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SUMMARY

Wooden, Wounded, Defaced—Performing the Body in Irish Theatre 1983-1993 uses

a four-chapter structure to consider the issues of performance and representation in
Irish theatre, the specific circumstances within which Irish theatre is performed and
the theoretical possibilities for an Irish performance theory. I have chosen three plays
produced between 1983 and 1993, each significant in terms of the performance idiom
and the placing of body, incorporating issues of representation, transformation and the
recovery of tradition. In each case I focus on the liveness of the bodies of the actors
and on the performance moment.

Chapter 1 PERFORMING TRADITION explores cultural specificity to ask ‘Is
there an Irish body?” Irish performance traditions are investigated to find how the
body has been sited within a broadly acknowledged literary tradition of theatre. In the
third section of this chapter, ‘Literally Theatrical’, I consider marginalized stagings of
the body in twentieth century Irish theatre that have set precedents for the three core
plays of this thesis.

Chapter 2 THE GREAT HUNGER: STAGING A MASTERPIECE considers

the significance of The Great Hunger by Tom Mac Intyre. First produced at the

Peacock Theatre, Dublin, in 1983, this production was revived and toured nationally

and internationally throughout the 1980s. The Great Hunger proved to be a

controversial, image-driven staging of the poem by the same name by Patrick
Kavanagh and has been cited as a point of reference by a number of Irish
practitioners.  The staging of The Mother as an effigy, collaboration and
documentation, and the dynamic created in performance by the ‘interaction’ of the
live bodies of the actors and the inanimate effigy are the focus of this chapter.
Chapter 3 THE SAXON SHORE: PERFORMANCE— AN ACTING
PROBLEM’? interrogates The Saxon Shore by David Rudkin which was

commissioned by Field Day Theatre Company, Derry, Northern Ireland, in an attempt
to engage with the Unionist voice. The company found the resulting script too
potentially contentious, and returned the copyright to Rudkin. Rudkin’s play is set at
Hadrian’s Wall, as the Romans are about to withdraw from Britain, leaving the
Saxons settlers behind. An obvious analogy for the Unionist community in Northern

Ireland, the difficulty was with Rudkin’s use of a transformation to werewolf to
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describe the sectarianism of the settlers. This performance of transformation, and its
reliance on the performer and an effective use of the performance moment are central
to this chapter. The transformation is in Rudkin’s words ‘an acting problem’ and
needs to emphasise the human element of the transformation for its political
resonance to be effective. To effect this transformation in the presence of an
audience raises another series of issues, particularly when proposing to present to the
audience a version of themselves. The play’s first production at the Almeida Theatre,
London, in 1986 is considered in the final section of this chapter.

Chapter 4 AT THE BLACK PIG’S DYKE: UNWITTINGLY INTERACTIVE

examines At the Black Pig’s Dyke by Vincent Woods, which was first produced by

Druid Theatre Company, Galway, in 1992. Within the play, the performance tradition
of mumming is utilised and detailed in a way that is almost a documentation.

Mumming is recovered and incorporated into the action of At the Black Pig’s Dyke

and makes the play seem, on one level, a celebration of performance in the Irish folk
tradition. This celebratory element is interwoven with a violence that plays on the
ambiguity of the mask, as the mummers become killers. The performance
implications of the recovery and dramatisation of a folk theatre tradition is one aspect
of the play, and its production, which 1 address in this fourth chapter. Also
considered is the staging of the female body as contested territory. I then examine an
incident that occurred during the tour, when a group of Derry spectators staged a
response to the play, and its Druid production, by intervening to perform their own
epilogue to the play at the end of the performance on Friday 1 July 1993,

In conclusion I consider how the theoretical discourses used here can inform
readings of the body in performance within the Irish context. Here I assess the
influence of the above plays and performances, and the significance of their
production histories. I also interrogate more recent stagings of the body in Irish
theatre and identify any development of perceptions of the performing body in

relation to the text.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Ireland has literally eroded, in the sphere of representations that constitute
social identity, a comfortable sense of the body’ (Herr 1990: 6).



Do the conditions within which contemporary Irish theatre is performed merit an
Irish performance discourse? Performance theory to date has been concerned with
broadening the parameters of what is defined as theatre, and with analysing the
theatrical events of many cultures, in order to explore different concepts and cultural
contexts of theatre and performance. My aim here is to identify the Irish context
without essentialising Irishness, and to find ways of reading the body in performance
within that context. [ therefore consider developments in the practice and
perceptions of performance within and outside Ireland.

In Wooden, Wounded, Defaced—Performing the Body in Irish Theatre 1983-

1993 I have chosen to explore three plays and their production histories that focus on
the body in performance in Irish theatre. 1 believe that this time frame is significant
in that it marks a period when international performance developments were
beginning to influence the work of Irish practitioners as they emerged from a period
of artistic conservatism'. In recent critical studies of the Irish theatre canon—such as

Contemporary Irish Drama from Beckett to McGuinness (1994) by Anthony Roche—

Irish theatre discourse has begun to recognise the incorporation of alternative
vocabularies in the creation of meaning on stage. Such vocabularies were not new in
Irish theatre, but had been marginalized in practice and in the documentation of Irish
theatre. However, in the 1980s a series of theatrical events, both within the
mainstream and outside it, began to change this. Some are included in this study and
are directly relevant to the re-interpretation of the body, of movement and of image,
which continued to develop throughout the end of the twentieth and into the twenty-
first century.

The core plays and their productions analysed in this thesis are: The Great
Hunger by playwright Tom Mac Intyre in collaboration with director Patrick Mason
and actor Tom Hickey, first performed in 1983, The Saxon Shore by David Rudkin,

commissioned by Field Day Theatre Company, Derry, for its 1983 season but first
produced at the Almeida Theatre, London, in 1986, and At the Black Pig’s Dyke by

Vincent Woods, produced in 1992 by the Druid Theatre Company, Galway. The

plays I have chosen to consider here were ‘written’ by a playwright in each case,

' Although there a number of exceptions, a mood of conservatism pervaded as led by Ernest Blythe as
the Artistic Director of the Abbey Theatre. who according to Anthony Roche, ‘from shortly after the



therefore, in considering the body in performance in Irish theatre it could be said that
[ have not chosen to move outside the literary. 1 counter this by suggesting that each

of the plays in question, especially The Saxon Shore, has been suppressed in some

way by the dominant discourse of dramatic, textual analysis. This thesis seeks to
infiltrate the literary theatre discourse to find how representations of the body in
performance have been sidelined. 1 chose each work after careful consideration of its
respective place in theatre history and of its emphasis on the body as a site of
meaning. By questioning perceptions of the body in performance within the Irish
cultural frame of reference, I investigate the shaping of that dominant discourse and
how that has affected critical and audience responses to the core plays of this thesis.
Each play affords me the opportunity to look at the process, the production
circumstances and the influence of performance on the placing of a particular

performance piece within the canon. The Great Hunger has been recognised as an

atypical work. Published in 1988 by Lilliput Press, the play and its production are
listed in recent critical texts and have been recognised as influential by a number of
practitioners, but they have not been considered closely in terms of Irish theatre
history. Indeed, Mac Intyre’s work is still marginalized to an extent, perhaps because
much of his work is image and movement driven and as yet the tools are not in place
for this work to be read within Irish theatre discourse. Secondly his work is
experimental and, as such, difficult to classify. He has employed a wide variety of
theatrical tools throughout his work to date, and has written a number of recent plays
in the Irish languagez.

- The Saxon Shore was literally overlooked in that it was not produced by Field

Day, neither has David Rudkin, (part English, part Northern Irish but based in
Britain), found the place in British theatre history that the early performance profile

of his work might have suggested. The text of The Saxon Shore was published by

Methuen in 1986 and has not been anthologised or reprinted to date. At the Black
Pig’s Dyke is the most visible within the dominant discourse. It toured as widely as

The Great Hunger but the published text is not the production text, nor is it a

documentation of specific performance images to the same extent as the published

death of Yeats until well in the 1960°s (...) ruled the Abbey with a tight fist and an equal lack of
imagination’ (Roche 1994: 3).
2 Cavineadh Airt O Laoghaire (1998) and Cuirt an Mhedn Oiche (1999).




text of The Great Hunger. At the Black Pig’s Dyke raised many questions in relation

to the existence of an Irish performance tradition, which have not been central to
considerations of the play to date.

The first productions in each case were significant for a number of reasons.

The Great Hunger was staged at the Peacock Theatre, the small studio space of the
National Theatre Society (which also includes the Abbey Theatre). Playwright,
director, and actors, working in collaboration, crafted the performance score. The
finished result is shown here to have been an organic and evolving work that was
successful because of the physical convictions of the performers, the wealth of the
original poetry by Patrick Kavanagh and the ambitions of the central collaborators.

A consideration of The Saxon Shore is included by virtue of the absence of its

production in Ireland’. In a review of Terry Eagleton’s Saint Oscar, produced by
Field Day in 1989, Joe McMinn wrote, ‘One of Field Day’s most effective projects
has been to demystify and reinterpret an inadequate and impoverished understanding
of history” (McMinn 1989: 9). Why have I chosen to include a play that was not in
fact produced by Field Day? As I suggest in the course of this thesis, The Saxon
Shore is a challenging play not least because of the performance demands it would
have placed on Field Day actors and Field Day audiences. Also, its political stance,
written from within and about the Unionist community, is an uncomfortable one. The
play, set in Roman Britain, is an allegorical portrayal of the Northern Irish Unionists
as Saxons who turn into wolves, cross Hadrian’s Wall and lay waste to the ‘native’

Celts. Thus, The Saxon Shore is a physically and politically demanding piece, which

Field Day felt unable to address.
At the Black Pig’s Dyke encapsulated the growing significance of the regional

theatre sector when it was produced at the Druid Theatre, Galway, in 1992. This play
uses mumming, calendar festival and tradition and a shared history and culture, to
sound resonances with the audience. The play is set across the frontier of the Black
Pig’s Dyke in the border counties of Ireland and questions political loyalties through
its staging of performance tradition. Through their use of traditional music,

mumming, folklore and storytelling, Woods and Druid Theatre Company interrogated

3 The play has not been professionally produced in Ireland to date.
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Irish performance traditions and applied them in a way which foregrounded the act of

performance.

THESIS STRUCTURE

Chapter one ‘Performing Tradition’ explores issues pertinent to my readings of each
play and the relevant performances. In section one I question cultural specificity, and
whether there is a reading of the body particular to Irish theatre; if there is an ‘Irish
Body’. Inish performance tradition is then charted as distinct from a more formal
theatrical tradition in section two. Here the influence of folk traditions is considered
in relation to how we read performance today. The theatrical and dramatic contexts
within which my chosen plays were performed are explored in section three and
precedents sought for a foregrounding of the physical body of the actor. Therefore
chapter one is distinct from the subsequent chapters in structure and here [ aim to
provide the performance and dramatic backdrop for what follows.

Chapter two ‘Staging A Masterpiece’, chapter three ‘Performance—an Acting
Problem?’, and chapter four ‘Unwittingly Interactive’ focus on each of the plays and
the first productions in question and all are structured according to a similar pattern of
analysis. The first section of each of these chapters looks at the context of each
production and the second considers the staging decisions made in each case. The
third section explores how each production staged the female body, as they isolated
one female character in a particular way. My analysis focuses on how the female
body functions within the formal and symbolic structure of each play—I pay attention
to these representations of the female body, not to replicate the identification of
woman as different from the perceived norm, as in the male body, on stage but to give
a reading of the effects of such a perception of the female body. The fourth section
broadeﬁs previous concerns to consider aspects of the male and female body on stage
and the manifestation of corporeal anxieties articulated through presence and
absence, wounding and loss of face. Finally the fifth section of chapters two, three
and four consider the performance demands particular to the texts in question and to
the circumstances of their first productions.

Thus, chapter two places the original poem The Great Hunger by Patrick

Kavanagh and the details of the 1983 stage production in their cultural contexts.
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Section two ‘Staging A Masterpiece’ then uses the Abbey production of The Great
Hunger to consider such issues as attitudes to the literary canon, and a reluctance on
the part of the cultural and critical establishment to reinterpret such ‘masterpieces’.
Section three ‘Woman as Object’ explores the representation of woman in
performance terms because the practitioners in question made the extraordinary
decision of staging the Mother as an inanimate effigy. This chapter goes on to
interrogate the body of the actor(s) in section four ‘The Body in Contrast’ and how
the body can be read in the presence of, and in relation to, this inanimate body in
effigy. Finally section five ‘Performance—a Collaborative Process’ considers the
role of the process, how a collaboration feeds into the staging of the material and how
this collaborative group continued to work throughout this period on The Great
Hunger and on a number of other works scripted by Tom Mac Intyre. This work over
a five-year period begs the question—does an image-driven staging of text necessitate
an ensemble process?

Chapter three ‘Performance—'an Acting Problem’?” considers issues of
performance in theory and in practice as exemplified by David Rudkin’s The Saxon
Shore and places the play and its consideration of Northern Irish Unionism in the
context of Field Day’s other work. Section two ‘Staging Transformation’ investigates
the play itself and its eventual production at the Almeida Theatre, London, in 1986,
(recorded to an extent by the published text), and looks at ritual and the performance
problem of transformation. Section three ‘Divine Woman’ analyses the portrayal of
character Ceiriad as a representation of a feminised Celtic culture. Pain in relation to
presence and performance is interrogated in section four ‘The Body in Pain’, when
Athdark’s wounded body allows Rudkin to comment on the very nature and ethical
implications of performance itself. These considerations bring me to the fifth section
of this chapter where I investigate the issues of transformation and performance and
transformation as performance in ‘Performance—‘an Acting Problem’?” The play’s
production at the Almeida Theatre, London, in 1986 is considered here in an
assessment of how the acting problems of the text were solved in performance.

The fourth and final chapter ‘Unwittingly Interactive’ considers the Druid
Theatre Company production of the Vincent Woods’ At the Black Pig’s Dyke. The

play is contextualized in section one, section two ‘Staging Tradition’ interrogates the
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staging of Irish performance tradition as an act of recovery. The depiction of the
female body as territory, a particularly contentious issue in relation to representations
of Ireland (as seen in the second chapter through the staging of the Mother as an

effigy in The Great Hunger), is the subject of section three ‘“Woman as Territory’.

The fourth section of this chapter ‘The Body Defaced’ addresses the performance and
political implications of masking, of losing ‘face’. Mumming and other masking
traditions, as well as masking in relation to terrorist violence, meet here in At the

Black Pig’s Dyke which, like the play of the previous chapter, is set at a border, a

human intervention in the landscape. When the Druid production of At the Black
Pig’s Dyke toured to Derry in Northern Ireland, members of the audience countered
the politics of the play by interrupting the action with a staged response on the
second-last night of the run. The final section of this chapter considers this moment
as a performance issue, as the Druid Theatre Company production of At the Black
Pig’s Dyke became ‘Unwittingly Interactive’.

In the conclusion I argue that the Irish cultural context suggests ways of
reading the body in performance beyond the dangers of essentialism. A re-centring of
the body and the process of physicalization may indeed be specific to the time frame
of my thesis. An emerging re-emphasis on language, as exemplified by a number of
significant productions since the mid-1990s, may point to either a reassertion of a
literary-based performance idiom or a crisis in contemporary theatre practice.
Nonetheless, general performance theory, an arguably postcolonial experience of
language and culture, and the reading and staging of gender in the Irish context do
suggest ways in which Irish performance can be read, analysed and interpreted.

In the appendices, I have included the production histories of The Great

Hunger and At the Black Pig’s Dyke, a detailed biography of Tom Mac Intyre, and

sections of interviews conducted as part of my research for this thesis. 1 have
included the detailed edited transcript of the interview I conducted with playwright
David Rudkin as a resource, as another interrogation of the live moment, and as a

record or primary source in support of The Saxon Shore because there is very little

primary material available on the Almeida production. As my research has been

informed by my own performance practice, | have also provided a video and
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description of practical research into the performance issues of The Saxon Shore.

Finally, I list my own practice and performance work.

MATERIAL
As the production histories of the plays in question varied considerably, my
interaction with the primary material was different in each case:

¢ The Great Hunger was performed over a five-year period, the changes in each

production pointing to the role of performance as a producer of meaning. Through

performing The Great Hunger the practitioners learned more about what they were

producing through the audience response; their experience of performance
informed later versions. I accessed performance material on a number of videos
held in the Abbey archive and also accessed a copy of the early production text.
This material facilitated my charting of the difference between the 1983 and 1986
productions, and in relation to the 1988 publication of the ‘production’ text.

e My experience of the performance of At the Black Pig’s Dyke was as an audience-

member encountering the play ‘live’, not only the original Druid production but
also a recent Trinity College Players production (both attended by the playwright).
This raised a number of questions, including: when the playwright, director,
designer and actors of the original production have all been so much part of a
play’s development, what room is there for later interpretation? Can the play live
on, without subsequent productions being mere facsimiles?

* What became most interesting to me, however, was my engagement with the

performance issues of The Saxon Shore. Could I realistically include in an
interrogation of Irish performance and an investigation of the necessity for an Irish
performance theory a production that was not professionally performed in
Ireland? 1 include this play, and refer to its 1986 production at the Almeida
Theatre, London, because I perceive as significant Field Day’s failure to produce

The Saxon Shore. But as I considered the performance implications of the wolf-

image, the difficulties of what Rudkin himself described as ‘an acting problem’

(Rudkin 1986: 52), I realised that to fully engage with the live issues here I must

*In 1988, I attended a production of The Saxon Shore in Northern Ireland by second year theatre
studies students at the University of Ulster at Coleraine. directed by tutor and Theatre Ireland editor
Lynda Henderson.
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do so through performance. In May 1999 I directed the first year BA students of
the School of Drama, Trinity College, in an outdoor interrogation of the

performance issues within The Saxon Shore and refer to this in chapter three.

I encountered representation, presence and performance in a number of ways
as my research continued:

e As aresearcher studying video footage of The Great Hunger

¢ As a practitioner embodying the performance challenges of The Saxon Shore

e As an audience member at a number of different productions of At the Black Pig’s

Dyke

Initially frustrated by the lack of conformity in my primary research, I have since

come to appreciate this as a useful element of my interrogation of performance,

highlighting issues of documentation particularly.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework of this thesis emerged in response to the specific
requirements of the material. A consideration of the body in performance in Irish
theatre necessitated an overview of the construction of Irish theatre discourse and a
questioning of the canon. Ireland is credited with a strong literary theatre tradition,
which had to be taken into account and was unavoidable in terms of reference
material. Literary theatre is documented through an almost exclusively literary
criticism, and so a critical tendency to focus on language had to be considered. This
investigation of Ireland’s relationship with the word—in terms of the body in
performance and a predominance of language on stage—Iled me to consider Ireland’s
postcolonial status which I address in chapter one.

In designing a theoretical framework, I searched for an appropriate critical
discourse for an interrogation of the live moment and of presence and performance. I
needed to consider the dramatic text in relation to its performance. The language of
the playwright is only one element in a process that includes an almost dizzying
number of variables: performance conditions, audience response and interpretations
of the material by actors, directors, designers and each audience member. My starting
point was the creation of a binary opposition of language and the body that proved

unworkable. Language on stage is given voice; it passes through the body and is
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dependent on the structure, texture and mechanics of the body to be created. Also the
actor, fellow actors and audience members, through the body, receive language’. The
implications of a sensory experience of language are far-reaching, especially in a
culture where postcolonial emphases on education, and a mastering of the language of
the coloniser, have gone hand-in-hand with a repression of the body as dictated by the
state-sponsored identification with the Catholic Church.

The performance theories cited here are culturally specific and needed to be
recontextualized when applied to Irish theatre. In questioning whether or not
postcolonial theory was appropriate to my project, I soon realised that a postcolonial
relationship to language created a different environment for performance and that
needed to be taken into account. Also representations of gender, while there would
be many points of contact with other cultures, needed to be considered here in
relation to the specific cultural conditions. Questions arose such as how to read the
body in performance, and perhaps particularly representations of the female body in
performance, in a state where the role of motherhood is idealised in the constitution.
My use of postcolonialism, gender and performance theories in relation to Irish
theatre is detailed closely in chapter one, ‘Performing Tradition’.

Post-Colonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics (1996) by Gilbert and

Tompkins became a central point of reference to my thesis; although it does not relate
specifically to Ireland, it places drama within the realm of postcolonialism. More
recently, the publication of Decolonizing the Stage: Theatrical Syncretism and Post-

Colonial Drama by Christopher B. Balme (1999) furthers the work of Gilbert and

Tompkins to interrogate language, movement and, interestingly, the architecture of
performances spaces, but again there is no significant consideration of Irish theatre as

postcolonial theatre. An Introduction to Post-Colonial Theatre (1996) by Brian Crow

with Chris Banfield does not include an Irish chapter but provided a context within
which an ‘Irish postcolonial theatre’ could be placed. However, broader studies in
postcolonialism have also informed this thesis, directly and indirectly: Writing

Ireland: Colonialism, Nationalism and Culture (1988) by David Cairns and Shaun

Richards, which considers Ireland’s postcolonial position, and Anomalous States:

3 Voice specialist Kristin Linklater has emphasized the physical sensation of language, and a need to be
open to the sensual experience of the word: ‘For safety’s sake we have persuaded ourselves that print,
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Irish Writing and the Post-Colonial Moment (1993) and Ireland After History (1999)

both by David Lloyd. Ireland and Cultural Theory: The Mechanics of Cultural Theory

(1999) edited by Colin Graham and Richard Kirkland, questions the premise of
authenticity and the role of decolonisation in the development of Irish critical
discourse. Edward Said expanded his work on postcolonialism to include Ireland’s
position in Nationalism, Colonialism and Literature: Yeats and Decolonization

(1988). Woman and Nation in Irish Literature and Society 1880-1935 (1995) by C.

L. Innes looks at representations and perceptions of gender and is cited throughout
and especially in chapter one.

Volatile Bodies, Towards a Corporeal Feminism (1994) by Elizabeth Grosz

considers phenomenology in relation to feminism and—in its consideration of subject
and object—provides a mechanism for reading the body in performance as used here
in chapter one, in section 2.4 ‘The Body In Contrast’ and in section 3.4 ‘The Body In
Pain’. Cultural specificity and performance heritage, issues central to chapter one,
beg the question as to whether there is an ‘Irish body’, ‘Re-charging Essentialism’ in

The Domain Matrix: Performing Lesbian at the end of Print Culture (1996) by Sue-

Ellen Case helps to address this issue. Ania Loomba’s Colonialism/Postcolonialism

(1998) is cited specifically in relation to the issue of ‘Woman as Territory’ in chapter

four, and The Body: Classic and Contemporary Readings (1999), edited by Donn
Welton, informs the issue of representation in relation to the Mother as a wooden
effigy “Woman as Object’ in chapter two.

Reading the body in performance and perceptions of the body in performance

led me to a wide variety of sources, among them Judith Butler’s Bodies that Matter:

On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993) where, in the chapter of the same name,

Butler interrogates the prescribed roles of masculine and feminine bodies, from

Plato’s to Irigaray’s. Philip Auslander’s From Acting to Performance: Essays in

Modernism and Postmodernism (1997) and Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized

Culture (1999) propose evaluations of performance and ‘liveness’, which are in
dialogue, if not in conflict, with Peggy Phelan’s work on the ontology of performance,

published in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (1993). Mourning Sex:

Performing Public Memories (1997), also by Phelan, in particular her writing on

logic, intellectual ideas and the spoken word are one thing while our bodies and feeling are another’



wounding and the work of Carravaggio, informs my reading of Athdark’s wound as a
feminisation in section 3.4 ‘The Body in Pain’.

