrating a 65th birthday (Csilla’s)
and a 75th birthday (Donald’s) early that year. The three editors of the volume,
close colleagues and fellow scholars of Csilla and Donald, seem to have found it an
exceptional opportunity to mark these anniversaries by one book for the two, which is
a most appropriate decision in this case. As the preface to the honorary essays claims,
the two were “literally brought together by Irish Studies, because it was at the IASAIL
Conference of Graz in 1984 that they first met and then got married in 1986. Over the
years their love for each other and their shared devotion to Irish literature and culture
have proven to be mutually strengthening, a both energizing and uniquely prosperous
combination at the same time” (11).
The present volume is one of those in which only scholarly essays (twentysix in number) have been collected. Justifiably, one should remark, since Csilla and
Donald themselves are very significant contributors to the art of Irish Studies both in
Hungary and the wider world. Due to the authors’ special choice of subjects and the
editorial selection, the unique range of the interests shown in Csilla and Donald’s own
publications is well reflected on the pages of The Binding Strength of Irish Studies.
Not suprisingly, the longest section of the volume is concerned with Irish drama and
theatre, the field in which both Csilla and Donald have produced some books and
numerous fine articles, the topics ranging from Yeats, Beckett, Friel and Murphy to
less studied playwrights in the present. Of particular significance is the paper “The
Supernatural in Conor McPherson’s The Seafarer and The Birds” by Christopher
Murray, which includes probably the first longer analysis of the second play in the
title. Murray writes: “McPherson thinks allusively and analogically. He knows that
ghost stories are and are not hokum: that they both hold the audience rapt―of The
Weir (1997), for example—and at the same time offer entrance to the dark world of
the Jungian unconscious and its disguised truths” (66-67), directing the reader to a
most intriguing but rarely discussed feature of the playwright’s work. Similarly, other
papers in the section like “The ’Irish’ Translation of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for
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Godot” by Anthony Roche, José Lanters’s essay on Thomas Kilroy’s The Shape of
Metal or Eamonn Jordan’s exploration of Martin McDonagh from the perspective
of postmodern whiteness enrich scholarship not only with new insights but by the
refurbishing of approaches. Beside them, in “From Beirut to Belfast: Conal Morrison
Stages Issues of Justice” by Dawn Duncan and in “Re-imagining Ireland, Occupying
Iraq: Colin Teevan’s How Many Miles to Basra” by Patrick Lonergan are notable for
their treatment of politically very sensitive and challenging pieces of the recent Irish
theatre.
Donald’s ardent concern with the work of Joyce is parallalled by essays in the
section “Joyce and Fiction,” where the tone is set by Marianna Gula’s paper about some
fineries of revising the Hungarian translation of Ulysses, a work of considerable (if
not formidable) dimensions. A former student of Donald, Gula’s contribution comes
from an insider as she is heavily involved in the enterprise which will culminate in
launching the much-awaited new Ulysses and making it available for the Hungarian
audience on Bloomsday 2012 (the 130th anniversary of Joyce’s birth) in Szombathely,
where else. The history of the Swedish reception of Exiles by Britta Olinder is the other
paper on Joyce in the volume. Its thorough mapping of both theatre performances and
radio productions of the play is wedged between writings that probe into more recent
fiction and the Joyce-disciple Flann O’Brien, whose “English(es)” are examined by
the writer’s inspired Hungarian translator, the young Transylvania-based scholar
Erika Mihálycsa.
From among the few essays addressing Irish poetry the one on Yeats, Csilla’s
great favourite, stands out. In this, the author Peter Kuch offers research findings on
the publication of a group of poems by Yeats in the November 1920 issue of The Dial,
aiming “to impose a pattern on the individual poetic ordering of the chaotic events
that had inspired” them (191). The contributions of Borbála Faragó, Honor O’Connor
and Michael Parker address issues related to contemporary Irish poetry ranging from
Heaney to female representatives of this literary genre. Faragó’s paper is notable
for exploring “[w]omen poets’ interaction with the physical space of the house,”
which “offers diverse avenues of investigation” (179). The section under the heading
“Cross-cultural Studies” adds to the scholarly kaleidoscope of the whole by drawing
topics from the perceived dialogue between different cultures in a world-wide context
with reference to Ireland or Irish writers. Wolfgang Zach looks at Edmund Burke’s
concern with the abolition of the slave trade, whereas Gabriella Hartvig probes into
the Anglo-Irish influence on the Hungarian emigrant writer Győző Határ’s work,
especially considering the influence of Tristram Shandy, which Határ rendered into
his native language. Other papers further enhance the diversity of the section: Aladár
Sarbu’s thoughfully contextualized essay “Artists as Critics: Walter Pater, Oscar
Wilde, and British Aestheticism” is flanked by the investigation of Dóra Pődör into
the cultural ambassador-like activities of the distinguished Hungarian medievalist,
Joseph Szövérffy, who was living in Ireland in the 1950s.

144

Focus

At the end of a congratulatory volume the Appendix offers precious information
for the reader about the variety of ways in which the two eminent scholars have
promoted the thriving of Irish Studies with high quality publications on a truly
international scale. In addition, as the items enlisted testify, they have devoted much
of their time and energy to the organization of conferences as well as to the editing of
essay collections and journal issues containing papers on topics linked to Irish culture
and aspects of Irish literature and theatre, including the relatively young art of IrishHungarian comparative studies. All in all, while the scholars are duly honoured and
celebrated by the volume for their valuable scholarship, teaching work and hosting of
professional events, the reader is presented with a book of high quality Irish Studies
essays. For the fulfilment of these joint noble goals in a joint Festschrift on such a
level all the contributors and the editors can be congratulated.