To All Appearances: Ideology and Performance (1992) by Herbert Blau is a

seminal work and his writings on performance as transformation provide a framework

for ‘Staging Transformation’. Performance Theory (1988) by Richard Schechner also

informs my reading of transformation and its relationship to ritual. Amelia Jones’

Body Art: Performing the Subject (1998) might be a less obvious choice, but it does

consider masochism and the male body in performance and thus enables my reading

of character Maguire in section 2.4 ‘The Body in Contrast’. In Masked Performance:

The Play of the Self and Other in Ritual and Theatre (1996) John Emigh interrogates

the mask as an expression of self and other, and he is cited in section 4.4 ‘The Body
Defaced’. ‘The Erotics of Irishness’ (Critical Inquiry, 1990) by Cheryl Herr called for
a reading of the body within Irish culture; this article has contributed to my search for

a performance discourse.

MY WORK IN RELATION TO OTHER WORK IN THE FIELD

[ see this thesis as having a very specific place within the discourse of Irish theatre
studies. I refer to a number of published literary and political analyses of Irish
theatre, which contribute to the field of Irish theatre studies. Anthony Roche’s

Contemporary Irish Drama: From Beckett to McGuinness (1994) is notable in that it

charts the emergence of a form where the conditions of performance have affected the
historicisation of key texts. It is essentially a study of the dramatic texts, however, as

is Christopher Murray’s Twentieth-Century Irish Drama: Mirror Up to the Nation

(1997), which projects back further to the work of the Abbey founders. The Politics
of Irish Drama (1999) by Nicholas Grene, as implied, focuses on the political

circumstances as dramatised by Irish playwrights. Particularly useful to the question
of performance heritage in the Irish context is Irish Folk Drama (1969) by Alan

Gailey. Other texts touch on this area, such as E. Estyn Evans’ Irish Folk Ways (1957
& 2000) but Gailey’s text is particular to drama and has proven invaluable and it

should, like Irish Folk Ways, be considered for re-publication.

(Linklater 1976: 172).

18



Broader developments in literature, culture and society are identified in

Declan Kiberd’s Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (1995) and

Luke Gibbons’ Transformations in Irish Culture (1996). 1 acknowledge the

contributions of these publications but look to the periodicals Theatre Ireland® and

Irish Theatre Magazine’ for a documentation of theatre practice and performance,

which is so central to my own work. The State Of Play: Irish Theatre In The

"Nineties (1996) edited by Eberhard Bort and Theatre Stuff: Critical Essays on

Contemporary Irish Theatre (2000) edited by Eamonn Jordan herald the incorporation

of performance issues in the developing Irish theatre discourse.
Perceptions of the body are informed by experience, experience of the self and
the other, and by the political and cultural frame of reference specific to an Irish

context. In The State of Play: Irish Theatre in The *Nineties Anna McMullan argued

that:

Refocusing on performance may offer a new way of looking at the texts of the
Irish theatre tradition, and at how this tradition may be opened up,
regenerated, and made more inclusive (McMullan in Bort 1996: 31).

This work aims to address this tradition by refocusing on the performance of the body

as ‘wooden, wounded, defaced’, and how we can read these bodies in the light of

performance theories in general.

% A quarterly published from 1980 until 1993.
"Issue 1.1 was published Autumn 1998.
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CHAPTER ONE
PERFORMING TRADITION

‘Even though we know how hideously bodies lie, we want to retain some faith in the
authenticity of the body’s gestures’ (Phelan 1997: 31).



1.1 CULTURAL SPECIFICITY—IS THERE AN IRISH BODY?
In ‘“The Erotics of Irishness’ Cheryl Herr speculates on what she describes as Ireland’s
‘over-identity crisis’ and questions the perceptions of the body in Irish society:
One feature that almost no one mentions is the relationship between the Irish
mind and any kind of Irish Body. The identity-obsession marks a social
repression of the body on a grand scale. As I see it, the loss occurs on both
individual and collective levels (Herr 1990: 6).
That such a loss occurs on both individual and collective levels affects the individual
actor or theatre practitioner and Irish audiences. The repression of the body is
evidenced in the creation of meaning at all levels of the theatrical process in Ireland.
The work of playwrights whose work (even unknowingly) subscribes to this
repression of the body is more visible in the Irish theatre canon. Until recently
practitioners who work to foreground the body in performance have had limited or
sporadic success in this area of Irish theatre practice’. Actors are constrained by a
process that privileges language and has, for the most part, seen the actor as
facilitating rather than materially creating meaning.
Although Herr is primarily concerned with visual art and archaeology she
refers specifically to the material presence of the body and how it has been
represented:

Ireland has literally eroded, in the sphere of representations that constitute
social identity, a comfortable sense of the body; in tradition as well as in
colonial and postcolonial Ireland, the body has frequently been associated
representationally with danger and has been scrutinized with an intensity that
stills (photographically) (Herr 1990: 6).
Here the problematic notion of the ‘Irish Body’ is introduced. Is there an Irish body?
Herr is subscribing to the very ‘identity-obsession’ she identifies by speculating on the
Irish body here, but it is perhaps necessary to take on this issue within its own
parameters. Herr is also adopting a Cartesian standpoint in her opposition of the Irish
mind and Irish body (an opposition that could also be termed essentialist). While I
recognise that she is addressing the Irish context, cultural specificity is in danger of

becoming essentialised in Herr’s argument, a pitfall I am working to avoid with the

‘Performing the Body in Irish Theatre’ of my title rather than ‘Performing the Irish

" See conclusion for work since 1992 by such companies as Barabbas. .. the Company and Corn
Exchange.
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Body’. Yet the issue of representation is central to a study of Irish theatre and Irish
theatre practice. Herr’s anxiety about the ‘stilling’ of the body can be applied to
theatrical representation, the relationship between the body and the word, and how a
playwright incorporates the performative into the play>. And while it is important to
qualify the “Irish body’ the questions raised in “The Erotics of Irishness’ are pertinent
to an analysis of twentieth-century Irish theatre. What have been the ambitions of
Irish theatre practitioners and the demands of Irish audiences? Does a repression of
the body on individual and collective levels give rise to a specific theatre tradition—
are we defined by a repression of ourselves?

Cultural specificity and the staging of a culturally specific condition raise the
issue of authenticity as that which can be taken to define Irish theatre as distinct from
its others. Colin Graham questions ‘the persistence of authenticity’ in Irish culture
and links a striving for authenticity to the conditions of postcolonialism:
‘[aJuthenticity and claims to authenticity underlie the conceptual and cultural denial
of dominance’ (Graham and Kirkland 1999: 8). Graham quotes Golomb’s definition
of authenticity as ‘the loyalty of one’s self to its own past, heritage and ethos’
(Graham and Kirkland 1999: 11). Authenticity, in Graham’s terms, is therefore an
exercise in, and dependent upon, cultural specificity and ‘is thus constantly a cultural,
textual phenomenon, defining, recreating and projecting. Authenticity may resist
definition, but its materiality in textuality is undeniable’ (Graham & Kirkland 1999:
11, [my emphasis]).

Recourse to authenticity is credited with being both a colonising strategy (‘a
signifier of the colonized’s cultural incapacities’ (Graham in Graham & Kirkland
1999: 7)), and a decolonising strategy (‘on the basis of a return to principles’ (Lloyd
1993: 54)). Irish authenticity has become an economic tool in creating a market for
things Irish, a means of ironic self-reflection, and a seemingly limitless source of
artistic inspiration, acted upon or reacted against, but ever-present. If authenticity has
been an agent of colonisation and decolonisation, is Ireland then postcolonial? Are
both the Irish Republic and Northern Ireland postcolonial? What does ‘Ireland’ mean
if there are two Irelands with very different experiences of the colonising process?

Ireland’s postcolonial status is problematized by counter-claims of British rule in

% It also suggests to me the “stilling” or casting of the Mother as a wooden effigy in The Great Hunger,
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Ireland as shaped by British domestic policy rather than colonial policy. Kiberd
defines colonialism as the settling of land ‘seized, for the purpose of expropriating its
wealth and for the promotion of the occupier’s trade and culture’ (Kiberd 1995: 5).
He goes on to apply the term in relation to Ireland’s experience of British occupation
and a continued resistance to the colonial project. However, a geographical proximity
to, and the lack of an obvious physical or colour differential from, its coloniser left
Ireland in a unique position:

Because of proximity, geography, race and religion the position of the Irish in
colonial discourse was, and is, (...) liminal. Irish culture, at once Western and
colonized, white and racially other, imperial and subjugate, became marginal
in the sense of existing at the edge of two experiences, with a culture that
epitomizes the hybridity, imitation and irony latent in colonial interchanges
(Graham in Graham & Kirkland 1999: 14).

David Lloyd, in Anomalous States: Irish Writing and the Post-Colonial

Moment (1993), interrogates Ireland’s liminal position: geographically Western but
politically ‘of the decolonising world’®, while Edward Said addresses Ireland’s
postcolonial status by listing it as the one ‘Western’ colony in a list of historically
colonised countries:

Even if we speak only about the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Britain
and France, who dominate the history of European imperialism until World
War Two (Britain especially), are to be found already present in those very
territories that are later to become formally central during the hey-day of
imperialist ideology. India, North Africa, the Caribbean, Central and South
America, many parts of Africa, China and Japan, the Pacific archipelago,
Malaysia, Australia, North America and of course Ireland: all these are sites of
contention well before 1870 either between various local resistance groups, or
between the European powers themselves (Said 1988: 6).

In terms of Ireland’s cultural specificity then, the assumptions made in
relation to Western theatre practice cannot be made in the Irish context, as Irish
theatre is created and performed within a different set of political and representational
conditions. Kiberd sites the beginning of resistance literature at ‘that very moment
when a native writer formulates a text committed to cultural resistance’ (Kiberd 1995:
6). This facilitates an accommodation of Northern Ireland within the postcolonial

discourse, although circumstances such as the political status of Northern Ireland as

see section 2.3.
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part of the United Kingdom could be perceived as a disqualification from post or, in
this sense, after colonialism. Two of the three core plays of this thesis are set at the
border between the Republic and Northern Ireland (directly in At the Black Pig’s
Dyke and analogously in The Saxon Shore). The border region highlights that the

term postcolonial does not necessarily mean after colonisation, but after the
implications of colonialism, whatever the current status.

The striving for authenticity within one’s own culture is an exercise in
nationalism that becomes inscribed on the body. Gender roles, reproduction, social
ritual and language all become agents of authenticity as the nation seeks to define and
safeguard itself. The foundation of what are now the Republic of Ireland, and
Northern Ireland (part of the United Kingdom) occurred in the early 1920s. This was
followed in the twenty-six counties of the Free State (later a Republic) by a civil war
that brought the political oppositions to a new level; the Irish were not united against
the foreign or even the planted but were fighting the colonised self after colonialism.

The anomalous character of recent Irish history derives from the fact that,

unlike most other Western European states, the moment of Nationalist victory

did not constitute a moment of apparent national unification, but rather

institutionalized certain racial and sectarian divisions (Lloyd 1993: 18).

The late twentieth-century performance of Irish plays and the work of Irish actors for
an Irish audience brought the word, the body, and the image together in a shared
space and before an audience which was not culturally homogenous, but had the
shadow of a striving for a homogenous society in its recent history. This was
reflected in the legislation of the new Irish Free State, which embraced a restrictive
Catholic ethos as an agent of enshrining tradition. The civilising of the body was
undertaken by the newly postcolonial, as the young nation worked to recreate itself in
the same image and likeness of the coloniser—in the image of its maker.

Many compromises were made in the founding of the Free State, but the Irish
language became central to the notion of national identity. The language revival was
attempted through education, with few other measures taken outside the education
system. Primary schools experienced the strongest measures; the first two years of

school were taught entirely through Irish from 1922, and all classes underwent a

? See Lloyd’s introduction to Anomalous States: Irish Writing and the Post-Colonial Moment (1993),
pp. 1-11.
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massive exposure to the language’. Such a forced effort to re-establish Irish as a living
language was ill considered and largely unsuccessful. In the language policy, as in
other aspects of the new State’s nationalism, was a failure to recognise the realities of
Irish society at that time. To this day Irish language theatre is performed outside the
mainstream.

Free State leader Eamonn De Valera’s wholesome vision is often quoted in
discourses on Irish society of the 1930s and 1940s. He hoped that Ireland would be:

the home of a people who valued material wealth only as a basis of right
living, of a people who were satisfied with frugal comfort and devoted their
leisure to the things of the spirit; a land whose countryside would be bright
with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages would be joyous with sounds
of industry, the romping of sturdy children, the contests of athletic youths, the
laughter of comely maidens, whose firesides would be the forums of the
wisdom of serene old age’ (Irish Press 18/3/43).
These sentiments continue to provide a useful insight into the prevailing ambitions of
the time. The ideal Ireland was identified as one peopled by contented farmers
working closely with their land and free from any foreign oppression. Economic
necessity, however, had a darkening effect on this vision. Financial imperative, when
linked with the repressive teachings of the Catholic Church that had been adopted by
the new state as an evidence of national cohesion, left a widening gap between the

official truth and the reality of that which was being promoted as a more ‘traditional’

way of life. This has significant implications for the staging of the Irish condition,

and especially Kavanagh’s writing of the original poem The Great Hunger (1942) and
the later staging of the poem by the Abbey Theatre (1983). Timothy Brennan
investigates the national significance of ‘native’ traditions in ‘The National Longing
for Form’:

The phrase ‘myths of the nation’ is ambiguous in a calculated way. It does not
refer only to the more or less unsurprising idea that nations are mythical ... The
phrase is also not limited to the consequences of this artificiality in
contemporary political life—namely, the way that various governments invent
traditions to give permanence and solidity to a transient political form
(Brennan in Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1997: 170).

* The detrimental effect of this enforced language policy on the development and achievement level of
the country’s school pupils led to a report issued by the Union of National School Teachers, the INTO,
in 1941 expressing their concern: “The great bulk of evidence supports the view that a smooth and easy
education process imposing comparatively little strain on the child and making his life in school a happy
one, is extremely difficult in a language other than his home language—even with the brighter pupils,
and next to impossible with those of average or slow mentality” (O’Connell 1970: 369-370).
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If governments are responsible for the invention and re-emphasis of some traditions
then they can also be responsible for the suppression or marginalization of others.
Through educational policy, censorship, and the promotions of Church values, Irish
theatre traditions have been defined alongside the nation.

However, is it possible to invent tradition? And does that question then pose
another—what is tradition? Richard Kearney writes that tradition involves:

carrying or transferring the past into the present and the present into the past.
Myths of tradition defy the historical logic of non-contradiction (either/or):
they lay claim to a supralogical order where something can be hoth what it is
and what it is not—the past can be present, the human divine, and so on
(Kearney 1984: 7).
When this definition is considered in relation to Golomb’s definition of authenticity
‘the loyalty of one’s self to its own past, heritage and ethos’ tradition can then be seen
as an acting upon authenticity or the encouragement of a loyalty to aspects of the past.
There are, of course, versions of the past, and some have been promoted at the cost of
others. Herr’s identification of a repression of the body in Irish culture draws
attention to its absence or lack of representation. Corporealization has given way to
written and spoken language in the theatre, led by the colonised and postcolonial

privileging of the work of the playwright as writer.

A writer in a free state works with the easy assurance that literature is but one
of the social institutions to project the values which the nation admires, others
being the law, the government, the army, and so on. A writer in a colony
knows that these values can be fully embodied only in the written word: hence
the daunting seriousness with which literature is taken by subject peoples
(Kiberd 1995: 118).

In performance there are a number of bodies taking part in the process, from
actors, designers, directors and playwrights to the body of the audience and the body
politic within which the whole process takes place. Ultimately, it is embodied selves
that are responsible for the representation of themselves and others, therefore, some
representations of the body become privileged, or ‘more authentic’ than others. So,
how do we place the body within the performance of authenticity?

In Mourning Sex: Performing Public Memories (1997) Peggy Phelan reads a

broad range of social and cultural forms, from legislation to fine art to

psychoanalysis, and imbues each with an element of performativety. In a discussion
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of ‘The Incredulity of St. Thomas’ by Carravaggio, Phelan includes the following in
parenthesis but it is my central concern here, as she emphasizes the relationship
between materiality and love: “This is why touch is always necessary in the love
relation and why non-consensual touch is so distortingly violent. It is also why the
“essentialisms” that hood virtually all discussions of the body are so persistent. Even
though we know very well how hideously bodies lie, we want to retain some faith in
the authenticity of the body’s gestures’ (Phelan 1997: 31).

However, do we want to retain faith in the authenticity of the performing
body's gestures?  Performance, as a construct, problematizes the notion of
authenticity in that the body’s (bodies’) movement is for the most part predetermined
in the rehearsal process, and yet we hold on to a, maybe nostalgic, belief in corporeal
expression. In so far as the body is staged it becomes the ‘final’ essential ‘truth’.
Thus, we reverse but conversely extend the typical privileging process by
championing the veracity of the body over the word in the performance moment. A
reading of Irish stagings of the body requires an acknowledgement of the culturally
specific repression of the body and the marginalization of image or movement-led
work within the theatre canon. The issues in question here have a political and
cultural context, and a theatrical specificity; these issues coalesce in the performance
moment.

If our faith in the body implies an essentialism of the body, what exactly does
that suggest? If the body is capable of authentic or ‘true’ gestures, does it then follow
that the more physical a performance is the more ‘true’ it is? And is there then a
universal truth, or is each body’s authenticity dependent on its cultural specificity?
To perform the body in the Irish theatre context is to do so within a specific set of
cultural conditions. But these conditions are in a constant state of flux and therefore
to essentialize the Irish context is as dangerous as to essentialize the performing body

within that context. In The Domain-Matrix: Performing Lesbian at the End of Print

Culture (1996) Sue-Ellen Case claims that ‘essentialism procures the metaphysical
through a notion of Being as an essence’ thus, according to Case, it follows that ‘what
is structurally or metaphysical in an argument is the claim that the system rests,
finally, on some self-generating principle—that it cuts loose from outside

dependencies—operates outside the historical, material conditions of change’ (Case
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1996: 11). In stating that the body has a broader frame of reference, a universality is
implied that is rooted in more than ‘mere’ biology. The body is nonetheless
responding to and existing within a culturally specific set of parameters, which are
subject to change. To suggest, as Herr does, that there is an Irish body is to ignore
continuing conditions of change—the rapid rate at which Irish society has developed
throughout the twentieth century especially. Also globalisation and mediatization are
not accommodated by the essentialism of the ‘Irish body’. Economic and political
circumstances, education, gender, and sexuality; these and other considerations shape
our projections of and on the body within Irish culture and beyond. So while there is
not an ‘Irish body’ on the Irish stage, the body performs within a culturally specific
set of conditions that are subject to change.

We experience, observe, and perform the body as both subject and object.
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological studies have situated the body within experience,
and our perceptions of it. As the body is both subject and object, we relate to our
surroundings through our material presence but can visualize our bodies moving
through those surroundings, thus objectifying ourselves. The duality of self as subject
and object (but never ‘other’) is heightened for the performer, and is especially
relevant for readings of the body in the performance of the three plays considered in

this thesis: the body in contrast with an inanimate object in The Great Hunger (section

2.4), the body wounded and in pain in The Saxon Shore (section 3.4), and the body

defaced in At the Black Pig’s Dyke (section 4.4). The placement of the body on stage

relative to other ‘objects’, both animate and inanimate, emphasizes the body as
object. The body as subject becomes more complex, especially when a performer is
working with a character or characters; the self as subject is still in place but the body
is also projecting an-other.

Merleau-Ponty also emphasizes the significance of experiences through which
the body exists and perceives: ‘in so far as I have a body through which I act in the
world, space and time are not, for me, a collection of adjacent points nor are they a
limitless number of relations synthesized by my consciousness, and into which it
draws my body’ (Merleau-Ponty in Welton: 156). This can be taken to dismantle an
opposition of mind and body that does not accommodate the body as one of the

architects of performance. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology informs performance by
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implicating the actor and the experience of performance in the creation of meaning.
This reinforces the role of the actor as part of a collaborative group, as in The Great
Hunger (section 2.5), the search for ensemble solution to a performance problem, as

in The Saxon Shore (section 3.5), and the relative roles of performers and audience

members within the theatrical process, as in At the Black Pig’s Dyke (section 4.5).

The audience is implicated here in that the physical experience of the actor is not that
of each audience member; by evoking physical senses (and emotional states) the
experience of performance can be recognised as other and yet evince visceral
responses in the onlookers.

In relation to an analysis of Irish theatre, but also in general terms, one of the
limitations of Merleau-Ponty’s work is his failure to recognise gender-specificity, the
experience of the female body as different from that of the male body’. For him the
body transcends specificity: “To have a body is to possess a universal setting, a
schema of all types of perceptual unfolding and of all those inter-sensory
correspondences, which lie beyond the segment of the world which we are actually
perceiving’ (Merleau-Ponty in Welton 1999: 174). But gender-specificity is central to
representations of the body, and the performance of the body in Irish theatre.

An incorporation of the material presence of the body into the process raises a
number of issues, not least of which is the blurring of roles within that process, and
the unsettling of potential hierarchies: director, playwright, designer, actor. The
documentation of theatre in Ireland and elsewhere results in a continuing triumph of
the written text as a record and as an exchange mechanism. The process is eventually
contained in the final, written document that more often than not is credited to the
playwright exclusively. Directorial authority is recognised in recent theatrical
developments; but there is a tendency to ascribe productions to either the director in
‘auteur-ed’ productions, or the playwright in more traditional works. The creative
force of the actor within the process is rarely recognised beyond the performance
moment and the initial reviews. Given the issues of documentation and the
ephemeral nature of ‘liveness’® I am aware that I have replicated this to an extent in

the research and writing of this thesis as a written document. I have worked to

> For a discussion of phenomenology and feminism see Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism
(1994) by Elizabeth Grosz, pp. 103-107.
% See Liveness (1999) by Philip Auslander.
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overcome this where possible, but admit that my researching and analysis of the body
in performance in Irish theatre has become more of a conceptual task than an analysis
of the work of specific actors. [ note that a consideration of the body should not
overlook the role of that body in the process.

Problems of representation within the process are matched by representations
in performance; whose experience 1s staged? Sue-Ellen Case has noted in ‘Towards a
New Poetics’ that the male has been far more visible than the female:

For feminists, gender is the crucial encoding of the subject that has made it

historically a position unavailable for women to inhabit. The traditional

subject has been the male subject, with whom everyone must identify.

Scanning the ‘masterpieces’ of the theatre, with their focus on the male

subject, one can see that women are called upon to identify with Hamlet,

Oedipus, Faust and other male characters imbued with specifically male

psychosexual anxieties. The idea that these are ‘universal’ characters

represses the gender inscription in the notion of the self. Yet the dominance
of the self as male has taken its historical toll on women (Case in Goodman &

De Gay 1998: 145).

None of the above examples characterize the postcolonial male, which serves as
another reminder of the imperial as well as patriarchal architecture of the ‘universal’
canon. Subjectivity in Irish theatre has been primarily political and postcolonial, and
written from within the male experience.

Under colonial rule the role of the native or peasant male was feminised.
Kiberd lays the blame for the feminising of the colonised Irish at the feet of Victorian
imperialists who “attributed to the Irish all those emotions and impulses which a harsh
mercantile code had led them to suppress in themselves. Thus, if John Bull was
industrious and reliable, Paddy was held to be indolent and contrary; if the former
was mature and rational, the latter must be unstable and emotional; if the English
were adult and manly, the Irish must be childish and feminine’ (Kiberd 1995: 30).
David Lloyd, however, offers an explanation for the general feminisation of Irish
culture, which must call into question the status of the male within that culture: ‘Irish
Nationalist writings inaugurate a subtle but decisive shift from the recognition of the
economic and political threat that Gaelic culture faced from British imperialism to the

representation of that culture as lost, past, primitive, fragmented and, indeed,
feminine’ (Lloyd 1993: 45).
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On attaining independence, or a measure of it, the male acquires a privileged
status. In the Irish Republic masculine subjectivity assumed the privileges of the
white western male and, although a rural ideal was being posited, it was the middle
classes, property owners and educated professionals who could now set about
countering the savage feminised representations as constructed by the coloniser. The
countering of imperial representations occurred in Irish theatre as elsewhere, as
illustrated by the founding of the Abbey Theatre (see section 1.3). In ‘A New
England called Ireland’ Kiberd charts the Irish Republic’s path to independence and
an emergent self-image subscribed to and, in some cases, led by writers and artists of
the late 1800s. This new self-image was a countering of previous versions of the Irish
male, be they the constructions of Victorian imperialists as Kiberd suggests, or the
self-imposed, or at least reinforced, image of the Irish Nationalist writer as Lloyd
Insists.

Cuchulain provided a symbol of masculinity for Celts, who had been written
off as feminine by their masters. A surprising number of militant nationalists
accepted that diagnosis and called on the youth of Ireland to purge themselves
of their degrading femininity by a disciplined programme of physical-contact
sports. The Gaelic Athletic Association had been founded in 1884 to counter
such emasculation and to promote the game of caman (hurling) beloved of the
young Cuchulain (Kiberd 1995: 25).

One way in which Irish male playwrights of the twentieth century have
worked against this is by writing ‘the other’; interrogating or, some would say,
appropriating the female experience. Examples include Synge’s Pegeen Mike in
Playboy of the Western World (1907) or Maurya in Riders to the Sea (1903),
O’Casey’s Juno in Juno and the Paycock (1924), Beckett’'s May/Amy in Footfalls

(1976), Murphy’s Mommo in Bailegangaire (1985), Friel’s Mundy sisters in Dancing
at Lughnasa (1990), or Kilroy’s Constance Wilde in The Secret Fall of Constance

Wilde (1997). This tradition of male playwrights staging the female experience
continues in the works central to this thesis, as the female body is staged as a wooden

effigy in The Great Hunger, is divine in The Saxon Shore, and is contested territory in

At the Black Pig’s Dyke. Women have been staged but have not had the agency their

position centre-stage might suggest.
However, contentious representations of the female body in Ireland pre-date

the postcolonial condition and may have been absorbed by a cultural consciousness.
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Artistic portrayals of the female body have been controlled and female sexuality has
been corralled in the pursuit of an appropriate national morality. One contested
example is the Sheelah-na-gig. These small stone figures are significant in that they
evidence an acknowledgement of women as earthy, sexual, and unashamed. They
appeared as such in the architecture of public spaces. They offer an, albeit
overlooked, counterpoint to the later images of Irish womanhood as chaste, pure and
imperilled. ‘Sheela-na-gigs are carvings of naked females posed in a manner which
displays and emphasises the genitalia. (...) The name sheela-na-gig come from the
Irish language, although its meaning is uncertain. The most likely interpretations are
Sighle na gCioch, meaning ‘the old hag of the breasts’ or Sile-ina-Giob meaning
‘sheela (a name for an old woman) on her hunkers’ (Kelly 1996: 5).

The origins of the Sheelah-na-gig are still under debate. There is conflicting
opinion as to whether or not the Sheela-na-gig was a pre-Christian ‘Irish fertility
goddess’ (Zaczek 1998: 128) and the sculptures were believed to have curative
properties to combat barreness. The presence of Sheelah-na-gigs in church buildings
has been taken to suggest that the sculptures were used as representations of the evils
of lust (Kelly 1996: 45). Sheelah-na-gigs can still be found in walls and above
entrances of a number of medieval churches and castles around the island of Ireland,
especially in the midlands. There are also a number of Sheelah-na-gigs in Britain,
especially around the Welsh-English border’.

Katie Donovan reported on how she encountered the following response to
these medieval sculptures from National Museum director Pat Wallace in 1990:
‘Sheela-na-Gigs are ugly and unflattering to women’ (Donovan Irish Times 9/7/90).
Recorded reactions to the sculptures as grotesque, and the argument that their
presence in churches was as a representation of the evils of lust, underline the
demonisation of the sexual self/other. This construction of a grotesque femininity has
associations with witches, hags and the banshee as the harbinger of death. Binary
notions of the female as grotesque or as divine can be read in the staged
representations of women in The Great Hunger, The Saxon Shore and At the Black

Pig’s Dyke®,

7 See The Sheela-na-Gigs of Ireland and Britain (2000) by Joanne McMahon and Jack Roberts.
¥ For a detailed analysis of associations of women with grotesque see The Female Grotesque. Risk.
Excess. and Modemity (1994) by Mary Russo.
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To safeguard the more ‘acceptible’ representations of women in the Irish
context, sexualised representations had to be marginalized. Images of Ireland as
martyred mother or imperilled young woman, as used in Irish resistance poetry and
propaganda, are charted by C.L. Innes in Woman and Nation: Irish Literature an

Society 1880-1935 (1993). One poster depicting ‘The Birth of the Irish Republic

1916° features a beautiful dark-haired woman wearing a flowing dress, jewelled
sandals, waving a tricolour in one hand and proffering a branch, possibly an olive
branch, with the other. This figure, a mixture of religious and classic icon, is being
assumed to heaven in a shaft of light over the shoulders of fighting soldiers and, as
described by Innes, “draws on the iconography of the assumption and transfiguration
of the Blessed Virgin Mary after her death’ (Innes 1993: 24). Here is an example of
the conflation of religious and political idealism that appropriated the female form for
a patriarchal postcolonial agenda. This informs a reading of the representation of
gender in the Irish context, and representations of the gendered body in Irish theatre.

In ‘Mother Culture and Mother Church’ Innes links Irish women’s loss of
economic and social power with the rise in patriarchal Catholicism, the veneration of
the Virgin Mary and the conflicting idealisation of the role of the mother’. How can
women respond to a Catholic society’s demands to be mother and virgin in one? The
postcolonial construction of a national identity relied on notions of chastity and self-
denial, especially in women:

feminity is inscribed and embodied as a product of the everyday discursive
practices that comprise the devotion to Mary. Women are encouraged to
represent and manifest the ideal of Mary in their own “essence”—in their
behaviour, their motherhood and their relationships with others. In other
words it is through their mimetic performance of Mary’s model that individual
Irish women come to embody femininity and, by extension, the Irish nation
(Mayer 2000: 17).

Mayer gives an insight into the performance of identity here that is relevant to the

representation of the body on the Irish stage.

° The Famine of the 1840s drastically altered the power structures within the predominantly rural
population, which, as Innes relates, resulted in fewer and later marriages and a greater disparity in the
ages of husband and wife. Fifty percent of men were at least ten vears older than their wives by the
twentieth century (Innes 1993: 39). This disparity was one factor among others that increased the
authority of the husband and father within the familv. Catholic teachings became more repressive,
especially in relation to sex, in a bid to safeguard against threats to the family unit as the social norm.
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1.2 PERFORMING TRADITION

[T]he critical framework for Irish theatre is still predominantly based on the
word as the language of the theatre rather than recognising the word as one of
the languages of the theatre. Studies in postcolonialism are expanding.
Ireland’s status as a former colony draws certain parallels. Cultural colonies
are much more susceptible to the literature of the parent country than are the
inhabitants of that country itself, since plays and novels of manners have
always been exemplary instruments in the civilising of the subject (Kiberd
1995: 115).
Kiberd cites the literary traditions of the coloniser as the formative influence on the
Irish theatre’s literary tradition. Ireland’s civilizing project—as identified in
representations of the idealized male Irish hero: Cuchulain, and the idealized Irish
cailin: Roisin Dubh—recognises the power of British intervention by continuing to
operate within the parameters of the coloniser. By interpreting the Irish literary
tradition from this ‘post’-colonial perspective, a privileging of the written or printed
word by a colonised people can be seen as having had an ongoing influence on the
dominant discourse: a triumph of the word over the image. Graham’s recognition of
authenticity’s materiality in textuality, cited in the previous section, is key here, the

matter is the written word—the word is what matters.

[S]everal of those arts which would normally be considered as essential to the
self-expression of a comparatively civilized people did not flourish in Ireland
—and one of these was the theatre. There are two interdependent reasons for
this. The first is the very nature of the Gaelic literary tradition; and the second
concerns the absence of a concentrated population. Gaelic literature, whether
epic or lyric, directs itself to the single reader or hearer (Fitz-Simon 1983: 7).

Christopher Fitz-Simon, as quoted above, is not alone in his belief that Irish culture is
an essentially literary one, and is thus projected towards the sole ‘reader or hearer’.

In his introduction to The Selected Plays of Brian Friel Seamus Deane wrote:

Brillance in the theatre has, for Irish dramatists, been linguistic. Formally, the
Irish theatrical tradition has not been highly experimental. It depends almost
exclusively on talk, on language left to itself to run through the whole
spectrum of a series of personalities often adapted by the same individual
(Friel 1987: 12).
Granted, theatre in Ireland does not have an ancient formal tradition, but the written
or spoken word was not the sole signifier in the Irish performance tradition, such as it

is, or in recent theatrical reinterpretations of Church and folk ritual.
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A cultural dependence on Ireland’s literary heritage has been attributed to the
postcolonial condition, a need to define the nation as other than the former coloniser,
while doing so in the cultural terms of the coloniser. Folk traditions and native
language, seemingly obvious sources of ‘authenticity’, remain on the margins, their
full potential unrealised. As considered earlier, the loss of the Irish language was not
halted or reversed but in fact exacerbated by the educational policies of the Irish Free
State (later Republic), and rituals such as keening as part of a funeral rite, and the oral
tradttion of storytelling, were marginalized.

A colonial and postcolonial emphasis on the power of the written word has

limited the spoken word and impoverished the performed word'’. In Performance: A

Critical Introduction, Marvin Carlson confirms this:

Plays have been traditionally regarded as stable written objects, their various
manifestations in different productions a more or less accidental part of their
history, not really essential to their understanding, and when plays have been
placed in a broader context of human activity, the context has been until quite
recently only a literary one (Carlson 1996: 82).

Although making a general point, Carlson could be addressing the Irish theatre

context here. Christopher B. Balme’s Decolonizing the Stage (1999) seems to
support Carlson’s above point by suggesting that the play text is the most stable
theatrical form:

Of all the theatrical sign systems language appears to be the most stable. The
fact that the dramatic text is fixed by means of a form of notation, which in
comparison to the other sign systems is highly developed and standardized,
means that the linguistic component of theatrical production should remain
relatively constant (Balme 1999: 106).

However, Balme’s overall project is to chart ‘‘the theatrical’ or performative’
response to imperialism’ (an exercise pertinent to my consideration of stagings of the
body), and he labels this response ‘theatrical synchretism’: ‘the process whereby
culturally heterogeneous signs and codes are merged together” (Balme 1999: 1). Later

in ‘Language and the Post-colonial Stage’ Balme acknowledges that dramatic

' This is not unique to the Irish experience however, Kristin Linklater, cited in my introduction, is one
of many voice specialists who is working to make the connection between the word and the body,
through the voice: ‘The problem for us is that words seem attached to ideas and detached from instinct.
Feelings, attached to instinct and experienced physically, have to struggle for verbal expression because
words seem to belong not in the body but in the head. The mistake has been the banishment of words
from the body” (Linklater 1976: 172).
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language is subject to the effects of dialect, accent and intonation; therefore within
language there are many variables which—when considered with architecture and
stage configuration, movement, design—widen the gap between the dramatic text and
its performance.

The role of the Irish playwright is then a curious one. If Kiberd is to be
believed, the Irish writer cannot but work within a postcolonial context, and my

examinations of The Great Hunger, The Saxon Shore and At the Black Pig’s Dyke

reference postcolonial theory. The postcolonial playwright like any other does not
have autonomy over her or his work; the process of interpretation is first made in
rehearsal and then on the stage instead of exclusively in mind of a reader. Further
stages in the creative process are realised, often beyond the reach of the playwright, as
in the rehearsal process where a work can move far beyond a playwright’s intentions
with input from designers, directors, choreographers, musicians and actors. Audience
members bring their own interpretations and reactions to a play in the theatre.
Participation in the process is not always an option for, or desired by, the playwright.
The play can also live long after the playwright, which especially problematizes the
playwright’s role in the process!

The staging of performance rituals and traditions in a postcolonial Ireland
raises many issues. Why have the playwright, director and/or actors chosen to do so?
And what reactions, if any, are engendered in the audience? In considering the uses
of ritual and tradition in the three plays considered here, I take a close look at Irish

ritual and performance traditions: church and pagan rituals in The Great Hunger and

The Saxon Shore and performance traditions, especially mumming, in At the Black

Pig’s Dyke. This study examines how such rituals and traditions have survived, been
reinvented or appropriated by the church and or by the theatre in turn.

The performance of an Irish play is ‘subject’ to the implications of the
condition of postcolonialism, one of these being censorship. In ‘The Erotics of
Irishness’ Herr suggests that censorship in Ireland was not simply an indirect
imposition by the Catholic Church, but the symptom of a suppression or a self-

censorship more inherent to Irish society:
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The Irish of the last seven centuries have always been the victims of some
kind of censorship, finally extricating themselves in the south from English
rule only to impose there a complex and repressive internal censorship code,
one result of which is putatively the radical underdevelopment of visual art
education in Ireland. To say that the Catholic church (in complicity with
English Victorian mores) produced this aspect of Irishness, as most historical
analysts of Irish censorship have, is to miss the main event; a reflexive and
widespread resistance to seeing movement, to recognising its necessity, and
ultimately to sanctioning radical changes of posture (Herr 1990: 13 [original
emphasis]).
Censorship in Irish society has had a pervasive effect on Irish theatre. In the Irish
Free State new legislation included the Censorship of Film Act in 1923 and the
Censorship of Publications Act in 1929. Neither of these acts incorporated a
censorship of theatre, but they created a climate of censorship within the arts
community and many playwrights and practitioners were directly affected in their
work outside the theatre. The Censorship of Publications Act replaced but did not
depart significantly from laws enforced under British rule: the Customs Consolidation
Act of 1876 and the Obscene Publications Act of 1857. George Bernard Shaw was an
outspoken opponent of Censorship of Publications Act'': ‘we shall never be easy until
every Irish person is permanently manacled and fettered, gagged and curfewed, lest he
should punch our heads or let out the truth about something’ (Shaw in Deane, 1991:
96). Shaw concluded ‘The Censorship’ by offering a very dark outlook for Ireland’s

decolonising process:

If, having broken England’s grip of her, [Ireland] slops back into the Atlantic
as a little green patch in which a few million moral cowards are not allowed to
call their souls their own by a handful of morbid Catholics, mad with heresy-
phobia, unnaturally combining with a handful of Calvinists mad with
sexphobia (both being in a small and intensely disliked minority of their own
co-religionists) then the world will let ‘these Irish’ go their own way into
insignificance without the smallest concern (Shaw in Deane 1991: 98).

The Censorship of Publications Act had far-reaching consequences, and many
high-profile writers and publications fell foul of this legislation, among them
playwrights Samuel Beckett with More Pricks than Kicks (1934), Watt (1953), and

! “The Censorship’ by George Bernard Shaw was originally published in The Irish Statesman, 17
November 1928.
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Molloy (1954)"?, and Sean O’Casey with I Knock on the Door (1939), the first of six

volumes of autobiography. One notable exception was Joyce’s Ulysses, which was
banned in both Britain and The United States'’. In many cases an effective
censorship of Irish theatre was in place: as illustrated by police action (in the response

to the Pike Theatre production of The Rose Tattoo, see section 1.3) or by audience

response (as seen in the Abbey riots, see section 1.3). In Censorship in Ireland 1939-

1945 Donal O Drisceoil writes:

The Theatres Act of 1843, which made all plays in Britain subject to prior

scrutiny, never applied in Ireland. When the subject of censorship arose in the

1920s, and film publications fell victim to its grip, official censorship of the
theatre was not debated. No provision for the censorship of stage plays was
made in the emergency legislation either, but a theatre censorship did operate,

albeit in an indirect and unofficial fashion (O Drisceoil 1996: 51).

O Drisceoil goes on to cite a number of specific incidents of what amounted to the
censorship of the theatre during ‘the emergency’ when practitioners had to adopt a
form of self-censorship'®. Although this period relates to the political censorship
during the ‘emergency’ or Second World War, practitioners would have been very
aware of theatre’s escape from the State’s extreme censorship of film and
publications, and the need to safeguard their privileged position'.

However, the censorship of dance in the early twentieth century gives a
greater insight into the emerging nation’s anxiety over what Balme describes as the
‘kinetic body’: ‘In performance, because bodies are normally perceived in motion, the
iconographic aspects of corporeal textuality are usually inseparable from the
kinaesthetic effects’ (Balme 1999: 201). Interestingly Balme identifies Western

theatre as having removed dance almost entirely from the dramatic structure, and

footnotes the dance experiments of Yeats, Wilde and Friel as exceptions to the rule of

12 “My own registered number is 465, number four hundred and sixty-five, if I may presume to say so.”
Samuel Beckett, ‘Censorship in the Saorstat’. in Banned in Ireland. Censorship and The Irish Writer
(1990), edited by Julia Carlson, pp142-146.

13 See Banned in Ireland. Censorship and The Irish Writer (1990), edited by Julia Carlson.

' Micheal Mac Liammoir, co-founder and director of the Gate Theatre, Dublin, rejected The Statue’s
Daughter a new play by Frank O’Connor: ‘Mac Liammoir (...) was now certain that O’Connor’s play
would cause more than a “minor stink’; he told O’Connor that while raising a stink would have pleased
him, he would not risk anything that could close his theatre or hasten a general censorship of the theatre
in Ireland” (O Drisceoil 1996: 52).

15 See section 1.3.
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Western Theatre, rather than arising from a postcolonial experimentation and
incorporation of a less literary form'°.

The ‘dancing body” was stilled by the new state as the Dance Hall Act of 1935
brought the practice of outdoor and domestic gatherings for dancing to an end. P.J.
Curtis considers the origins of the Dance Hall Act in his 1994 publication Notes from
the Heart:

The arrival, in the Twenties, of the modern dances, such as the Waltz, the
Foxtrot and the Quickstep, served only to increase hierarchical blood pressure.
The bishops and priests roundly condemned these imported dances and those
of their flocks who were attracted to them. In 1924, the neurotic craze for
these new dances was such that the then Bishop of Galway, Dr O’Doherty,
declared, “The dances indulged in are not the clean, healthy national dances
but importations from the vilest dens of London, Paris and New York™ (Curtis
1994: 73).
Curtis continued: ‘By the Thirties, the clergy, police and state were all in agreement.
This whole business of dancing, both traditional and modern, must be brought under
control once and for all’. The Intoxicating Liquor Bill of 30 May 1924 was
‘introduced in the Dail to reduce hours of drink trading, end mixed trading, and
reduce numbers of liquor licences with compensation’ (Curtis 1994: 73)'” and also
had a significant effect on social gatherings of the early twentieth century. The
effective censorship of dance practices did not suppress traditional or modern dance
entirely, but both were affected by social conditions and the prevalent Catholic
attitudes. While Gilbert and Tompkins suggest that ‘in many cases transformations
of the post-colonial body are theatricalized through rhythmic movement such as
dance which brings into focus the performing body’ (Gilbert & Tompkins 1996: 237),
this was not the case in Ireland’s postcolonial condition, as language was the
favoured transformative tool. This policy has shaped the Irish theatre canon to this
day, and although there was a greater acceptance of experimentation by the turn of

the twentieth century, an emphasis on language has been responsible for the

canonical marginalization of the core plays of this thesis.

18 Balme lists six playwrights in this footnote, three of whom are Irish, but he does not consider the
implications of this: “When dance appears in dramas of the 19™ and 20™ centuries, it is certainly an
exception to the rule. In fin de siecle drama there are a number of experiments incorporating dance;
however, the exponents are few and are easily named. Besides Strindberg, Wilde and Yeats (...) and in
the contemporary period Brian Friel’s Dancing at Llughnasa’ [sic| (Balme 1999: 202 n2).

7 This became law on 19 December as the Intoxicating Liquor (General) Act, 1924 (1924/28, 62
[I.LF.S]: amended by 1927/15[1.F.S]).
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Dance has more direct transformative associations—the change in physical
state has been linked to a change in the psychological and/or the emotional state.
Shamans and other ritual leaders and participants use dance, sometimes augmented
with an hallucinogenic, as an access to a heightened state. Dance is therefore
associated with transgression, danger and excess. Theatrical interpretations of dance,

as seen in At the Black Pig’s Dyke among others, have been a very real evidence of

the presence of the body in Irish theatre. Helen Gilbert writes in ‘Dance Movement
and Resistance Politics’ ‘reading/producing the dance as text provides an approach to
drama that de-naturalizes notions of the self grounded primarily in language, and
avoids privileging the performance of the mind over the performance of the body’

(Gilbert in Ashcroft Griffiths & Tiffin 1995: 345).

In Post-Colonial Drama, Gilbert and Tompkins emphasize the distinction
between ritual and drama:

Not all drama is ritual (...) and not all ritual is drama even though ritual
usually employs elements of dramatic performance. A consideration of ritual
in post-colonial contexts requires a reconsideration of drama itself. (...)
Whatever performative tropes it uses, ritual is always efficacious for the
community and enacted for a particular audience to preserve the order and
meaning of anything from harvests to marriage, birth, and death. Unlike
drama, which is mostly a re-enactment (even a “true’ story), ritual is never
fiction (Gilbert & Tompkins 1996: 56-57 [my emphasis]).

This definition is further complicated by the incorporation of ritual in drama, whereby
it becomes fictionalised to an extent but does not lose the power of association.
Staged Irish rituals and traditions include the funeral rites of keening (caoineadh—
crying) and waking (keeping a vigil over the dead), Celtic calendar festivals, religious
ceremonies, storytelling, and traditional music and dance.

Frantz Fanon writes:

This persistence in following forms of cultures which are already condemned
to extinction is already a demonstration of nationality; but it is a
demonstration which is a throw-back to the laws of inertia. There is no taking
of the offensive and no redefining of relationships. There is simply a
concentration on a hard core of culture which is becoming more and more
shrivelled up, inert and empty (Fanon in Williams & Chrisman 1993: 46).

The reduction of folk traditions to ‘a set of automatic habits, some traditions of dress

and a few broken-down institutions’ (Fanon in Williams & Chrisman 1993: 46) was
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perhaps inevitable as the population became a less rural one, but was there an
indecent haste to this loss? By reclaiming performance traditions theatre practitioners
have embarked on a powerful and emotive journey as can be seen clearly in the use of

mumming, especially mumming as an assumption of otherness, in At the Black Pig’s

Dyke. This ritualistic transformation is matched by a transformation to wolf in The

Saxon Shore. Calendar festivals feature in both The Great Hunger and At the Black

Pig’s Dyke, while church ritual is incorporated in the action of The Great Hunger and

The Saxon Shore. In the following chapters I consider how the use of such traditions

in the three plays, with reference to others, affect notions of performance and the role
of theatre in a social, historical, and educational context. In the fourth chapter an

analysis of At the Black Pig’s Dyke shows how the use of traditional Irish music and

dancing influenced the marketing potential of theatre as a product of Irish culture; a
marketing strategy which can also be seen to be at work in the commodification of
Irish writers.

How have these performance traditions, rites and rituals survived? The
performance of contemporary Catholic Church rituals can be recognised as
‘authentic’ by some audience members, but the recording of traditions such as the
oral storytelling tradition and the mumming tradition (not to mention the actual
traditions themselves) has served to complicate rather than exemplify Irish
authenticity. Frantz Fanon cites instances in which stories and ballads became
instruments of change:

The storytellers who used to relate inert episodes now bring them alive and
introduce into them modifications which are increasingly fundamental.
There is a tendency to bring conflicts up to date and to modernise the names
of heroes and the types of weapons (Fanon in Williams & Chrisman 1993:
47).

To remain alive and relevant to the very people who would ensure survival, traditions
have had to be adapted to accommodate new trends. In ‘Oral Tradition and the

Printed Word” Caoimhin O Danachair notes that:

[a]bsence of objectivity was a marked feature of the historical writing in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The aim was political rather than
educational, the more readily written and eagerly read for that. Thus we are
never sure if a particular item of historical tradition is genuine folk memory or
derived from some pamphlet, broadsheet or newspaper article (O Danachair
1979: 39).
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Accordingly, the documentation of tradition has relied heavily on individual
recollection. Details of Irish traditions are housed in the folklore library at University
College Dublin. A great many of these were collected by the Coimisiiin Béaloideasa
Eirinn (Irish Folklore Commission) and are handwritten records of remembered folk
traditions'®. Conversely, the oral tradition was hugely influenced by the written word.
Irish manuscripts were borrowed and transcribed; these were then read aloud. This
was also done with English language texts, which made such material available to the
illiterate, ‘the last century and a half (...) may be regarded with some confidence as
the period covered by folk memory, (...) during this period Irish oral tradition was
deeply influenced by the written word’. (O Danachair 1979: 33-34). O Danachair’s
opposition of written and spoken word can be found elsewhere. The performance
implications of an oral tradition are explored in the introduction to part ten of The

Post-colonial Studies Reader ‘The Body and Performance’:

In most written accounts the oral is overdetermined even in the act of being
recorded and celebrated by the written. This is what usually passes for an
acknowledgement of the ‘oral’ and ‘performative’. This inferior positioning
replicates the larger positioning of the oral and performative within the
economy of communication in the modern world. (...) The body, too, has
become then the literal site on which resistance and oppression have
struggled, with the weapons being in both cases the physical signs of cultural
difference, (...) symbols and literal occasions of the power struggles of the
dominater and dominated for possession of control and identity (Ashcroft
Griffiths & Tiffin 1995: 321-322).

Writing on authenticity, Gareth Griffith considered the issue of cultural
recuperation:

[A]uthentic speech where it is conceived not as a political strategy within a
specific political and discursive formation but as a fetishized cultural
commodity may be employed (...) re-enacting its own oppressions on the
subjects it purports to represent and defend. (...) This is not to deny the vital
importance for the various indigenous communities of recovering their own
tongues and cultures as vital recuperative strategies (Griffiths in Tiffin &
Lawson 1994: 76).

'® O Danachair draws the reader’s attention to the word ‘folklore™ ‘the word folklore with all its
Victorian connotations of intellectual slumming among the lower classes and lesser breeds, with “lore”
inferior to learning and “folk™ as less than people” (O Danachair 1979: 31).
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Mumming as staged in At the Black Pig’s Dyvke by Woods could be described as one

such recuperative strategy. David Lloyd identifies “authenticity’ as a mechanism of
the nationalist project in a postcolonial society: ‘the dislocation of the colonized
culture should not be thought of in terms of a loss of a prior and recoverable
authenticity.  Rather, authenticity must be seen as the projective desire of a
Nationalism programmatically concerned with the homogenisation of the peoples as a
national political entity’ (Lloyd 1993: 100). So the recuperation of mumming could
be an exercise in nationalism, but an Irish authenticity is difficult to ascribe in this
instance:

What the origins of Mumming and the Mummers Play may be, we do not
know. It is clear that most of the verses and action of Irish traditional
Mumming are so closely related to that of England that the custom must be
ascribed to English influence (Kevin Danaher 1972: 257).

Alan Gailey, author of Irish Folk Drama (1969), cites documentation that places the

mumming tradition in Cork in 1685, and this predates any English source text:

In 1685 a group of mummers in the City of Cork was described in clear terms:
Last evening there was presented the drollest piece of mummery [ ever saw in
or out of Ireland. There was St. George and St. Denis and St. Patrick in their
buffe coats, and the Turke was there likewise and Oliver Cromwell and a
Doctor, and an old woman who made rare sport, till Belzibub came in with a
frying pan upon his shoulder and a great flail in his hand thrashing about him
on friends and foes, and at last running away with the bold usurper, Cromwell,
whom he tweaked by his gilded nose—and there came a little Devil with a
broom to gather up the money that was thrown to the Mummers for their
sport. It is an ancient pastime, they tell me, of the Citizens (Gailey 1969: 8).

Characters listed here appear in later mumming plays with a few variations, but there
have been regional variations right up to the present day. Other, less specific,
references to mumming activities date as far back as the twelfth century: ‘Hamner’s
Chronicle, describing King Henry’s celebration of Christmas in Dublin in 1172, tells
of ‘the pastime, the sport, and the mirth, and the continuall musicke, the masking,
mumming and strange shewes’’ (Danaher 1972: 257). Here Danaher dates mumming
to the twelfth century but also illustrates the difficulty of finding an ‘authentic’ source
for the tradition. If mumming has been embodied in Ireland as a performance
tradition from as far back as 1172, must it still be regarded as inauthentic because of

its English, or non-native, associations’
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Gailey credits the form of mumming and other performance traditions as
being responsible for their survival: ‘it should also be remembered that (mumming)
was an oral tradition, dependence on written texts being rare’ (Alan Gailey 1969: 16).
The oral tradition of storytelling is an early example of the respect afforded to the
imagination. The storyteller and the listener or listeners established the dynamic
between performer and audience in Irish homes around the country. Stories were
passed on and elaborated upon as they were passed by word of mouth (béaloideas).
Gailey records both the details of the mummers’ plays and the conditions in which
local groups around Ireland performed them. When writing on the mumming in the
north of Ireland he takes care to note that the enactments of the ritual battle between
the two heroes in the course of the mummers’ play was tailored to the loyalties of
each househoid:

At a Roman Catholic home St. Patrick was seen to defeat St. George but in a
Protestant kitchen, using the same words, King William always defeated King
James. This sort of come and go within the acceptable range of
characterisations in the folk plays was not uncommon...Indeed in mid-county
Down one mummers’ group included people of every shade of political and
religious belief, and they visited all the homes known to all their members
(Gailey 1969: 10).

Others characters varied from region to region, and included Miss Funny, a
Fool or clown, a Butcher, Beelzebub and, as mentioned, Cromwell on occasion.
Traditionally, mummers were believed to bring a blessing to the house, but the
introduction of a collection of money at the end of the mummers play dismayed some
commentators:

The idea that luck is being distributed is actually included in the rhymes of
some plays in west county Tyrone ‘“We come not to your door to beg nor to
borrow/We come to your door to drive away all sorrow.” By contrast, the more
recent insistence on the collection of money is more like taking the luck of the
house away (Gailey 1969: 14).

Miss Funny was used primarily to collect money (As in At the Black Pig’s Dyke):

MISS FUNNY: And the money

Don’t forget the money:

That’s what I want,

That’s what I crave,

And if [ don’t get it,

You’re all for the grave (Woods 1992: 20).
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She seems, in the mumming of county Fermanagh, to have served the function of wit
or commentator; a role taken by Johnny Funny in County Derry, and Tom Fool in the
north Dublin mummers’ plays.

Mumming is a central image of At the Black Pig’s Dyke by Woods, the straw

masks and costumes of the mummers are invested with a sinister element of
terrorism, a reminder of the costumed agitators for land reform of the nineteenth
century such as the Whiteboys. ‘Agrarian protest based its legitimacy on its intricate
associations with peasant ritual (...) and was interwoven with important seasonal
festivals in the cultural calendar such as Mayday, Halloween (Samhain) and the
aftermath of Christmas’ (Gibbons 1996: 18) (see also section 4.2). Gibbons goes on
to recognise ‘the almost imperceptible shifts between masquerading in the festive
costume of mummers and Wrenboys, and dressing up in the menacing garb of
Ribbonmen’ (Gibbons 1996: 18). Terms such as Ribbonmen or Whiteboys were a
direct reference to the nature of the mummer costumes worn by these secret societies
whose violent activities were in reaction to forced labour, tithes and an unjust land
system'”.

Sympathetic readings of the grievances of these secret society members, if not
their methods, are contextualized by the tone adopted by some agents of British Rule

in Ireland. H.B.C. Pollard documents the history of such groups in The Secret

Societies of Ireland. The Ribbon Society emerged in 1805 after the suspension of the
British forces night curfew policy, in the wake of the 1798 United Irishmen rebellion.
Members were described by Pollard, himself ‘a member of the Staff of the Chief of
Police at Dublin Castle in the latter days of British Rule’ (Pollard: 1998, cover), as
‘uneducated savages, but a sprinkling of merchants, schoolmasters and priests were a
leavening of the whole’ (Pollard 1998: 24-25, [my emphasis]).

Although Gailey does not consider the political associations of the mummers

in Irish Folk Drama (1969), he does give some insight into the performance of gender

by the mummers:

A most important and traditional feature of the Wexford mummers must be
mentioned. In most of the earlier groups there were two individuals over and
above the twelve regarded as being there by right but who had no known
specific function to fulfil. They remained silent and might occasionally join

' This historical connection informed Woods’ At the Black Pig’s Dyke (as seen in his portrayal of Frank
Beirne, see section 4.4) and could be read as an attempt to lend legitimacy to the violence of the play.
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in a dance. Sometimes the male fool was given the job of presenting the whole
performance. The female was played by a man or youth, as, indeed, all
females are in folk drama in Ireland and Britain, but women’s clothing was
worn in order to identify her as the fool’s wife (Gailey: 1969: 35).
This illustrates the presence of women within the text but the absence of women
within performance in the mumming tradition. However, Gailey’s blanket statement

in relation to the overall absence of women in folk drama is contradicted by a recent

study by Alan J. Fletcher: Drama, Performance and Polity in Pre-Cromwellian Ireland

(2000). Granted, Fletcher is concerned with an older time but he does supply
evidence of some female performers in Irish folk drama:

The entertainment business in Gaelic Ireland was not altogether a male
monopoly, even though the balance of the evidence for it weighs far more
towards male than female involvement. The few glimpses afforded of female
performing artists suggest that the sort of entertainment they offered, though
possibly reduced in scope, did not markedly differ from that of their male
counterparts. Considering they had the difference of sex to capitalize on, this
may seem a little curious: it may be that gaps in record survival have robbed
our picture of completeness, and to be sure, entertainment from women must

have had a gendered piquancy peculiar to itself (Fletcher 2000: 34).

Fletcher goes on to note references to the banchdinte (she-satirist) as simply a
female version of a male satirist, and the banairfidech (she-musician) as far less
evident than her male counterpart (Fletcher 2000: 336). The above section is written
very much from the perspective of a potential male spectator. Fletcher does not
suggest that both male and female performers could have capitalized on the
difference between them but that the female performer would have had novelty value
as ‘other’ in relation to the male. The final comment on entertainment from women
having ‘a gendered piquancy peculiar to itself’, begs the question of reader response
here. However, his speculations on the lack of, or gaps in, evidence may suggest a
censoring of material portraying women in a less than pure light, something like the
fate of the Sheela-na-gig: women’s place in tradition was either rewritten, erased, or

as was often the case where they were cast in stone, removed”’.

In Ordinances for the Government of Ireland 1534 Fletcher found an early

specific, but scant, reference to the dinseach (‘giddy woman’) as the female version

2 See The Sheela-na-Gigs of Ireland and Britain (2000) by Joanne McMahon and Jack Roberts, p.24.
2l From State Papers published under the Authority of His Majesty’s Commission, Volume 3. King
Henry the Eighth (Fletcher 2000: 337).
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of the drith (court jester). Fletcher also cites Edmund Spenser and Thomas Smythe
on other female performers—mnd siubhail (walking women )—itinerant satirists who
were denounced by both as blasphemers and whores, much as the picara was in Spain

(as documented by Sarah Bryant Bertail in On the Road: The Picara and the Drama

(publication pending)).

There was always that potential for violence in a lot of the folk traditions, like

Strawboys who came to weddings, like the mummers who came around

Christmas and to a lesser extent the Wrenboys. With the Strawboys, who

came to weddings, there was the belief in some areas that they were almost

like official folk gatecrashers, they had to be allowed entry. And if they
weren’t; if they weren’t given food, drink, and made welcome, there was the
idea that they could curse the wedding. (...) Wrenboys, who came around on

Stephen’s Day with the wren; (...) there was a belief that if they weren’t made

welcome, if they weren’t given sufficient in the way of reward for whatever

they performed that they could bury the wren beside the house and leave bad

luck (Woods interview: 285).

Descriptions of Strawboys in the Irish Folklore Commission manuscripts
correlate with Wood’s description of them as ‘official folk gatecrashers’: the
following is a local’s recollection of a wedding feast along the Black Pig’s Dyke:
‘There is a feast held in the bride’s house. There are Strawboys who visit the house.
They are dressed in comic clothes and their faces are blackened. They stuff the
chimneys and light fires, block up the way, tie the door, do their best to rush to the
house and take away the bride’s cake’ (Sherry 1993: 53). Other recollections, such as
the following by Elizabeth Byrne from county Wexford, suggests that the Strawboys,
known locally as ‘fools’, could be quite aggressive: “‘the ‘fools’ would arrive anytime
after dark and there might be upwards of three hundred of them. (...) They entered
without any invitation and the people of the house would be afraid to refuse them
admittance for fear they would become unruly and do damage, as it was known for
them to do. They were always unwelcome’ (MS 1399: 81).

Byrne’s recollections, as recorded by J.D. Delaney of Coimisiiun Béaloideasa
Eirinn, also give an insight into the performance of gender by the Strawboys:

Mrs. Byrme heard a man named Larry Caulfield of Corrigeen, Grange,
Rathnure, tell the following story about a marriage in that townland. Four
people turned up at this wedding disguised as fools—four among many others,
of course. The four kept together all night and did not dance very much.
Larry Caulfield was curious to find out who they were. (...) The four went
outside and Larry followed them (...) but when he saw that they had to sit
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down, when they went outside, he knew they were four girls (MS 1399: 81 [my

emphasis]).
Wrenboys dressed in a similar way to the Strawboys ‘in the old fantastic attire of
pyjamas, window curtains, straw hats and antiquated feminine apparel’®, but they
performed as they moved from house to house on St. Stephens” Day (26 December).

Calendar festivals are another source of folk tradition and ritual, and have
been documented in detail by Kevin Danaher, E. Estyn Evans, Sean O Suilleabhain,
and Alan Gailey. The Irish calendar festivals, like others, revolved around seasonal
events such as harvest time; and there is evidence that these were pre-Christian
festivals that became key dates in the Church calendar. February first (/mbolc)
became St. Brigid’s Day; Gailey gives an account of a St. Brigid’s Day festival in
Irish Folk Drama:

In Ireland the traditional onset of spring was 1st February, St. Brigid’s Day.
In many places the Eve of the saint’s day was marked by a processional, luck-
bearing ceremony. (...) Almost everywhere the performers were called
‘biddy-boys’ or brideogi, although the latter word could often refer
specifically to an effigy that was carried in the procession of performers
(Gailey 1969: 85).

Although Gailey associates the significance of the first day of February with
Saint Brigid, Sean O Suilleabhain finds an earlier pre-Christian aspect to the ritual in

Irish Folk Custom and Belief: Nosanna agus Piseogana nGael (1967): *St Brigid’s

Feast (February 1) was originally an important prechristian festival, occurring as it did
at the time of the start of agricultural work.” He goes on to describe a typical effigy,
‘[yJoung boys (Brideoga: ‘Biddies’) went from door to door carrying a churndash
dressed as a woman and asked for some gift’ (O Suilleabhain 1967: 66). May First
(Bealtaine) was a time to welcome the summer. E. Estyn Evans writes of the May
festival in Irish Folk Ways: ‘there were public ceremonies, the lighting of bonfires
and parades of May Babies, of May Boys and the May Queen. (...) The May Baby
parades link the festival with the fertility of the family as well as the fields’ (Evans

1957: 273). Flowers and posies are still gathered for May altars in honour of the
Virgin Mary. August first (Lughnasa) was a harvest festival, which has been
conflated with Feile Mhuire 'sa bhFFomhar, the Feast of the Assumption, (15 August)

%2 This description is from the South Carlow notes of the Nationalist and Leinster Times, 2 January
1943.
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when patterns are held at local shrines, again to the Virgin Mary. And November first
and its eve, a period associated with death and spirits (Samhain), is now All Saint’s
Day.

Patterns, on the brink of extinction like other folk traditions, are religious
rituals with pre-Christian associations. A pattern is a pilgrimage with a set route to
and/or from a holy shrine, with particular points along the way where pilgrims kneel
or stand to pray or make offerings. [ mention the Pattern because it is performative,
the pilgrims embody their devotion, and it has a set structure, often demanding
extreme physical discomfort as a show of devotion. Many local Patterns were
discouraged by the clergy as it was difficult to suppress a carnivalesque energy:
‘Although it is true that many of these local celebrations had degenerated into
debauchery, it is also unfortunately true that in the course of the nineteenth century,
when Victorian ‘respectability’ had for many of both clergy and laity assumed the
sanctity of moral law, many quite harmless customs were discouraged or forbidden
because they offended the sanctimonious’ (Danaher 1972: 184).

There are many folk rituals, superstitions and traditions that have
performative elements, far too many to mention here, but some, like the calendar and
performance traditions mentioned above, have direct relevance to how tradition is

staged in The Great Hunger, The Saxon Shore and At the Black Pig’s Dyke. Irish

theatre has staged folk ritual in a way that, ironically, echoes Church appropriation of
pre-Christian ritual and representation. Synge twinned a creative use of language

with the dramatisation of ritual funeral rites and keening in Riders to the Sea. The

tradition of waking the dead was treated ironically in The Playboy of the Western

World when Pegeen Mike’s father sees it as an opportunity to get a free drink, while
in In The Shadow of The Glen, Dan Burke stages his own wake to confirm his

suspicions of his young wife’s infidelities. This was a darker application of an almost

melodramatic device as used by Dion Boucicault in The Shaughraun, first produced

in 1874, when Conn the Shaughraun also staged his own death. Here Boucicault
included a version of keening verse as used by the mourners in the funeral ritual.

When we come to consider religious traditions, moral tales, lives of saints
and holy people, usages of local shrines, popular devotions, death,
judgement, hell and heaven, we are confronted with the fact that Christianity
and the written word came into Ireland together and have been associated
ever since. For most of our people down to comparatively recent times their
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only frequent contact, often their only contact with the written word, was
through the spoken work of the preacher. Thus stories from the Bible and the
apocryphae, parables exempla, and wonders worked by the saints, which the
priest read in his books and passed on orally, were easily absorbed,
remembered and retold even by the illiterate (O Danachair 1979: 37-8).

Traditional music and ballads and traditional dance, as seen in Woods™ At the Black
Pig’s Dyke, have been used elsewhere, as has the oral tradition of story telling. Tom
Murphy constructed Bailgegangaire around the central image of the seanchai
(storyteller) with the powerful figure of Mommo. The rhythmic and repetitious
nature of the Mommo’s story recalls the nature of the tradition and lends an urgency
to the need to resolve the story, to finish the telling of it.

Staged rituals and traditions that could be considered in relation to At the

Black Pig’s Dyke include the ritual of war as staged in Observe the Sons of Ulster

marching towards the Somme (1985) by Frank McGuinness and O’Casey’s The Silver

Tassie (1928). Calendar festivals, as staged in The Great Hunger and At the Black

Pig’s Dyke, have also been staged elsewhere. The conflict of opposing ritual and

belief 1s a central element of Rudkin’s The Saxon Shore where Roman Christianity

confronted Celtic paganism in the year A.D. 401 (see chapter 3). Talbot’s Box (1977)
by Thomas Kilroy and Michael Harding’s Sour Grapes (1997) include details of

Catholic ritual, as does The Great Hunger. In O’Casey’s Juno and The Paycock

(1924) Johnny has an almost superstitious devotion to the Virgin Mary. The
traditions of theatre have also been staged, in plays such as The Old Lady Says No!
(1929) by Denis Johnston and Northern Star (1984) by Stewart Parker.

Irish ritual and performance traditions complement and complicate the literary
in Irish theatre. The literary has perhaps ensured the safeguarding of certain aspects
of Irish culture and has evidenced the effects of a postcolonial condition on a
disparate society. Conversely, elements of the literary tradition, such as poetry,
survived in ballad form so performance could also be said to have safeguarded a
literary heritage™. The staging of such traditions and rituals has many functions:
educational, marketing, an exercise of nationalism, and an appeal to the senses. The

performance of ritual and tradition as a theatrical construct ensure a vibrancy of form

B See ‘Oral Tradition and the Printed word” by Caoimhin O Danachair in Irish University
Review volume 9 number 1 (1979), and Remembrance and Imagination (1996) Joep Leerssen,
pp.173-177.
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as they take full advantage of the mutual presences of audience and performers.
Staging of Irish performance rituals and traditions bring precedents of corporeal
representation before an audience who would recognise written and spoken language

as having been the dominant postcolonial discursive tool.

1.3 LITERALLY THEATRICAL—THE IRISH THEATRE CONTEXT
The three core plays of this thesis were first produced between 1983 and 1992. Prior
to this period the innovations of a number of playwrights, companies and theatre

managements had set various precedents of form and content. The Great Hunger, The

Saxon Shore and At the Black Pig’s Dyke were conceived and produced within this

context and contributed to its further development. A number of representational and
performance innovations are included here and in the conclusion. A study of the
representation and performance of the body in Irish theatre from 1983 to 1992 must
acknowledge the precedents set by earlier twentieth-century practitioners. Here |
consider some significant developments and their relationship to more recent
practices but the corporeal elements of the work of playwrights and companies is, by
necessity, sketched only.

A realisation of the performance potential of the actor has concerned theatre
practitioners throughout the twentieth century; many of the solutions to the problem
of form have been proposed at the centre of Irish theatre practice within the author-
centred mainstream. A perceptible and well-documented textual bias in Irish theatre
has resulted in the privileging of the playwright within the theatrical process.
McCully argues that in Ireland and ‘at the Abbey in particular, the realm of
experimentation has remained consistently, from its founding moments, the
playwright’s language’ (McCully in Bort 1996: 25). Nonetheless, an overview of
exceptions leads me to question the ‘rule’ of Irish theatre as literary theatre.
Playwrights’ experimentation with language was often part of a larger project: ‘[t]he
Irish dramatic heritage has a strong tradition of realist plays but it has an equally
strong tradition, to which most of Yeats’s plays and a large number of O’Casey’s
belong, which is determinedly non-naturalistic’ (Cave 1990: 24). The work of such
playwrights as W.B. Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory, Sean O’Casey and J. M. Synge has

been documented as strongly theatrical, as they were influenced by a variety of
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cultural practices and traditions>’. Noh theatre, dance and design influenced Yeats’
work as a dramatist; Synge’s plays borrowed heavily from Irish performance rituals
and traditions, as did Lady Gregory’s; and O’Casey’s work became increasingly
imagistic as he worked towards an ideal of total theatre.

Part of the remit of Abbey founders Gregory, Yeats and George Martyn was to
counter perceptions of the colonised Irish as feminised and uncivilised:

We propose to have performed in Dublin, in the spring of every year certain

Celtic and Irish plays, which whatever be their degree of excellence will be

written with a high ambition, and so to build up a Celtic and Irish school of

dramatic literature. ~We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted and
imaginative audience trained to listen by its passion for oratory, and believe
that our desire to bring upon the stage the deeper thoughts and emotions of

Ireland will ensure for us a tolerant welcome, and that freedom to experiment

which is not found in theatres of England, and without which no new

movement in art or literature can succeed. We will show that Ireland is not
the home of buffoonery and of easy sentiment, as it has been represented, but

the home of an ancient idealism (Gregory quoted in Harrington 1991 viii).
These sentiments informed the founding of the Irish Literary Theatre in 1898, the
Irish National Theatre Society in 1903 and its Abbey Theatre in 1904%°. 1 believe that
this extract is worth quoting in full as it gives an insight into the construction of a
national self-image that they had undertaken. Gregory, Martyn and Yeats invoked the
Irish “passion for oratory’ and linked it to ‘deeper’ thoughts and emotions that were,
by implication, beyond the understanding of English audiences. All of this was done
while the island of Ireland was still under British rule; the National Theatre Society
was intended as an example and perhaps a spur for the founding of a nation.

The word is indeed the central site of signification in Yeats’ theatre, but as a
poet these words are rich and decidedly non-realistic. Rhythm and pace in language
are to be facilitated by the body and Yeats, with Nanette de Valoise (who later
founded Britain’s Royal Ballet), was instrumental in setting up the Abbey School of
Ballet in conjunction with the establishment of a second, smaller stage, the Peacock

theatre, in the late 1920s. Why would Yeats, an acclaimed poet, devote so much of

* For detailed analysis on the theatrical ambitions of these practitioners see Players and Painted Stage
(1984) by Karen Dorn; Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett (1978) by Katherine Worth;
Synge: A Critical Study of the Plays (1975) by Nicholas Grene; Lady Gregory Fifty Years After (1987)
edited by Saddlemyer and Smythe and O’Casey and Expressionism (1988) by Nesta Jones.
% For detail on the early Abbey Theatre see W. B Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre (1976) by James W.
Flannery and The Abbey Theatre 1899-1999: Form and Pressure (1999) by Robert Welsh.

¥



his time and creative energy to writing for the theatre when his dramatic efforts
received, and continue to receive a mixed reaction? According to James Flannery:

By plunging literature into social life through the drama (Yeats) hoped to
achieve a unity of those forces that warred within him: the struggle between
self and anti-self; the disparate claims of mysticism, aestheticism and
nationalism (Flannery 1976: 100).
In 1906 a growing dissatisfaction with the performance of the Irish players at his
disposal led Yeats to persuade the Abbey board of directors to bring the English actor

Florence Darragh to play the title role in his play Deirdre (1907). This move proved

unsuccessful as her acting style clashed with that of the others on stage, but it was
Yeats’ opinion that ‘it is almost impossible for us to find a passionate woman actress
in Catholic Ireland’ (Flannery 1976: 220). Yeats had reverted, however briefly, to the
colonial practice of importing players from England for the Irish stage. However, an
exposure to the pace and ritual of Noh theatre deepened Yeats’ sense of the theatrical,
he then combined this awareness with a growing interest in dance and the staging of
language and the body.

Yeats’ experimentation with Noh form coincided with his (temporary)
departure from Ireland and the Abbey, and his disappointment with the Abbey’s move
towards realism and ‘a theatre of the head” (Murray 1997: 25). Yeats’ time in
England resulted in his dance plays, which were staged in the drawing rooms of high
society. This voluntary exile to the wealthy ‘margins’ of artistic society, allowed
Yeats to explore outside the pressures of a voluble marketplace, such as the Abbey

Theatre. Dance features in The Land of Heart’s Desire (1894) but the Four Plays for

Dancers (1921) incorporate movement more fully, and consider the relationship
between dance and consciousness™’:

The main point about Four Plays for Dancers (published 1921) is that they are
dream plays. In each, At the Hawks Well, The Only Jealousy of Emer, The
Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary, the story is at one remove from the
audience, persuaded that all is taking place in some space beyond the real, in

% For example The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919) includes the following stage direction: ‘Enter
Musicians who are dressed and made up as in At The Hawk’s Well They have the same musical
instruments, which can either be already upon the stage or be brought in by the First Musician before he
stands in the centre with the cloth between his hands or by a player when the cloth has been unfolded’
(Yeats 1974: 121).

This stage business is followed by ‘Song for the folding and unfolding of the cloth’; the folding of the
cloth at the end of the song reveals the bodies of the actors onstage. At the end of the play the cloth is
again unfolded and folded to the accompaniment of the song.
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‘the deeps of the mind’ (1961a, p.224). In a sense, these plays are plays-

within-plays, and should not be considered naturalistically (Murray 1997:

26).

Despite the playwright’s visions of both an ideal theatrical form and an ideal
Ireland, his literary legacy has proved paramount, an indication that his use of the
body on stage was ultimately to facilitate the language of the play.

It is difficult to identify an Irish playwright since Yeats who has so directly
and so consciously woven a specific concept of theatrical design into their
work, and it has traditionally been an arbitrary matter whether the other
elements of production, beyond the playwright—such as direction, design,
sound, lights—have fully explored the potential of the language the actor
speaks. (McCully in Bort 1996: 25)

Yeats did work to incorporate the body of the actor in an early instance of theatrical
experimentation that reached new heights in the mid-1980s, as evidenced by the

productions of The Great Hunger, The Saxon Shore and At the Black Pig’s Dyke, and

by the Yeats International Theatre Festival (detailed later in this section).
Both Gregory and Synge incorporated folk ritual and traditions into their
work. Gregory has been credited with keeping the Abbey afloat in its early years with

her management skills and her numerous popular dramas including Spreading the
News (1904), The Gaol Gate (1906), and The Rising of the Moon (1907). Her

research of Irish myths and folk customs shaped her use of language and dialogue; her
input and influence on Yeats’ plays is now being acknowledged as some critics and

publishers now attribute Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902) to both Yeats and Gregory”.

Gregory has not escaped criticism for her incorporation of folk life, however, as

observed by McDiarmid and Waters in the introduction to Lady Gregory: Selected

Writings (1995): ‘[o]ccasionally this aspect of Abbey production has been condemned
as either an exoticizing of peasant life or a parochialism that forfeited opportunities
for growth’ (McDiarmid & Waters 1995: xxx).

The social and cultural experience of the audience also shaped Synge’s work.
Like Yeats, Synge came from a privileged background but on Yeats’ advice went to
the Aran Islands to get in touch with the seemingly unspoiled vigour of island life.
Synge wrote that he did not believe in ‘the possibility of “a purely fantastical
unmodern ideal, breezy springdayish Cuchulanoid National theatre” (...) and that

7 See Lady Gregory: Selected Writings (1995) (eds.) McDiarmid & Waters.
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Ireland will gain if Irish writers deal manfully, directly and decently with the entire
reality of life’ (Synge quoted in Greene & Stevens 1959: 156-157 [my emphasis]).
However, having lived among a remote rural Irish community Synge used his
experiences to create a people of a wild and often violent disposition, who used rich

heightened language. His plays The Shadow of the Glen (1903) and The Playboy of

the Western World (1907) were greeted by public outrage. Appalled by what they

interpreted as a reflection rather than a creative vision of themselves the public
organised disturbances to disrupt the Abbey performances. This response presaged
the audience intervention at the Druid Theatre Company production of Vincent

Woods’ At the Black Pig’s Dyke in Derry 1993 (see section 4.5). Often revived and

widely studied, these original controversial pieces have given Synge’s work an
unforeseen authority with Irish theatre (see conclusion).

O’Casey left behind a substantial body of work which spanned a time of great
political and theatrical change. His political commitment, and desire for a total
theatre of music and colour, resulted in plays which were often controversial and
were marginalized both in terms of production and publication, despite the fact that
the Berliner Ensemble included Purple Dust in its 1966 repertoire. O’Casey and
Yeats arrived at the middle ground of the Abbey stage, from the ‘upper’ and ‘lower’
extremities of cultural endeavour; but the forms of theatre they proposed had many
similarities. Irish playwright Tom Kilroy, exploring the concepts of ‘High’ and ‘Low’
art, describes himself as ‘part of an Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-American, Anglo-Irish, a
kind of anglic-tradition’*®. He believes that this position has given:

particular weight and value to terms such as Imagination, Taste and Culture, a
weighting which tends towards exclusiveness in that it arbitrates between the
possessor and the dispossessed. It further promotes an idea of literature as a
pristine, unitary expression which tends to guard its preserve, firstly from
other forms of intellectual activity, secondly, from other art forms and, thirdly,
from human expressiveness which fails to meet the literary criteria of
established taste. The idea of High Art and Low Art is deeply rooted within
this tradition, a symptom of social presumptions which this country, like each
one anglicised through colonization, has inherited (Kilroy in Connolly 1982:
178).

* Tom Kilroy, “The Irish Writer: Self and Society, 1950-80", published in Literature and the Changing
Ireland (1982) edited by Peter Connolly.
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O’Casey’s theatrical imagination led to a fate similar to that of Yeats—he too
was marginalized by the very institution whose position he had helped to secure, a
marginalization that, ironically, was initiated by Yeats. O’Casey was not responsible
for the founding of the Abbey or for its ambitions for the shaping of national identity;
he worked instead with distinctions within Nationalist Ireland, urban Ireland,
working-class Ireland, an unheroic Ireland. His success with the Dublin trilogy The

Shadow of a Gunman (1923), Juno and the Paycock (1924) and The Plough and the

Stars (1926) are contextualized by his later rejection by the Abbey as his staging and
vision moved away from his recognised style””. Now a well-respected and much
vaunted member of the Irish literary hall of fame, O’Casey’s later theatrical
innovations were unwelcome. It may be that O’Casey was writing ahead of his time,
and that developments in design and staging were insufficient to capture his vision.
His use of light, song, music and dance confounded many critics who judged him by
his Dublin trilogy and found his subsequent work lacking™.

In The Plough and the Stars O’Casey directly challenged his audience by

staging the prostitute Rosie Redmond against the shadow of the Speaker, whose
words were recognisable to the audiences of the day as those of executed patriot
Padraic Pearse. Objections to the play during its first run were on both Nationalist
and moral grounds and were taken up by the national press. However, the production
continued to attract good houses. Subsequent productions include the 1991 Abbey
production directed by Garry Hynes; here the stark expressionistic staging was
strongly reacted against by traditionalists, but served to cast the play in a new light.

Hynes’ experimentation with the play suggests a reinvigoration of O’Casey’s vision,

? The Abbey management’s decision against the staging of The Silver Tassie in 1928 resulted in a well-
documented rift between O’Casey and Yeats. The play was produced by Charles B. Cochrane at the
Apollo Theatre, London, on 11 October 1929 and directed by Raymond Massey. The Silver Tassie
illustrates O’Casey’s attitude to the exploitation of the working class, especially during World War 1. In
the second act, which was designed for the first production by artist Augustus John, O” Casey offers an
expressionistic rendering of the battle scene, in which a damaged, life-size crucifix dominated the shelled
ground and ruined monastery.

* In Within the Gates (1934) gates close and open between each of the four scenes, framing the action
in a ritualised fashion. Light is used to wordlessly convey political change in The Star Turns Red (1940)
and Red Roses for Me (1943). The forces of nature literally flood the stage in Purple Dust (1943) in an
ominous counterpoint to the ‘wayward comedy in three acts’. QOak Leaves and Lavender (1946)
includes a “Prelude of the Shadows™ and an epilogue in which dancers in eighteenth century dress and
The Son of Time frame the action of the play. Cock-a-Doodle Dandy (1949) is a theatricalized
exploration of the tensions of Irish society in the 1940s. A brightly-plumed cock appears throughout,
symbolizing a supernatural presence and a life force at odds with the repression of the people as
embodied by the aptly-named Fr. Domineer.
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but some negative reactions to this production highlight the sacrosanct position of the

text over the exciting potentials of the stage. Hynes effectively took The Plough and

the Stars out of the literary “heritage centre’ and back into the realm of performance.
A period of theatrical conservatism was led in the Abbey by Artistic Director
Ermest Blythe (1945-1967) who worked to shore up the literary reputation of the
theatre. Departures from the text were not encouraged, and some innovative steps
were retraced, such as the production of the work of playwright Teresa Deevy: ‘Deevy
had remarkable success at the Abbey during the 1930s, yet her name is rarely
mentioned in critical histories’ (Cathy Leeny in Bort 1996: 41). This lack of

recognition for Deevy’s work is detailed in ‘Teresa Deevy and Wife to James

Whelan’ by Martina Ann O’Doherty. Here O’Doherty examines the extraordinary
career of Deevy and her association with the Abbey Theatre, which produced six of
her plays between 1930 and 1936. However, in 1942 Deevy submitted Wife to James
Whelan (initially a comedy entitled All on a Sunny Day), which was rejected by

Blythe who had ‘no further use for any of her work™>' (O’ Doherty in Murray 1995:
25-28).

The founding of Dublin’s the Gate Theatre (1928), the Pike Theatre (1953)
and the Project Gallery (1966—Iater Project Arts Centre and now simply Project) and
the Lyric Theatre in Belfast (1951), indicates a broadening theatrical imagination in
twentieth century Irish culture™®.  While not promoting a national culture like the
Abbey, each of these theatres had a specific remit and contributed to a growing
theatre context. Of particular relevance here are the Pike and Project.

The Pike Theatre on Herbert Lane was founded by Alan Simpson and Carolyn
Swift. Although it did not last for more than a decade it had a profound effect on the
staging and thereby the creation of the canon, and highlighted the issue of theatre
censorship. Simpson outlines the intentions of the Pike Theatre founders in Beckett
and Behan and a Theatre in Dublin (1962):

Our first task was to find [the theatre] a name. It must be short, we decided
realistically, because that would keep down newspaper and advertising costs.

*! See “Teresa Deevy and Wife to James Whelan™ by Martina Ann O'Doherty as published in ‘Teresa
Deevy and the Irish Women Playwrights’, Irish Universitv Review Silver Jubilee Issue volume 25
number! Spring/Summer 1995 pp.25-28.

32 For a detailed history of the Gate Theatre see The Boys a biography of Micheal Mac Liammoir and
Hilton Edwards (1994) by Christopher Fitz-Simon. The establishment of the Lyric Theatre is
documented in chapter seven of The Theatre in Ulster (1972) by Sam Hanna Bell.
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(...) we fixed on ‘The Pike’, meaning the long pole used by the Irish
insurgents of 1798 to discomfit the slick English cavalry. In other words, we
wanted our theatre to be a revolutionary force of small means which, by its
ingenuity, would stir up the theatrical lethargy of post-war Ireland (Simpson
1962:1)”.
Here is another instance of a revolutionary response to the standard Irish theatre fare
that seems, in fact, to comprise of one attempted revolution after another. With the
Pike Theatre, Simpson and Swift stirred up a perceived ‘theatrical lethargy’ in more

ways than they could have imagined at the outset. In its short life, the Pike Theatre

staged the Irish premiere of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot in 1955, the premiere of

Brendan Behan’s The Quare Fellow in 1954 and brought the censorship of the arts

and of theatre into the public arena with its staging of The Rose Tattoo by Tennessee

Williams in 1957,
Although Beckett and his theatre lived in ‘exile’ the Pike Theatre’s Irish

premiere of Waiting for Godot produced Beckett’s work before Irish audiences, and

the Pike production ran for over a year”. Waiting for Godot was a successor more of
Yeats’ marginalized drama than of any received, accepted notion of Irish theatre. It
seems significant that Beckett had removed himself and his work from the main
tradition and context of Irish theatre, and that it was the Pike rather the Abbey as a
self-professed monument to Irish writing, which brought the work of this eminent
Irish playwright home from abroad. Beckett’s work grew from and through practice,
his role as director was such that his description as playwright seems somehow
inadequate.  Although Beckett’s work—detailed by Jonathan Kalb and Anna
McMullan among others*>—has suffered from a recent commodification of Irish
writers, it problematizes presumptions about the definitions of roles in the theatrical
process, staging the body of the actor, and the definition of an ‘Irish’ playwright.

The Pike Theatre’s production of The Rose Tattoo in 1957 had serious

ramifications for the theatre management and, in a broader sense, highlighted the
need for a continuing revolution against cultural complacency in Ireland. The Rose

Tattoo was the Pike Theatre’s production for the Dublin Tostal Theatre Festival and

33 Through his terminology Simpson gives an intimation of his other vocation or ‘day-job’ as a member
of the Irish army.

34 See Contemporary Irish Drama from Beckett to McGuinness (1994) by Anthony Roche pp.44-46.

35 See Beckett in Performance (1989/1991) by Jonathan Kalb, and Theatre on Trial: Samuel Beckett’s
Later Drama (1993) by Anna McMullan.
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the initial responses to the production led Simpson to imagine that ‘little Herbert Lane
was on the way to becoming as distinguished a thoroughfare as Abbey Street [home
of the Abbey Theatre] or Cavendish Row [home of the Gate Theatre]’ (Simpson
1962: 139). However, during the rehearsal period theatre festival director Brendan
Smith had received a letter from the League of Decency ‘complaining that the Rose
Tattoo ‘advocated the use of birth control by unnatural means’” (Simpson 162: 142).
Prior to the production’s transfer to the larger Gate Theatre, the police came to the
Pike Theatre with a demand that the show be cancelled. A lengthy battle ensued that
resulted in Simpson’s imprisonment and trial and a loss of support for the theatre.
Simpson was eventually cleared of having presented ‘an indecent performance’
(Simpson 1962: 164). In retrospect Simpson believes that ‘[t]here are reasons to
believe that none of the persons responsible for the initiation of police action were in
possession of any copy of the script, and that all those dealing with the affair were
working simply on second- or third-hand information, provided by people prejudiced
against the Theatre in general, and Tennessee Williams in particular’ (Simpson
1962:143).

The effective censorship of The Rose Tattoo reflects the lack of artistic

freedom in the Irish Republic in its prescription of postcolonial morality. The
cultural conservatism that led Beckett to write ‘sorry about all your trouble over The
Rose Tattoo. Bastards, bastards,...” (Simpson 1962: 168) to Simpson in August 1957,
would also affect the Tostal Theatre Festival of the following year. The Dublin
Tostal Theatre Festival had planned to stage O’Casey new play The Drums of Father

Ned in 1958 as well as Bloomsday based on Joyce’s Ulysses and three mime plays by
Beckett. The influence of the Church continued throughout this period and O’Casey

was the victim of the effective censorship of The Drums of Father Ned, as was

Bloomsday; Beckett withdrew his mime plays in protest. The Dublin Tostal Theatre
Festival of 1958 was cancelled.

The Pike Theatre’s function as a house for marginalized work was then taken
up by Project. The founding of Project and its ambitions as an actors’ cooperative
were as follows:

Project began as a three week festival at the Gate Theatre in November 1966.
The initial impetus was to produce a single play but this soon evolved into a
season of experimental music, visual arts, seminars, children’s theatre and a
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hot debate on censorship with special guest, writer, Edna O’Brien. Theatre
practitioner/administrator Colm O Briain initiated the event with Jim
Fitzgerald. Project’s first exhibition showed the work of four visual artists
John Behan, Charlie Cullen, Michael Kane and John Kelly (www.project.ie).

The Project Gallery evolved into an actors’ and artists’ cooperative, The Project Arts
Centre, and occupied a number of spaces around Dublin before moving to East Essex
Street, Temple Bar, Dublin, in 1972. Artists and practitioners whose work was staged
or shown at the Project throughout the 1970s and 1980s include Peter and Jim
Sheridan, Neil Jordan, Robert Ballagh, Alan Stanford, Tom Murphy and actors
Gabriel Byrne and Liam Neeson. Although no longer a cooperative, Project has
recently staged the work of independent companies such as Rough Magic,
Barabbas...the Company, Bedrock, and dance companies CoisCeim Dance Theatre
and Daghda Dance. On 12 June 2000 the new purpose-built Project opened on the
Essex Street site, incorporating a gallery and two theatre spaces and describing itself
as ‘a full-time artist-driven company’(www.project.ie). Project’s significance, in its
various histories, is in its incorporation and intersection of visual and performance
arts. Project’s production history identifies it as a space that has fostered work that
has not been accommodated within the mainstream.

Throughout the eighties and nineties there were a number of theatrical
developments outside the mainstream, working as if in direct opposition to the
position accorded language within Irish theatre. Innovations that, unlike the three
plays considered here, did not take language as a point of departure, did not begin
with a script and then journey through performance to the final product, but took
performance as the first step, in response to a literary bias that remained at the centre
of the discourse. Two companies, Operating Theatre and Co-Motion™, came to
prominence during the 1980s at Project. Their work merits detailed documentation
but this process would be impeded by the sporadic visibility of the work and their
inconsistent production histories. Actor Olwen Fouéré founded Operating Theatre in

1980 with composer Roger Doyle, having worked together on Thalia at the Project

36 For detail on Co-Motion see “Co-Motion™ by Derek West in Theatre Ireland 25 Spring 1991 pp.22-
24,
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Arts Centre in Dublin (1978)". Their work interrogated the relationship between
music, sound and performance; and early work included two singles Rapid Eye

Movements, and Blue Light and Alpha; and productions Ignotum per Ignotus (with

James Coleman), and Switch (text by Philip Morgan). In 1984 Operating Theatre
produced Diamond Body, written by Aidan Carl Matthews, which interrogated

sexuality by staging split-sexuality in Fouéré’s performance as Greek hermaphrodite
Stephanos and ‘his’ lover.

The company then explored the sound of gender difference with Pentagonal
Dream in 1986. Using a text by Sebastian Barry, Fouéré and Doyle distorted Fouéré’s
voice to sound like five different male voices. After considerable time Angel/Babel
(directed by Leon Ingulsrud) was staged at Project in 1999. Angel/Babel brought the
company to new technological heights as Fouéré embodied the comparison between
the internet and the human nervous system, while suspended in air. Fouéré wore
electronic sensors attached to the sound system, and described the project thus:

On Angel/Babel we used an interactive set. Interactive performance actually
works in that moment where you see the exchange happening. It could still
work with conventional text but the emphasis is on this moment. And you
find when you start working that there are whole sections when nobody would
know that there is interaction going on there, you might as well have it
recorded, and there is no point in that. (...) If you are working with that type
of technology you’ve got to let it lead you, and try and make it do what you
want it to do (Fouéré interview 1/8/01).

Fouéré has been a creative force in Irish theatre, bringing a keen physicality to her
work inside and outside the mainstream. She serves as an example of how Irish

actors have worked in a theatre community so intimate as to necessitate diversity in

performance. Fouéré played the title role in a version of Wilde’s Salomé directed by

Steven Berkoff for the Gate Theatre in 1988. This seminal production (for which
Doyle composed the music) brought the necessary physical idiom to a canonically
exceptional text.

Fouér¢ also performed in The Cuchulain Cycle at the Peacock Theatre, which
was staged at the Yeats International Theatre Festival (1989-1993). James W.
Flannery, author of W. B Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre (1976), founded the Yeats

Foundation in 1988 and was executive director of the Yeats International Festival at

37 For detail on Operating Theatre see “The Doctor Is In" by Willie White, Irish Theatre Magazine,
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the Abbey. Flannery came to Dublin from the U.S. in the mid 1960s to research a
doctoral thesis on the Abbey acting tradition. He was disillusioned by the
performance of that tradition, and set about countering his strong responses to the

state of Irish acting at that time by staging The Green Helmet in 1965: ‘we persuaded

the Players’ Theatre at Trinity to sponsor a production of Yeats’s Calvary and The

Resurrection with a mix of professional actors from the Radio Eireann Rep as well as
amateurs and students from Trinity and UCD [University College Dublin]. Tom
Hickey, from the Focus Theatre, played Christ in both plays™ ¥ (Flannery in Griffin
Theatre Ireland 21 December 1989: 14).

Flannery’s practical interrogation of Irish performance standards continued
and in 1989 the first season of Yeats International Theatre Festival opened at the
Peacock, with a production of the Cuchulain Cycle. The Cycle comprised of At the
Hawk’s Well, The Green Helmet, On Baile’s Strand, The Only Jealousy of Emer and

The Death of Cuchulain, as directed by Flannery. There were mixed reactions to the

Festival’s first production, which was sponsored by Coca Cola Atlantic. Some felt
that the sponsorship would have been better invested in training Irish and especially
Abbey actors in the skills necessary to perform Yeats’ work: ‘after the inaugural
production, it is clear that the Abbey should use the endowment to ensure Yeats’s
careful prescriptions for the performance of his works are fully met in future years’
(Cave 1990: 24). Richard Allen Cave suggested that the problem of staging the
Cuchulain plays as a cycle is that they do not share a uniformity of style, and that the
actors’ treatment of the verse was uneven in performance. However, despite the
difficulties, this was a timely staging of Yeats’ work. During its five-year period the
Yeats International Theatre Festival highlighted the possible rewards of a search for a
physical vocabulary for Irish theatre, the potential benefits of professional training for
all Irish actors and—with other innovations such as the work of the collaborative

group that staged The Great Hunger (see section 2.5)—had a strong influence on

practitioners and audiences.

The Great Hunger, The Saxon Shore and At the Black Pig’s Dvke were

commissioned and/or produced by three geographically various companies, the

Peacock as part of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, Field Day Theatre Company in

volume 1, number 2, Spring 1999.
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Derry, and Druid Theatre Company in Galway. This diversity exemplifies the
growing regionalisation of Irish theatre throughout the 1980s especially. Druid was
founded in Galway in 1975 and paved the way for Field Day in Derry, Northern
Ireland (1980), Red Kettle in Waterford (1985), Island in Limerick (1988), Macnas in
Galway (1986), Meridan in Cork (1989) and, in the early 1990s, companies such as
Blue Raincoat in Sligo (1991) and Bickerstaffe in Kilkenny (1992).

Playwright Brian Friel’ established Field Day Theatre Company with actor
Stephen Rea in Derry, Northern Ireland, in 1980 (see section 3.1). The company’s
objective was to ‘contribute to the solution of the present crisis by producing analyses
of the established opinions, myths and stereotypes which had become both a symptom
and a cause of the current situation’ (Roche 1994: 243). Field Day had an exhaustive
touring schedule during the 1980s showing a genuine commitment, not only to new
writing but also to the overall endeavour of theatre, reaching new audiences through
the accessibility and consistent standards of their work. The company’s productions
included Translations (1980), a version of Chekhov’s The Three Sisters (1981), The
Communication Cord (1982), and Making History (1988) all by Friel; Boesman and

Lena by Athol Fugard (staged in 1983 instead of the planned The Saxon Shore by

Rudkin, see chapter 3), The Riot Act (a version of Sophocles’ Antigone, 1984) by
Tom Paulin, High Time (1984) by Derek Mahon, Double Cross (1986) by Tom
Kilroy, Pentecost (1987) by Stewart Parker, Saint Oscar (1989) by Terry Eagleton,
The Cure at Troy (1990) by Seamus Heaney and Madam Macadam’s Travelling

Circus (1991) also by Kilroy. Field Day had also planned to produce Frank
McGuinness’ Carthaginians in 1987 but the playwright withdrew the play for fear that
the company was overstretching its resources.

On 14 November 1998 Field Day Theatre Company returned with a
production of Stewart Parker’s Northern Star at the First Presbyterian Church in

3% Hickey later played Maguire in The Great Hunger (1983), see chapter 2.

3% Friel has been credited with initiating the modern Irish theatre movement in the 1960s with an
Edwards/MacLiammoir production at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin. Philadelphia Here I Come! (1964),
Friel’s fourth play, had considerable impact as Friel split his central protagonist in two, allowing the
audience an insight into the inner discourse in the mind of character Gar. Two actors played the
character, one Gar public and the other Gar private. This split-subjectivity was an innovation from
within the mainstream and stretched the boundaries of a particularly Irish realism, making room for
further experimentation.
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Belfast, directed by Stephen Rea'. This was a joint production by Field Day and
Tinderbox theatre companies. The detailed programme for this production evidences
Field Day Theatre Company’s focus on history and identity that has had an undoubted
influence on the company’s reliance on language and on general perceptions of drama
given their extensive audience base.

Other Northern Irish companies followed in Field Day’s wake, including
Charabanc (1983), Tinderbox (1988), Out and Out Theatre (1990)"' and
Ridiculusmus (1992), all in Belfast, and Big Telly (1987) in Portstewart, Co. Derry.
Marie Jones functioned as playwright in the collaborative work of Charabanc, a
female theatre company based in Belfast, which was prominent in the 1980s.
Charabanc did not work exclusively on political issues, but strove to voice the female
experience while trying to place women securely within Northern Ireland’s theatrical
tradition”.

Macnas was founded in Galway eleven years after Druid Theatre Company
and took a very different approach to theatre. Macnas developed a reputation for
specializing in street spectacle, bringing a carnivalesque element to the tired Irish
parade, incorporating narratives such as those found in Irish myth and legend with an
international outdoor performance idiom. Their work became the centrepiece of the
annual Galway Arts Festival. The company was influenced by the work of Catalan
company Els Comediants and Footsbarn, a company of English origins based in
France. Macnas’s emphasis on design, puppetry and scale was unprecedented within
the Irish performance tradition.

Macnas brought language into their work when they moved indoors, initially
taking the ‘pantomime’ and broadening it with a continuing emphasis on spectacle.
The company created the set within the entire space, audience members then moved
within the environment of the piece among the actors. These indoor ‘Christmas

shows’ or ‘pantomimes’ such as Alice in Wonderland (1989), Treasure Island (1990)

and, to an extent, Circus Story (1991) took well-known children’s stories and invested

* See ‘Northern Star” by Bernadette Sweeney in Irish Theatre Magazine volume one issue two, Spring

1999, pp.56-57.

*! See ‘Mancruel’ by Lynda Henderson in Theatre Ireland 31 Summer 1993 pp. 85-86 and appendix (ix)
for Out and Out Theatre.

2 See “‘Re-inventing Women: Charabanc Theatre Company’ by Claudia W. Harris in The State of Play:
Irish Theatre in the *Nineties (1996) edited by Eberhard Bort.
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them with a theatricality and a physical accessibility that appealed to both young and
adult audiences. In 1992 Macnas’ work took a new direction. The Tdin premiered at
the Galway Arts Festival and marked the company’s move into the mainstream but
this was mainstream theatre with a difference as, except for at one significant
moment, there was no spoken language in this piece.

Founder member Paraic Breathnach cited a resistance to the indoor reliance
on image among the cast in the initial stages of rehearsal: ‘[a]t first people didn’t fully
trust the idea and found it hard to express themselves without words. So in the early
stages of rehearsal we used a basic script but then as the music was added and
integrated with the action the words were removed bit by bit’ (McBride 1992: 70).
Here is evidence of the fact that practitioners can often find it difficult to allow the
body and the image to carry meaning outside language. In this rehearsal process the
word was literally the point of departure, as the company slowly moved away from it.
Breathnach explained, ‘Macnas shows emerge out of a complicated collective process
and it’s hard to facilitate someone who goes off alone to a room to churn out reams of
words. We can’t find a writer who can create a language for us so we have to evolve
our own. To some extent our approach represents a frustration with conventional
Irish theatre’ (McBride 1992: 70). Macnas was responding to a European theatre
tradition and contributed to it by touring work throughout Europe, appearing regularly
at Expo and international festivals.

This section ‘Literally Theatrical’ is a brief overview of developments in the
Irish performance tradition. Although this is not an attempt at a comprehensive or
comparative study, there are a number of points of innovation and departure that are
worth noting. From the plays of Yeats and the heightened versions of Irishness of
Synge, to the re-imaginings of an Irish theatre canon by the Pike Theatre, Project,
Operating Theatre and Macnas, an appreciation of theatricality grew throughout the
twentieth century. Authenticity, appropriateness and censorship, the incorporation of
folk traditions, the shaping of the canon—all of these issues have informed the
constant need of practitioners to depart from the departures of their predecessors.

The key plays of this thesis The Great Hunger (1983), The Saxon Shore (1986) and At

the Black Pig’s Dyke (1992) were first produced during this period of regionalisation,

experimentation and change.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE GREAT HUNGER: STAGING A MASTERPIECE

‘A man is what is written... a man 1s what is written...’
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 52).
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Fig. 2.1 Tom Hickey as Maguire downstage of The Mother as effigy, (scene three)
The Great Hunger 1983.




Fig. 2.2 Tom Hickey on the gate, behind The Mother as effigy, (scene thirteen)
The Great Hunger 1983.




2.1 CONTEXT OF THE FIRST PRODUCTION'

The Great Hunger was a theatrical interpretation of the poem of the same name by

Patrick Kavanagh, collaboratively devised by playwright Tom Mac Intyre, director
Patrick Mason and actors Tom Hickey (who played the central character Patrick
Maguire), Conal Kearney (Malone), Brid ni Neachtain (Mary Anne), Vincent O’Neill
(Priest), Fiona MacAnna (Agnes) and Martina Stanley (Schoolgirl). Expectations
were for a staged but close response to the widely acknowledged literary wealth of the
poem (first published in 1942). Such expectations were confounded by a sparse and
very physical production. The physical nature of the performance of the play was
remarkable in and of itself but particularly so given that it was an Irish production.
An investigation of the play begs many questions—how to react to the text made up
predominantly of stage directions? How to interpret the many and varied reactions to
the production of the play, from the enthusiastic to the hostile? How to reconcile the
original poem, hailed as an example of the richness of Ireland’s literary heritage, with
the far from literary nature of the play?

To take an established work by a poet such as Kavanagh and transfer it onto

the stage was in itself a brave step, but the creative nature of its staging further

identifies The Great Hunger as a landmark in Irish theatre history. Just as Kavanagh
had dismantled the prevalent image of idyllic rural life with the original poem, Mac

Intyre used The Great Hunger to challenge the prevalent image of Irish theatre in the

1980s. Mac Intyre chose a vibrant physical form of theatre to act as a vehicle for

Kavanagh’s ‘masterpiece’. The Great Hunger reached its audience through the

staging of movement, image and association. Given the many questions raised by the

production of The Great Hunger, the creative forces of poet, playwright and other

practitioners, the social reality of Kavanagh’s Ireland and the reinterpretation of it in

the 1980s, I have titled this chapter The Great Hunger: Staging a Masterpiece.

The body had not been absent from Irish theatre; rather its presence had not
been accounted for and work which privileged the body was marginalized. Such
conservatism reflected that of the state’. However, by the early 1980s international

developments in dance and theatre were beginning to affect Irish theatre artists. On 9

' As the published text of The Great Hunger also represents the production text there is little distinction
between the performance details and the ‘dramatic text’. Therefore, unless I make a time-specific
reference, all references to The Great Hunger are in the present tense.
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May 1983 The Great Hunger premiered on the Peacock stage, the studio space of the

Abbey, Ireland’s national theatre.

As the National Theatre and the first state subsidised theatre, the Abbey was at
that time a curious mix of state-institution, with all the civil-service resonances that
that implies, and a showcase for Irish drama, with an emphasis on being a writers’
theatre that continues to this day. In what might initially seem to reflect this, The
Great Hunger was based on a poem of the same name by renowned Irish poet Patrick
Kavanagh, but the subsequent controversy and eventual influence of the production
stemmed from its departure from a literal interpretation of this literary masterpiece.

The first stage in the process was Mac Intyre’s submission of a script written
in response to Kavanagh’s poem to the Abbey Theatre, then under the artistic
direction of Joe Dowling. Mac Intyre had already approached the Project Arts Centre,
where The Old Firm® had been produced, but the script was eventually accepted by
Dowling who brought together a collaborative group who would work on a series of
productions at the Peacock until 1988. The Abbey had already produced two of Mac
Intyre’s plays. Jack be Nimble opened 10 August 1976 and Find the Lady opened 9

May 1977, billed as ‘Peacock Workshop productions’, both were directed by Patrick
Mason. Dowling once again matched Mason with Mac Intyre, and with the addition
of Tom Hickey (who had already been approached by Mac Intyre), the central
collaborative core was established’. Hickey credited Dowling as being instrumental
in establishing the collaboration:

I don’t think that Joe was ever one hundred percent convinced about this type
of work, but what he was convinced about one hundred percent was that it
should be done. (...) And that was always his position, even in the face of the
most awful flack later on (Hickey interview: 233).

Mason described the project as having had an ostensibly typical beginning:

One of the understandings about the collaboration with Tom Hickey, Tom
Mac Intyre and myself was that the initiator was Tom Mac Intyre. Tom Mac
Intyre as a great theatre poet, writer, had a certain vision of this material, The
Great Hunger, and he brought it to Tom Hickey as the actor he saw in the lead
role and he brought it to me as the director he wanted to work with and we
started from traditional positions (Mason interview: 240-41).

? See section 1.3.

¥ The OId Firm by Tom Mac Intyre opened on 25 September 1975 at The Project Arts Centre, Dublin,
directed by Alan Stanford.

* See Hickey interview appendix (ii).
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Mac Intyre worked closely with director Mason and the actors, as led by Hickey to
develop, as writer and critic Gerard Stembridge observed, “a sense of striking images,
which attempt to recreate the pain, innocence and repression of Irish rural life, as
Kavanagh saw it (Stembridge Irish Press 11/5/83). These images were the product of
an all-embracing creative process, which accommodated the artistry of playwright,

director and actors. Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger had, according to the Abbey press

release for the play’s opening in 1983, ‘evoked a unique and highly individualistic
response from the playwright” (Abbey Theatre Press Release 26/4/83). Mac Intyre
created a non-linear image driven text (described by the playwright as a score), which
evidenced not only his ‘individualistic response’ to Kavanagh's poem, but also the
playwright’s exposure to the work of Meredith Monk, Merce Cunningham and Pina
Bausch. Mac Intyre had spent the early 1970s in New York and discovered what he
described as ‘a gloriously contemporary idiom. The fragmentation of narrative, the
power of the image, the poetry of movement—these elements had an ability to reach
the audience, to burn in a way that traditional narrative couldn’t’ (Harron Observer
30/11/86).

The language of The Great Hunger performance score was taken directly from

the poem but, through rhythm and chant, the lines became a fluid living part of the
process, rather than a faithful recitation of Kavanagh’s work. These rhythms were
worked into the performance during the rehearsal period, involving director, actors
and the playwright. The continuous presence of Mac Intyre facilitated the reworking

of The Great Hunger, both during the original run and, to a greater extent, for the

subsequent production in 1986. Discussions were held after the previews of the 1983
production in the Peacock Theatre after the performances, when Mac Intyre and
Mason had the opportunity to assess the audience’s reaction to the play. This direct
contact with the audience following an indirect theatrical appeal to their senses
through sound, image and movement gave an added dimension to the organic nature
of the piece. The audience was a very real part of this endeavour. The choice of
Kavanagh’s poem was an initial play upon the general social frame of reference of the
Peacock audience. Although the Irish society of the 1980s was shaped by De Valera’s
policies, by this time audiences were sufficiently distanced from the national image

making of De Valera, and familiar enough with its social ramifications, to appreciate
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the inadequacies of the rural idyll. Also, the audience of the 1980s would have
recognised Kavanagh as an acknowledged and respected figure in Irish literature.
Thus Mac Intyre’s play both included the intellectual expectations of the audience in
the process and worked against them.

Mac Intyre’s aim was to connect with The Great Hunger’s audience on

another level. He believed that ‘[t]he immediacy of the pictorial of the imagistic by
contrast with the verbal, relates essentially to what we call sensory impact: you /ook,
you see. In the verbal theatre, the energy hasn’t got that directness’ (Holmquist 1984:
151[original emphasis]). Mason was also committed to the search for a means of
communicating with an audience that would challenge any preconceived notions of
theatre. In his opinion:

[tThe specific problem of the Irish audience is to get them to trust their own
responses. The image is primal and people’s response to it—provided it’s
compelling, is instinctive... We're all so predominantly verbal—our education
is geared to the word—that there is a moment of panic when the word is not
present. (...) This perhaps is the biggest problem; how do you get people to
stop saying “what does it mean?”, and simply say to them “look forget about
what it means, what does it feel like, what does it do to you?” (Holmquist
1984: 150).

Mac Intyre saw in the staging of The Great Hunger ‘adventure and some kind

of dignity’ (Holmquist 1984: 150). Drawn by the disturbing qualities of the poem, by
what he identified as the ‘the constriction’ and ‘the fear of the sensual, the fear of life

which is a baleful inheritance for people on this island in 1983 as in 1933” (Byme In

Dublin 6/5/83), Mac Intyre set about staging The Great Hunger. Given the status of
the poem as a ‘masterpiece’ of Irish literature and the almost mythical status afforded
to literature within Ireland’s cultural consciousness, Mac Intyre’s plans for the poem
could be seen as foolhardy, if not downright arrogant. In a review of the 1986

production of The Great Hunger for the Sunday Independent, Colm Toibin wrote,

‘Tread softly Tom Mac Intyre you tread on our masterpieces’ (To6ibin Sunday
Independent 20/7/86). Although he then went on to discuss the specifics of the play
itself, Toibin’s observation was a canny one. The original script comprised of a
selection of lines and images taken from the poem and reordered by the playwright.
Language was sparse, and it was during the subsequent collaborative rehearsal

process that the physical nature of the piece began to emerge.
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As Anthony Roche noted in his introduction to Contemporary Irish Drama

from Beckett to McGuinness, ‘the past has always exerted a particular presence on

and in Ireland. The best contemporary Irish playwrights are engaged in a search for
dramatic means to reinterpret by re-imagining that past. All offer alternative
narratives whose aim is liberation, a setting free of ghosts’ (Roche 1994: 12). Mac
Intyre, however, was proposing to ‘re-imagine’ a work which had become sacrosanct,
to ‘re-interpret’ a poem with its own inherent artistic worth. Mac Intyre’s ‘re-
imagining’ of the poem was in a different language from that of the original and it
was this that made the production a worthwhile theatrical exercise.

Tom Mac Intyre has for long been the lone major Irish playwright fully aware

of the visual and physical languages of theatre and working to develop a form

of theatre whose expressive energies focus on these rather than on the verbal

(Henderson 1983: 130).

Mac Intyre had turned from the literary in search of a new means of
communication for Irish theatre. Born in Cavan in 1931, Mac Intyre studied English
in University College Dublin and worked in America periodically from the mid-1960s
to 1980. As mentioned, while in New York in the early 1970s Mac Intyre was deeply
influenced by the developments in dance theatre, and his subsequent work throughout
the 1970s and 1980s sought to marry his mastery of the word with a theatre of image,
where his presence in the rehearsal process was central’. Here he could combine
language with the immediacy of movement, an appreciation of the physical presence
of the actor and the implied ‘language’ of image. The playwright came to realise that
‘you can say it in a split-second in the image. In the verbal theatre it would take you a
paragraph and you couldn’t come anywhere near making the same weight of
statement’ (Holmquist 1984: 150). The full experience of theatre was what Mac
Intyre was hoping to encapsulate in his ‘theatre of image’.

It is perhaps significant that he chose the literary weight of Kavanagh as both
his starting point and his point of departure.

I was brought up on the Irish literary mode but eventually, for my work the
idiom had nowhere to go. I spent the next ten years seeking a solution to a
stylistic problem—goodbye to the literary discursive as a satisfying mode. But
what to replace it with? (Taplin Guardian 24/11/86).

5 See Tom Mac Intyre biography appendix (iv).
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Mac Intyre found his solution in the various rehearsal venues of the Peacock
in Dublin in 1983. Together with Mason and the actors he puzzled over the ‘stylistic

problem’ and found a palpable solution, as staged in The Great Hunger. This open,

exploratory way of working was a challenging one for all concerned. Mason thought
highly of the playwright’s work: ‘[Mac Intyre] has an extraordinary energy and an
uncanny feeling for the Irish psyche, a way of hitting the wound. And he has courage,
a wonderful recklessness’ (McGreevey Stafford Sunday Independent 13/7/86). This

pre-occupation with the ‘Irish’ psyche sited the work of Mac Intyre, Mason and actor
Hickey as Maguire within its Irish context, but their theatrical exploration of the ‘Irish
psyche’ evidenced an emphasis on the male psyche (see section 2.3). Mac Intyre
would need a ‘wonderful recklessness’ to sustain him on his journey from the point of
play-writer, provider of a literary text, through the collaborative rehearsal process
to—where exactly? Mac Intyre’s destination was unknown in 1983, but his original
rehearsal script contained many elements of the final staged piece. Christopher
Murray wrote that ‘the burden will always be upon the experimentalist playwright to
justify his departures from convention’ (Murray 1988: 56). Mac Intyre was aware of
this ‘burden’ and welcomed it in that it gave him the opportunity to promote this
image-driven style of theatre.

Having opened on 9 May 1983, The Great Hunger ran until 4 June. In 1986 it

was reworked; changes included the removal of an initial image of Maguire as the
poet/farmer, the three good fairies became the other-worldly character Packy and a
recorded soundtrack was replaced by noises created by the actors. This revision of
the original production then toured to the Tyrone Guthrie Centre, Annamakerrig Co.
Monaghan, (Kavanagh’s home county). After touring to the Assembly Rooms at the
Edinburgh Festival where it won a Fringe award, it returned to the Peacock for a four
week run in October, after which it played the Grand Opera House, Belfast and the
Almeida Theatre, London. In 1987 it played the Theatre Royal Waterford before a
very well received tour to La Maison des Cultures du Monde in Paris, resulting in a
reappraisal of the production in the Irish press. John Finegan of the Evening Herald
reported from Paris:

“With the Abbey Theatre, Ireland has invaded Paris,” proclaimed the Parisian
daily Le Figaro in its banner headline over a long, enthusiastic review by its
critic Maron Thebaud of The Great Hunger, staged here last night by the
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Abbey company. (...) The Figaro critic describes Tom Hickey’s performance
in the central role of Paddy Maguire as “astonishing and irresistible” (...) The
critic of Le Monde, Odile Quirot, in another long review, called The Great
Hunger a play of wonderful movement, filled with illusions. “On the face of
Tom Hickey, one could see all the shadows and all the light of an Irish sky”
(Finegan Evening Herald 17/9/87: 9).

The Great Hunger was revived again in 1988 for the first Abbey tour to Russia where

it played the Moscow Arts Theatre and the Gorky Bolshoi Drama Theatre in
Leningrad. It toured to the United States the following month playing Philadelphia
and New York.

Early reactions to Mac Intyre’s The Great Hunger were guarded and some

reviewers believed that the playwright would have been better served by a more rigid
adherence to the text, staged in a more conventional way. John Finegan reviewed The
Great Hunger for the Evening Herald in 1983, and suggested that the play was ‘a free
ranging impression by Tom Mac Intyre of Kavanagh’s long poem of the same name,
one of the great Irish poems of this century’. He continued, ‘attention is well held,
visually, but missing is the marvellous word pictures embedded in the poem, and
missing also is the sense of the souls’ loneliness and of wasted lives’. Finegan
concluded regretfully that the production was ‘more Mac Intyre than Kavanagh’
(Finegan Evening Herald 10/5/83).

In this chapter I consider the original poem, ‘one of the great Irish poems of

this century’ (Finegan Evening Herald 10/5/83). I investigate how such a bleak,

damning portrayal of Irish rural life came to be recognised as ‘a masterpiece of
modern Irish literature’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 28) and how this became
translated into a performance idiom particular to a postcolonial practice before a
postcolonial audience. A reading of the staging of The Mother as an effigy, the
‘wooden’ body of my title, is followed by an examination of the ‘interaction’ between
the effigy and the live body. Finally this chapter considers the process and how the
development of this Irish performance idiom claimed for itself a previously
unacknowledged collaborative element during the rehearsal and production of The

Great Hunger over a five-year period.
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2.2 STAGING A MASTERPIECE

The 1983 production of Tom Mac Intyre’s The Great Hunger was a departure from

the theatrical practices in Ireland at that time, thereby re-echoing the part played by
the original poem on its publication in 1942. Patrick Kavanagh’s poem The Great
Hunger depicted a brutal alternative to De Valera’s countryside ‘bright with cosy
homesteads™®. Kavanagh was writing from within the Irish rural experience, as he
was born the eldest son of a small farmer and cobbler near the town of Mucker in
County Monaghan. Although he left school at thirteen, his sister Lucy, who attended
secondary school, fed his interest in poetry. The poetry of Milton, Pope and Byron
were strong influences on him, as can be seen from his early poetry. Kavanagh was
also influenced by the Anglo-Irish literature of the Celtic Revival, but he would later
condemn the ‘so-called Irish literary movement which purported to be frightfully Irish
and very of the Celtic soil” as a ‘thorough-going English-bred lie’ (Peter Kavanagh
1986: 185). Kavanagh came to believe that ‘a national literature being based on a
convention, not born of the unpredictable individual and his problems, is a vulnerable
racket and is protected by fierce, wild men’’ (Patrick Kavanagh 1967: 266). But
Kavanagh would also earn the reputation of being a ‘fierce, wild’ man as he joined
the other Anti-Revivalists such as O’Connor and O’Faolain in their attempts to
illuminate the truth of the Irish condition as they saw it. Kavanagh found his own
voice in the stuff of his own experience. In 1939 he left the land and moved to
Dublin to live with his brother Peter. Kavanagh moved to nurture his role as poet;
conversely the distance helped him to form a clearer image of himself as farmer.

Patrick Maguire, the beleaguered small farmer of The Great Hunger, is a

lonely, frustrated man, living under the tyranny of the Church, the land, and, perhaps
most interestingly, his mother. Kavanagh uses Maguire’s mother to explore the
combination of circumstances that have left Maguire trapped.

Religion, the fields and the fear of the Lord

And ignorance giving him the coward’s blow

He dare not rise to pluck the fantasies

From the fruited Tree of Life. He bowed his head

And saw a wet weed twined about his toe (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 9).

¢ See section 1.1 on De Valera’s vision of Ireland as ‘a land whose countryside would be bright with
cosy homesteads. ...
7 See section 1.3.
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Kavanagh draws an unsympathetic picture of Maguire’s mother, who, with ‘a
venomous drawl, And a wizened face like moth-eaten leatherette’ (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1988: 7) had ‘praised the man who made the field his bride’ (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1988: 4). Kavanagh is unequivocal as he lays the blame for Maguire’s fate at
the Mother’s feet:

Maguire was faithful to death:

He stayed with his mother till she died

At the age of ninety-one.

She stayed too long,

Wife and mother in one.

When she died

The knuckle bones were cutting the skin of her son’s backside

And he was sixty-five (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 5).

Although in some senses the villain of the piece, Maguire’s mother is also the
product of Ireland’s rural reality. With little or no social standing outside the home,
the Mother has, upon widowhood, attained a level of power and autonomy that she is
unwilling to relinquish; by defining women’s place as being within the home, the
newly independent Irish Free State had reduced the realms of potential for women to
such an extent that defensive territorialism set in. Maguire’s life is shown in The
Great Hunger to be stunted by the control of his mother but, by drawing her as
embittered and defensive, Kavanagh shows us that the Mother’s life too is frustrated
and defined by a cruel ideal.

The land that provides Maguire’s livelihood offers little comfort. His life is
an endless round of drudgery, the presence of fertility in nature joins with the

presence of Maguire’s mother to emphasize his impotent God-fearing existence:

The cows and horses breed,

And the potato seed

Gives a bud and a root and rots

In the good mother’s way with her sons;

The fledged bird is thrown

From the nest—on its own.

But the peasant in his little acres is tied

To a mother’s womb by the wind-toughened navel-cord
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 22-23).

Maguire is also tied to that which has become synonymous with national identity, the
Catholic Church. Although the role of religion in society is portrayed with some
humour by Kavanagh ‘Maguire knelt beside a pillar where he could spit/Without
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being seen’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 8), it provides Maguire with both solace
and torment. On encountering a girl in the Yellow Meadow, Maguire ‘saw
Sin/Written in letters larger than John Bunyan dreamt of./For the strangled impulse
there is no redemption./And that girl was gone’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 9).
Maguire’s repressed desires found an unheroic outlet in Kavanagh’s poem:

But his passion became a plague

For he grew feeble bringing the vague

Women of his mind to lust nearness,

Once a week at least flesh must make an appearance.
So Maguire got tired

Of the no-target gun fired

And returned to his headlands of carrots and cabbage
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 6).

As he grew older Maguire ‘cried for his own loss one late night on the pillow/And yet
thanked the God who had arranged these things’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 18).
Kavanagh’s treatment of the land, the Church and the truth of Maguire’s
Ireland directly challenged the isolated state of the day, which remained resolutely
neutral in the face of World War as it attempted to define itself. Kavanagh made a
swipe at the rhetoric of his time that sought to idealise the life of the farmer.

Kavanagh portrayed such idealists in The Great Hunger through the creation of an

unspecified ‘other’, city-dweller maybe, or Anglo-Irish Celtic-revivalist, who
travelled into the countryside to look on and marvel at such a simple life:

The travellers stop their cars to gape over the green bank into his fields:—

There is the source from which all cultures rise,

And all religions,

There is the pool in which the poet dips

And the musician.

Without the peasant base civilisation must die,

Unless the clay is in the mouth the singer’s singing is useless (Kavanagh &

Mac Intyre 1988: 22 [original emphasis]).
The suggestion of the car, and particularly the steering-wheel, lends a materiality and
material wealth to this unspecified onlooker, which is clearly outside the lived
experience of Patrick Maguire. Variously throughout the poem, Kavanagh spoke of
the onlooker, or the audience member, enabling the reader to join the poet at a
remove from the petty details of Maguire’s life. Such a use of the image of theatre

seems to be almost an invitation from Kavanagh to stage the poem: ‘come with me,
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Imagination, into this iron house/and we will watch from the doorway the years run
back’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 5). “Applause, applause,/The curtain
falls./Applause, applause’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 23). Kavanagh also
equated the reader or potential spectator with the gaping travellers who have put
Maguire’s life under scrutiny, ‘The travellers touch the roots of the grass and feel
renewed/When they grasp the steering wheels again’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988:
23). Having been invited to ‘watch the tragedy to the last curtain’ (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1988: 3) we do not escape censure for having done so.

A farm gate upstage centre, a tabernacle downstage right and a rough wooden
effigy of a seated woman downstage left defined the performance space of the
Abbey’s 1983 production, which was designed by Bronwen Casson. From the
beginning, the audience was confronted by the controlling forces on the life of central
character Patrick Maguire, namely, the land, the church and his mother. The presence
of The Mother on stage as an inanimate object resonated throughout the play. She’
was an icon in every sense of the word, but the effigy does raise the question of
whether a flesh and blood actor playing the part of The Mother would have made a
difference to the collaborative process. Perhaps the focus on Maguire and his hunger
would have been blurred, distorted, for although the other women—Maguire’s
embittered sister Mary Anne, the sexually vibrant neighbour Agnes, the innocent
Schoolgirl—each offer an insight into the frustrated potential of women in
Kavanagh’s rural Ireland, the tension between Maguire and The Mother is central.

Had an actor physically played The Mother The Great Hunger, written, shaped, and

directed from within the male experience, would undoubtedly have been different.
The Church is represented both by a tabernacle and an actor playing The
Priest. This Priest is seen at various points throughout the play performing card
tricks. This device of The Priest as illusionist neatly underlines his motivations; he
does not deal with the real needs and concerns of his congregation but works to
suppress and distort them. The Church confronts the exuberance of nature in scene
five. The characters brandish branches of greenery as they move about the stage with
abandon. Their individual reactions to the greenery give the audience a succinct
measure of their attitudes to life. Agnes lies down and strokes her body sensually

with her branch; Maguire chooses one of the biggest branches and moves about the
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space ecstatically until his sister takes the branch from him and gives him a smaller
one instead. As they all dance wildly to the surging music, The Priest enters dressed
in his vestments. They all stop abruptly, put aside the fertile greenery and kneel in
regimented order before him; all joy suppressed.

The repetitive backbreaking nature of working the land is highlighted in scene
two when Maguire and his neighbours Malone and Joe are ‘potato-picking’. With the
deliberation of dancers each actor moves down the neatly ordered potato drills.
Rhythmically delivered lines from the poem, interrupted and overlapping as they
gained momentum, are punctuated by the sound of potatoes landing in metal buckets.
Scene nine is an energetic representation of ploughing. As Maguire leads the “horses’
Malone and Joe, the three women, with Packy, a young, almost otherworldly
character, add to the general mayhem; two of the women flap white cloths to suggest
wheeling seagulls. The scene collapses in laughter, but Maguire moves to the gate
upstage and kicks it as he repeats savagely ‘It’s not a bit funny. Not a bit funny...not a
bit funny’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 53).

Declan Kiberd wrote of the poem in Inventing Ireland that ‘Patrick Maguire

fails to become himself because he cares too much for the dictates of mother, church
and society’ (Kiberd 1995: 478). In Mac Intyre’s play we meet a Maguire who is all
too aware of this failure as he literally hits out against those controlling forces. Some,
who felt that the play’s form had proven to be a poor vehicle for a poem of such
literary weight, condemned such a physical interpretation of Kavanagh’s poem, which
grasps all that the medium has to offer. In 1988, the Abbey toured to Russia for the
first time with The Great Hunger and The Field by John B. Keane as directed by Ben

Bamnes. The decision to bring The Great Hunger, which had been well received at the

Edinburgh Festival in 1986, was unpopular with many who believed that traditional
Abbey fare would be more suitable for The National Theatre’s debut in Russia.
Indeed, Niall Toibin, who played The Bull McCabe in Bames’ production of The

Field, was very direct when expressing his reservations with The Great Hunger: ‘I

don’t think it should be staged. It’s not theatre at all; it’s a lot of wasted effort’
(O’Cleary Irish Times 12/2/88).
Others believed that any success enjoyed by the play was ultimately due to the

calibre of the original ‘masterpiece’:
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It is possible that The Great Hunger worked not just because it placed unusual
demands on an Irish audience, nor because Mac Intyre recognised the
potential dramatic power of the poem (...) but because underneath all of this
there was always the genius of Patrick Kavanagh (Moffat 1987: 46).

Kavanagh’s ‘genius’ was revealed in The Great Hunger through his determined

undermining of the preoccupations of the day. By translating the poem in such an
uncompromising way, Mac Intyre remained true to the iconoclastic nature of
Kavanagh’s work. In its staging of Kavanagh’s poem, the Abbey Theatre production

of The Great Hunger stripped the poem down to its most basic elements and, in

reworking the poem through performance in 1986, the poem’s imagery was honed
even more. Maguire’s hunger was performed in a small intense space, dominated and
defined by the three objects—the gate, the tabernacle and the effigy. The corporeal
presences of the actors in this space heightened the emptiness of the imagined

environment.

2.3 WOMAN AS OBJECT
Is The Mother effigy in The Great Hunger a passive object? (‘Passive: acted upon’
(Oxford Dictionary, Oxford University Press, 1990)).

Although bodies are not stable or fixed, but are themselves the site of
instability at a number of different levels (biological, psychological,
technological) they nonetheless offer opportunities of bodily resistance to
cultural shaping’ (Charter in Welton 1999: 369).

The Mother effigy, flanked by an enamel bucket and a large black kettle, establishes
on stage the domestic hearth, the far from ‘cosy’ homestead. The presence of The
Mother on stage as an inanimate object resonates throughout the play; this decision to
‘cast” The Mother as an effigy was made by Mac Intyre at the outset. The wooden
effigy, roughly suggesting a seated woman, is deeply scored with vertical furrows in
an echo of the furrows on the land and has the semblance of a face but does not have
clear facial features and was, therefore, ‘de-faced’. This defacement suggests a lack
of subjectivity and a lack of accountability®. As she is seated, her lap, at right angles

to her torso, forms a seat of sorts, and at the base of the effigy, or at her ‘feet’, is a

¥ See also section 4.4 on masking and the defaced body.
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drawer. Maguire opens the drawer at different points, from which he takes a cloth, a
wire brush, and, as described later, a bellows.

In The Great Mother, Erich Neumann creates a link between the act of seating

and the act of possession:

In our patriarchal age, the term “to possess” a woman is used for the sexual
act in which the man, lying above, believes—for reasons that defy rational
understanding—that he has made her his possession. But the term still reveals
the primordial, pregenital form of possession, in which the male obtains the
earth from the female by being taken on her lap as her son (Neumann 1991:
100).

This connection is supported by the visual comparison between a mother holding a
child on her lap and a chair holding the weight of an adult:

The prestige of the throne or chair was also enhanced by its contrast with the
squatting or recumbent position usual for early man. A memory of the human
form of the maternally receptive chair has been preserved down to our own
time in the terms “arms”, “legs” and “back™ of a chair. That the primordial
images of the mother throne, the throne as mother, the “enthroned™ child still
live in the depths of the modern psyche is shown by one of Henry Moore’s

sculptures that contains all these elements (Neumann 1991: 100).

The unfeeling object cleverly evoked the unfeeling driven creature of Kavanagh’s

poem. By reading The Mother as effigy in The Great Hunger, I wish to articulate the

space between the liveness of the actor(s) and the inanimate representation of The
Mother—the physical presence of performers in relation and in response to the
physical presence of the effigy-as-absence.

Jill Dolan, in ‘The Discourse of Feminisms’ writes:

Performance usually addresses the male spectator as an active subject, and
encourages him to identify the male hero in the narrative (...). The same
representations tend to objectify women performers and female spectators as
passive, invisible, unspoken subjects. The feminist spectator (...) sees in the
performance frame representatives of her gender class with whom she might
identify—if women are represented at all—acting passively before the spectre
of male authority. She sees women as mothers, relegated to supporting roles
that enable the more important action of the male protagonist (Dolan in
Goodman & De Gay 1998: 289).

Dolan speculates on the implications of representation as structured by male desire
and suggests that ‘any representation can be seen as essentially pornographic, since
the structure of gendered relationships through which it operates is based on granting
men subjectivity while denying it to women’ (Dolan in Hart & Phelan 1993: 106).
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The ‘essentially pornographic’ denial of female subjectivity can be identified in texts
but also in performance, staging decisions and the hierarchies of production. Does
the decision to cast The Mother as an effigy reinforce the objectification of women,
and the difficulties for female performers to take power within the structures of
performance and production, or does it reinforce the marginalization of women in
performance? Issues of the staged representation of women are considered by Tracy

Davis in Questions of a Feminist Methodology in Theatre History. Davis cites

questions posed by Chinoy and Jenkins who call for ‘research that considers the
visual image/icon on stage as it is shaped by director/performer/designer: what gender
values are being reinforced or created by the ‘‘stage picture’ alone?’ (Davis in
McConachie & Postlewait 1989: 64).

Mac Intyre’s decision to stage The Mother as a wooden effigy rather than as
embodied by an actor raises certain issues: does this choice typify the problem of
agency or raise the question of agency? Does it do both? Does it matter that those
involved in the production, intent on a portrayal of Maguire and his world, may not
have intended to raise the question of female subjectivity in the use of the effigy, if

that is in effect what has happened? Phelan writing in The Ontology of Performance

observes that:

[plart of the function of women’s absence is to perpetuate and maintain the
presence of the male desire as desire—as unsatisfied quest. Since the female
body and the female character cannot be “staged” or ‘“seen” with
representational mediums without challenging the hegemony of male desire, it
can be effective politically and aesthetically to deny representing the female
body (imagistically, psychically). The belief, the leap of faith is that the
denial will bring about a new form of representation itself (Phelan 1992: 163-
4).

Phelan suggests that denying the representation of women may bring about a new
order. The effigy denies embodied representation, but it is debatable whether this has
brought about new representations of women within Irish theatre. A reading of The
Great Hunger needs to consider the context within which the poem was written and
that of Irish society forty years later when it was staged. Representations of woman

and of mother in Irish society have informed present-day, postcolonial readings and

responses. The Mother as effigy in The Great Hunger is an unfixed image invoking
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the political Mother Ireland, the Virgin Mary as mother (inanimate icons of idealised
womanhood) and the constrained construct of motherhood.

Kavanagh’s poem highlights the limitations of these options, Maguire is
shown to be incapable of interacting with women, but the women are also trying to

exist within very unforgiving parameters. This is highlighted in The Great Hunger,

when Maguire and his sister share the stage with their mother. Throughout scenes
one and two the effigy of the Mother has been wrapped in a cloth secured by a cord,;
at the beginning of scene three Maguire, with the help of his sister Mary Anne,
unwraps the effigy’. In the Peacock production, Hickey as Maguire literally ran
around the Mother in circles in scene three struggling to remove a cloth cover from
the effigy:

MARY ANNE arrives downstage left carrying a large black kettle and an
enamel bucket containing water. She leaves down kettle and bucket and
moves to a position upstage and stage right of THE MOTHER. She stares
MAGUIRE [sic] who’s still downstage rightt MAGUIRE responds by
crossing to THE MOTHER and making an irritated attempt to loosen the cord
which binds the cover about her. MARY ANNE turns her back on him, faces
upstage. MAGUIRE moves downstage to occupy himself pouring water from
bucket to kettle. The two share another look. MAGUIRE approaches THE
MOTHER. A second time. Claws at the cord. Fails to loosen it. MARY
ANNE intervenes, sweeps towards him with scissors aloft, snips. Returns to
her position, again gives her back to the proceedings.

The cord is now in MAGUIRE’S control. He loosens it all the way by running
in circles about THE MOTHER. Cord free, and dumped on the ground.
MAGUIRE gives his attention to the cover, frees it—but not without making
work for himself. Flings sheet on the ground in turn (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre
1988: 37-38).

By unveiling The Mother to the audience Maguire can be seen as the agent of his own
repression, actively exposing his tormentor, and making her presence felt in his
world'"’.  Such uncovering is also suggestive of an objectification of the female.
Despite The Mother’s influence on him, she cannot function unless Maguire as
character (and Hickey as actor) removes the cover in this ‘revealing’” moment. The
inanimate nature of The Mother as object suggests a disempowerment on the part of
the character of The Mother that an actual actor may not have shown. Maguire’s

circling of the effigy echoes an image in the poem:

? See Theatre Ireland 3 p. 130.
' See section 2.4 “The Body in Contrast’ for more on Maguire’s subjugation.
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But the peasant in his little acres is tied

To a mother’s womb by the wind-toughened navel-cord

Like a goat tethered to the stump of a tree—

He circles around and around wondering why it should be (Kavanagh & Mac

Intyre 1988: 23).

Mary Anne is remarkable in that she is not revealed to the audience and,
although physically embodied by an actor on stage, the character is seen in relation to
her facilitating Maguire, as above when helping him to remove the cover from The
Mother. There is a suggestion of complicity during the scene, Maguire scrubs the
effigy as Mary Anne scrubs the kettle with a brisk efficiency punctuated by their

rhythmic exchange, more of an incantation than a conversation:

MARY ANNE: Brazil and The Amazon—

MAGUIRE: The pig-gelder Nallon—

MARY-ANNE: Brazil and The Amazon—

MAGUIRE: The pig-gelder Nallon—

(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 38).
However, the repressive nature of their relationship with their mother is staged to a
far greater extent in Maguire’s case as the following assessment of the staged
depiction of Maguire’s repressed sexuality illustrates. Mary Anne, described in
Kavanagh’s poem as having ‘One leg in hell and the other in heaven/And between the
purgatory of middle-aged virginity—/She prayed for release to heaven or hell’
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 16), is not central to the concerns of the production of
the play, despite suffering as bleak a fate as her brother: ‘His sister grunted in bed/The
sound of a sow taking up a new position’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 10). In
staging The Mother as inanimate, the opportunity was there to contrast this with an
exploration of Mary Anne’s fate of ‘middle-aged virginity’. Effigy and actor
presented both the construction of motherhood as emphasised by The Mother and the
lack of freedom and self-realisation in Mary Anne’s acceptance of the only alternative
offered to her by the Church: ‘His sister tightens her legs and her lips and fizzles
up/Like the wick of an oil-less lamp’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 24).

Scene three allows one of the few insights into Mary Anne’s and Maguire’s
experiences as shared; otherwise, they are at odds with each other, and Mary Anne is
shown as another repressive force on Maguire. Here an exchange between Maguire

and Mary Anne ensues, not through spoken language, however, but through an
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exchange of sounds that they each create physically—Maguire bangs his feet together,
Mary Anne slowly pours water from bucket to kettle. Once Mary Anne has left the
stage:
[MAGUIRE] listens. Rises and goes to the drawer. Opens it. Interrupts
himself to remove the bag-apron and place it downstage, a prayer-mat of sorts.
Returns to the drawer, takes from it a bellows. With the bellows, goes to the
bag-apron. Kneels. Tentatively works the bellows, then works it to climax in
an image of masturbation. He returns the bellows to the drawer, shuts the
drawer (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 39).
The Mother contains the bellows by which Maguire accesses his sexuality (see fig.
2.1), pointing to her repressive and controlling influence. However, as effigy, there is
a suggestion of The Mother as a construct of Maguire’s own anxieties, a symbol or
representation of Maguire’s own failure to engage with the flesh of “the other’.
The drawer in the effigy, here containing the bellows, underlines The Mother
as receptacle or as womb. The womb, a mobile organ traditionally and
etymologically linked with hysteria in women, has here rendered The Mother

immobile and silent, the site of an extreme hysteria:

The bodies of women were qualified, and disqualified, as substances wholly
saturated with hysteric sexuality. Wholly hysterike, that is, a womb (hystera)
—and hysterical, that is, subject to dislocations and shiftings of the womb, for
the womb from Hippocratic times was taken to be a mobile organ whose
displacements in the space of the female abdomen were taken to be the cause
of female, psychoneurological excitability and of disturbances of the sensory,
vasomotor, and visceral functions (Lingis in Welton 1999: 296).

Maguire is then in this sense going back to his origins, the womb or receptacle in the
hysterically still Mother, in search of an expression of his own sexuality. The staging
implies that as long as Maguire goes to his mother’s feet, and sites the responsibility

for his frustrations there, he will remain stunted.

Judith Butler in Bodies that Matter describes the feminist philosopher’s

project as having traditionally been one that ‘sought to show how the body is figured
as feminine, or how women have been associated with materiality (whether inert—
always already dead—or fecund—ever-living and procreative)’ (Butler 1993: 37).

The Mother in The Great Hunger is associated with materiality, but here it is a

wooden materiality without life or agency. With The Mother as effigy the audience is

presented with that which was inert but ever-present and procreative as implied by the
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presence of her children Patrick (Maguire) and Mary Anne. Butler considers Plato’s

Timaeus in Bodies that Matter to explore such issues as the female as receptacle.

Butler questions the mother’s identification with a receiving principle which then
defines her as one whose function is to receive ‘to take, accept, welcome, include and
even comprehend’ (Butler 1993: 40). Thus the receptacle, as mother, nurse, womb, is
fixed. Butler cites Irigaray and Derrida in her materialisation of Plato’s receptacle,
stressing ‘materiality’ in her refusal of ‘authoritative representation’ (Butler 1993:
44). The effigy as a representation of Maguire’s mother, with “a venomous drawl and
a wizened face like moth-eaten leatherette’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 7), is
outside of the realm of self-representation and, thereby, inside the realm of Butler’s
‘authoritative representation’. Tina Chanter, in ‘Beyond Sex and Gender’, argues:

If women are the receptacle, the vessels, the incubators, of male desire-—first
they house the penis, then the child (at least if things go as the phallic
economy dictates)—they also facilitate the representation of the male
subjects, whose actions they reflect, and whose identities they consolidate.
Women themselves are excluded from the “scene of representation” that they
facilitate for men (Chanter in Welton 1999: 366).

The wooden effigy, material but unfeeling, functions as that which limits Maguire’s
sexuality, but, of course, having been stilled, neither does she have the potential to
engage with her own sexuality.

Other moments in The Great Hunger show the effigy as society’s construction

of motherhood with its accompanying religious and political implications”. Here
The Mother is an object but with the implication, albeit contradictory, of individual
subjectivity as the object is constructed and moved/placed/stilled by its society. In
her setting at the domestic hearth (variously throughout) and her being carried aloft in
a fertility procession—before being placed before the altar on the arrival of The

Priest (‘Spring moment of release’ scene five)—spectators see The Mother as a

' Luke Gibbons writes on the stilling or silencing of women, in relation to Anne Devlin, a film on the
historical figure directed by Pat O’Connor: ‘It is hardly surprising that, faced with this attenuation of
language and its identification with both male and imperial domination, Anne should have recourse to
silence, to the mute condition of her own body, as a site of resistance. But at this point the question
surely arises: is this retreat into silence, and the unmediated realm of inner, bodily experience, not
precisely a reinforcement of the traditional stereotype which decrees that woman exists ‘outside’ reason
and language, representing ‘nature’ and “biology’ as against the male domain of ‘culture’ and “society™?
More specifically in an Irish context, does it not lend support to the opposition between language and
silence, action and passivity, which, in Marina Warner’s view, lies at the basis of the submissive models
of women central to both Catholicism and mainstream nationalism in post-Famine Ireland?” (Gibbons
1996: 112-113).
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powerless construct of her society. Her objectification, by being highlighted, can be
read as questioned here. The Mother is an object defined by the subjectivity of the
characters embodied by the actors.

The image of The Mother in procession is a visual reference to religious
processions of Marion devotion but is also suggestive of folk tradition. Here a
paganism is suggested as the characters enact a spring fertility rite, carrying the effigy
of the Mother in a procession reminiscent of both St. Brigid’s Day and the May Day
or Bealtaine rituals (see section 1.2). The staging of ritual is also present in The
Great Hunger in the use of Church ceremony and an implied suppression of
exuberance by the representative of the Catholic Church. The spring festival is
confronted and controlled by The Priest in a way that suggests the confrontation of
paganism and Christianity and the appropriation of rites and festivals by the Church.
The ensuing Mass (hilarious in performance) is a biting portrayal of a Catholic
ceremony, which plays on and to the experiences of audience members, secure in the
presumption of a common frame of reference. ‘Prayers’ are intoned by the
congregation, but the sing-song rhythms are actually lines from the original poem,
such as ‘Kate, throw another sod on that fire’ or ‘Curse 0’God where’s that dog?’
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 43-44). Literary purists could read this use of
Kavanagh’s poem as sacrilege in more ways than one. Gilbert and Tompkins
elaborated on the use of such a ritual:

Further complicating an examination of ritual is the fact that while ritual often
adopts a theatrical context, its meaning tends to be altered when it is placed
consciously within a play: its combination with drama devices which are
designed primarily to entertain necessarily changes the ritual. (...) While this
does not necessarily deny the sacred quality of the ritual, it does force it to
interact with the secular. The resultant coexistence of ritual and drama
preserves and disseminates traditional forms and practices. Nevertheless,
even when ritual’s overlap with drama appears to associate the two very
closely, they must be recognised as distinct practices (Gilbert & Tompkins
1996: 60-61).

Funeral rites are also suggested in scene eighteen of The Great Hunger by the funeral

of the Mother as effigy and in the reaction of her son Maguire, as he observes the
ritual and timorously ‘Kiss(ed) the Corpse’” (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 65).
“The (Symbolic) Mother will never be the “proper” subject of psychoanalysis

and will always be a problematic subject for Western art because as an image who
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potentially contains the other within one continuous body, she wreaks havoc with the
notion of symmetry and reciprocity fundamental to understanding the exchange of
gaze operative in both’ (Phelan 1993: 30). The role of The Mother as implied
nurturer is problematized by her being cast as a wooden effigy. She is incapable of
developing in relation to her circumstances, of softening in the face of hardship—
both hers and that of her children—as she is here inanimate. There are religious
resonances here of icon as mother as in The Virgin Mary:

The representations of the Virgin Mary as Queen Mother, sometimes with the
moon or the world and a serpent at her feet, also suggest her correspondence
with Mother Church, who nurtures and cares for all who belong to her, her
children, and of whom Christ is mystically the bridegroom. In this abstract or
allegorical character, Mother Church resembles Mother Ireland, both of whom
are dependent upon their children to make them whole and glorious, but who
are also the instruments of their children’s redemption (Innes 1993: 40-41).
But there are also political and theatrical resonances in The Mother as unflinching,
favouring perseverance, as in Brecht’s Mother Courage, over a more acceptable
maternal nurturing. As observed by Sarah Bryant-Bertail'>: ‘Courage’s unnatural,
amoral femininity is connected with sexuality, self-gratification, and avarice, the
archetypal vices of Eve’.

While the effigy of The Mother in The Great Hunger is denied an active

sexuality, there is an element of self-interest in her concern for the hereafter, blind
(and ‘blinded’ in production) to the needs of the here and now. As described in the
poem: ‘She reached five bony crooks under the tick—/“Five pounds for Masses—
won’t you say them quick™ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 21).

THE PRIEST now turns entertainer, does a card trick for THE MOTHER. He
offers a running commentary of sounds rather than words. Card-trick over,
THE PRIEST gives himself to listening, head bowed, to THE MOTHER. A
confession moment, could be. Thus positioned, THE PRIEST falls asleep
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 41).
In scenes seventeen and eighteen The Mother is dead and Maguire must approach the
corpse. Again the staging of The Mother as an effigy becomes central; how is an
inanimate Mother to become a dead Mother, that which was never alive? The act of
performance is highlighted, as the effigy of The Mother was again in stark contrast to

Hickey as Maguire in the Peacock production.

2 Bryant-Bertail On the Road: The Picara in the Drama, .unpublished presentation 1999: 17.
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In scene seventeen The Mother is prepared for burial, an act reminiscent of the
waking tradition, and Maguire is brought to her side to mourn her:

Enter two young women wearing black head-carves and black aprons. They
march. One carries a towel. The first (...) takes the bucket (downstage left)
and sloshes water over the ‘corpse’. The second—same brisk idiom—dries
off THE MOTHER. Then, together, they drape a white sheet over THE
MOTHER and look around for—MAGUIRE. They spot him upstage left,
sheltering by the wall. Resolutely, they march to that point, and commandeer
him. He resists, shouting in Irish

MAGUIRE: Nd bac léi... Na bac [léi ...

Nevertheless, they drag him to THE MOTHER, drag him backwards across
the space and position him beside the sheeted corpse.

And the two young women exit, in lockstep (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988:
65).

The two women have an official function as servers in this funerary tradition. The
‘immateriality’ of The Mother effigy is heightened by her being washed and
scrubbed—as a wooden object she hardly needs such ministrations.

In scene eighteen Maguire is left alone with The (dead) Mother:

MAGUIRE standing with his back to the sheeted MOTHER. He stretched out
a hand, Touches the sheet, A spasm of fright though him, He rushes away
from THE MOTHER and into a fit of pegging stones at the back wall, dodging
their ricochet.

That passes. Centre-stage, he takes off his cap. Blesses himself. Moves again
towards THE MOTHER. He takes the sheet and drags it away so that the face
is exposed. Again he moves back, pauses centre-stage, flings his cap over the
gate and away.

He returns to THE MOTHER. He must kiss the corpse. He circles. He
moves in. He wavers. He closes. Crying like an animal, he kisses THE
MOTHER.

Again he breaks away. Rushes to the gate (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 65).

The Great Hunger has come full circle, the stage imagery had Maguire unveiling the

effigy of The Mother in scene three, and here she is once again ‘sheeted’, shielded
from the eyes of an audience that could not affect her by their watching, as she could
not perceive that she was watched. As he had unveiled her earlier, Maguire again
reveals The Mother; but now he reveals a dead mother that looks the same as the
‘live’ one revealed earlier. We read that she is dead in his fear of her and his

animated kissing of the inanimate ‘corpse’.
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In 1986 The Great Hunger toured to the Edinburgh Festival. Writing for the

Guardian Joyce McMillan credited the production with (...) expos[ing] both the
terrible distortion of ideas about womanhood in such a society and the appalling
effect of these distortions on the male half of the equation’ (McMillan Guardian
16/8/86). This was not a typical response and was notably perceptive in its
identification of the Mother effigy as inactive, iconographic and passive or ‘acted

upon’.

2.4 THE BODY IN CONTRAST

[W]omen commonly experience themselves as objects or passive recipients of
action in patriarchy, whereas men attempt to activate their subjectivity as a
way of proving or confirming their masculinity (Jones 1998: 122).

So writes Amelia Jones in the third chapter of Body Art: Performing the Subject.

Here she looks at the work of American body artist Vito Acconci to interrogate
masculinity, authority and performance. Although Jones is not writing for an Irish
context, her work informs my reading of Maguire and the presence of the actor as
Maguire in relation to the staging of The Mother as an effigy. The human materiality
of Hickey as Maguire contrasts with the wooden materiality of The Mother: live
versus ‘unlive’ materiality. As Hickey was a central figure in the collaborative

triumvirate that staged The Great Hunger Maguire’s position centre stage, as

privileged subject, was unchallenged. The reading of the live body has to be
conducted in relation to this process. Maguire had a heightened agency in the

development of The Great Hunger because Hickey as collaborator had a level of

authority. My reading of The Mother as effigy has questioned the representation of
women within ‘the phallic economy’ (Chanter in Welton 1999: 366), but what of the
representation of men? And what of the live body (not only that of Hickey as
Maguire) sharing the stage with the effigy?

In scene eight, Maguire poignantly strives to speak to The Mother as he gently
wipes her rigid face. The scene ends with Maguire slowly beating the unyielding
breast of the effigy, ensuring that the scene encapsulates both Maguire’s need of his
mother and his frustration with her, having spoken only one word: ‘mother’. Here the

presence of The Mother as an inanimate object is maximised. In performance,
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Hickey as the tangible presence of the actor, suggested the real urgency of Maguire;
the effigy as the Mother was unmoved and unflinching in the face of his desperation.

MAGUIRE to the kitchen area. He stands by THE MOTHER. Tries to

articulate something. Gives up. Opens the (MOTHER) drawer, takes out a

duster, wipes THE MOTHER’S eyes and nose. Tries again to articulate

something.

MAGUIRE: Mother...Mother...

He puts the duster away, and, kneeling position, slowly closes the drawer.

[...] MAGUIRE clutches THE MOTHER, leans his head on her shoulder.

With his fist he beats her breast, slowly, mechanically, the fist beats on the

breast of THE MOTHER (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 52).
Here is a reprise of an earlier image. As seen in scene three the embodied Maguire is
subject to emotional and physical frustrations, these are his ‘great hungers’. The
Mother is unyielding and unfeeling on stage, and represents the lack of love and
affection that blights Maguire’s life. He does nothing active to combat this, but
moves in circles around the space defined by his Mother object, occasionally hitting
out against her. His lack of constructive action is highlighted by the fact that he is
embodied and thus could move to change his circumstances. In contrast with
Maguire The Mother cannot move as she is without animation, agency or authority.

Maguire is staged as being repressed and controlled by his mother. This
subjugation on his part evokes the colonised experience. Amelia Jones’ writings on
gendering masculinity are in specific reference to performance art but are relevant to
a reading of the performed representation of the male self as subject and subjected. If
masochism in Freudian terms is associated with a feminising desire for subjugation
(Jones 1995: 125) on the part of the male subject, what then of the male subject
moving away from a colonised past? The self-representation of a male subject in a
postcolonial society is an attempt to escape the guilt of having allowed himself to be
colonised, a move to (r)emasculate himself. However Jones’s argument that ‘the
masochist’s self-induced mutilations serve to reinforce the impenetrability of the
heroic male body, its survivability under any violent circumstance’ (Jones 1998: 130),
problematizes any equating of masochism with the colonised condition. Masochism
as an eventual confirmation of male power or transcendent subjectivity is then
perhaps an approximation of the condition of postcolonialism. It shows how the

postcolonial masculine self negotiates anxieties of feminisation and of guilt by

embracing dissmpowerment in an eventual assertion of power.
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Jones cites Deleuze, ‘[tlhe masochistic hero appears to be educated and
fashioned by the authoritarian woman whereas basically it is he who forms her [and]
prompts the harsh words she addresses to him” (Jones 1998: 130). This suggests that
a masochistic Maguire, subject to his authoritarian Mother, has actually formed her
himself, (a reading supported by Maguire’s unveiling of The Mother in scene three).
As an effigy The Mother cannot address Maguire. In relation to the context of the
work the construction of Motherhood by an Irish postcolonial society must also be
taken into account. By physically opening and closing the drawer, beating her breast,
wiping her expressionless face, Maguire is constantly reinforcing her objectivity
through performance and in contrast to his own, albeit masochistic, subjectivity.

Maguire’s masculinity is defined by the subjectivity of the male actor in
contrast to the lack of subjectivity of the ‘female’ object. Maguire’s feminisation is
indicated in the original poem in a number of ways: ‘Nobody will ever know how
much tortured poetry the pulled/weeds on the ridge wrote/Before they withered in the
July sun,/Nobody will ever read the wild, sprawling, scrawling mad woman’s
signature,/the hysteria and the boredom of the enclosed nun of his thought’
(Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1998: 14). In the poem Maguire’s anxiety is attributed to
the portrayal of his mother as a liar: “‘And he is not so sure now if his mother was
right/When she praised the man who made a field his bride’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre
1998: 4), “And he knows that his own heart is calling his mother a liar’ (Kavanagh &
Mac Intyre 1998: 5). ““Now go to Mass and pray and confess your sins/And you’ll
have all the luck” his mother said./He listened to the lie that is a woman’s
screen/Around a conscience when soft thighs are spread’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre
1998: 11). Kavanagh’s unsympathetic Mother was faithfully rendered by the decision
to stage her as a wooden effigy, thus ensuring that this Mother could not act in
defence of her ‘character’.

As described earlier (section 1.1) Merleau-Ponty dismantles the subject/object
binary and insists on an accommodation of the lived experience.  This
phenomenological approach can be applied to the performing body, and the
experience of the audience seeing and responding to the performing body. The
staging of The Mother as an eftigy created a contrast with the bodies of the actors as

other characters. The Mother object was given a subjectivity by a number of staging
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details, and certain images lent the characters as subjects an occasional object-ivity.
Thus, the subject/object binary yields dividends as this representational binary
problematizes the opposition of subject and object in performance.

In scene thirteen the voracious sexuality of Agnes is in contrast with the
rigidity of the Mother effigy and the repressed Mary Ann. There is no space staged
for women between the pole positions of virgin and whore, again a representation of
the postcolonial authorized versions of femininity. Encouraged by the other ‘young
women’ Agnes provocatively approaches Malone:

MALONE comes on, idles centre-stage, boot scraping mud off his spade.

Enter three YOUNG WOMEN, AGNES the dominant, AGNES seductive and

with basket. The three YOUNG WOMEN whirl about the space, laughing,

teasing MALONE without restraint (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 57).
As the scene progresses, Agnes and the other women play suggestively with a ‘rope
made of four black nylons’ (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 57); it becomes a skipping
rope, and, with Malone’s spade, a maypole: ‘AGNES resumes her frolic with the
rope, pulls it playfully up to crotch-level... MALONE trembles....” (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1988: 58). All the while Agnes is urging Malone to ‘play your ace’ (Kavanagh
& Mac Intyre 1988: 58). The scene reaches a climax when the women use the rope to
tie Malone to Agnes:

AGNES possesses MALONE—almost. The two struggle on the ground.

Agnes is intent on removing his britches—and comes close to success.

AGNES: Jump, jump—
MALONE: Mother mercy—no—
AGNES: Jump, jump—
MALONE: Mother—Mother—

MALONE manages to extricate himself, palpitating fright, gathers coat and
basket, and rushes off, upstage left. AGNES watches him depart (Kavanagh &
Mac Intyre 1988: 59 [original emphasis]).
Malone too blames his mother for his failure to respond to Agnes, as he runs from the
stage calling for either the Virgin Mary as Mother mercy, or his own mother; they are
suggested by this simple repetition to be almost one and the same.
There are, however, ‘two centres of simultaneous action” (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1988: 57), in this scene as Maguire watches Agnes and Malone from the safety

of his position on the gate upstage centre (see fig. 2.2). Maguire is distanced from the
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corporeal urgency of the exchange between them and yet his watching objectifies
them while mirroring the audiences’ watching of the scene. The stage directions
illustrate the difficulties of committing two centres of simultaneous action to the
page:

MAGUIRE, buoyant, races to the gate and bellows his (for the moment)

delight in being, in sitting on a wooden gate. Over the progress of the

AGNES/MALONE action (see below), he will produce a sling and fire

imaginary missiles at the sky, lie on his back on the top bar of the gate and

become the fish in the sunlit pool, straddle the gate and ride flat out for the
winning post—and win, and, finally, flatten himself upside down on the

upstage side of the gate, face on view through the lower bars, legs a V

sprouting from the top (Kavanagh & Mac Intyre 1988: 57 [original emphasis

signalling a line from the poem]).

By taking up a series of positions on the gate, Maguire points to the relationship
between object and function. Maguire also takes on the gate’s ‘presence’ as an
object, which allows him the role of voyeur. Anges and Malone do not acknowledge
his presence, and Maguire further hides his presence by assuming an atypical
position, he therefore does not look like himself. In suspending himself upside down
on the gate in what looks like an uncomfortable position the actor also evinces a
visceral response from the audience.

Director Mason described some audience members’ frustration with this and
other seemingly opaque images, and how they were discussed in the after show
discussions in the previews of the first production in 1983. He recounted one
conversation as he urged an audience member to imaginatively occupy Hickey-as-
Maguire’s position:

—“What happens when you go upside-down?”

—“Blood rushes to your head.”

—“Yes, blood rushes, what else happens to you?”

—“You see everything upside-down.”

—“Yes, that’s absolutely right. And that’s a different way of looking at the
things. So what’s a different way of looking? Revisioning. You are getting
the information, you just aren’t connecting” (Mason interview: 243).

By finding another way of looking at Maguire the group were finding another way of
‘revisioning’ performance and inviting their audience to do the same. The gate was
not a gate, The Mother was a wooden statue, and the clear positions of subject and

object were problematized in a politicised interrogation of representation and
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performance. In The Great Hunger the performing body is therefore contrasted to the

representational objects on stage and to the non-performing bodies of the audience.

2.5 PERFORMANCE—A COLLABORATIVE PROCESS

The development of The Great Hunger and other works by the core collaborative

group from 1983 to 1988 was the result of a working relationship that dates from the
early 1970s. As they continued throughout the 1980s in reworking and touring The
Great Hunger, and generating new material, they created an extended and closely
observed body of work that provided an example of the advantages of an ongoing

working relationship.

We said, “Look we want to go back to The Great Hunger, we feel we’ve only
half-teased it and I think now we’ve discovered things, and now is the moment
to go back.” And we did and it was extraordinary how much more the idiom
was familiar to us, we were more adept in the idiom and I think also we had
learned so much more along the way. And [ still look at it as an extraordinary
period of personal growth, creative growth, to be able to do that with the
company; that company held together for four or five years. And to see it five
years on doing a performance of The Great Hunger was just breath-taking
(Mason interview: 245).

Mac Intyre’s early work played a significant part in the development of the

performance idiom of the collaborative group. On 7 August 1972 Eye-Winker, Tom-

Tinker was staged at the Peacock Theatre and directed by Lelia Doolan. This was a
two-act political play set in Dublin in ‘the modern era’. The Old Firm was produced
at the Project Arts Centre in September of 1975 and on 10 August 1976, Jack Be
Nimble, advertised as ‘a new mime play by Tom Mac Intyre’, was staged as ‘a
Peacock Workshop production’, directed by Patrick Mason. Another Peacock
Workshop production Find The Lady opened on 9 May 1977, which was based on the
legend of Salomé and was also directed by Mason, who had initially joined the Abbey
as a voice coach in 1972, In 1978 Mac Intyre spent time working in Oberline
College, Ohio, and collaborated with students and director Wendy Shankin on Deers
Crossing, produced in the spring of that year.

The Calck Hook Dance Theatre developed out of this project and later in 1978
Mac Intyre was awarded a bursary by An Chomhairle Ealaion/ The Arts Council of
Ireland, which enabled him to work with Calck Hook in Paris. Mac Intyre’s
Doobally/Black Way was produced by Calck Hook at Le Ranelagh, Paris, in April
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1979 and was received well by critics and audiences. In October Doobally/Black
Way travelled to Dublin and was staged at the Edmund Burke Theatre in Trinity
College as part of the Dublin Theatre Festival. Reactions to the play in Dublin
differed greatly from those of the Parisian audience, and on the second night of the
play’s run, the performance was interrupted as police removed irate members of the
audience’. This indicates a readiness on the part of Irish audiences to react forcibly
in reaction to staged representation in the performance moment. This controversy did
not generate a bigger audience for the play; neither did the success experienced by the
Irish playwright in Paris endear Dublin audiences to this play. Mac Intyre’s
experimentation with form and his determination to explore alternative options for

Irish theatre were, if anything, reinforced by this experience, as The Great Hunger

would prove four years later.

As The Great Hunger toured throughout the mid-1980s, the collaborators

continued to produce innovative work for the Peacock stage. The core group
members, Mason, Hickey, and Mac Intyre, provided the central impetus for this work,
working with various other actors during this period, depending on their availability

and, no doubt, suitability. The 1984 production The Bearded Lady, following

immediately on the success and controversy of The Great Hunger. was a theatrical

exploration of the mind of Jonathan Swift, which used the image of Swift as Gulliver.
But unlike his previous engagement with the work of Kavanagh, Mac Intyre now
reinterpreted Swift through Swift’s own work by depicting him as Gulliver in the land
of the Houyhnhnms and the Yahoos. The male Houyhnhnms and the female yahoos
were effectively portrayed: the rational Houyhnhnms as horses on high platformed
hoofs, the Yahoos as monkeys wild and primitive and each group moved accordingly.
Vincent O’Neill, who played the Master Houyhnhnm, directed the movement; he also
played The Priest in The Great Hunger. Here the group were building on the

strengths and the mime training of O’Neill, which had made such a contribution to

the representations of the body in The Great Hunger. ‘Conal Kearney and Vincent

O’Neill had come back from Paris, and had been working with Marcel Marceau, so

that they had great physical orientation’ (Hickey interview: 237).

13 See sections 1.3 and 4.5 for other incidents of audience and/or police reaction to Irish theatre.
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Critical reaction favoured the imagery of the piece over the language, but the
collaboration as a whole furthered their explorations of the potentials of physical

theatre in this vivid production with Tom Hickey as the torn Swift. Rise Up Lovely

Sweeney was the third collaborative production of Mac Intyre, Mason, and Hickey,
staged in September of 1985. The play was a modern interpretation of the Irish
mythical story of Sweeney, who was cursed to live as a bird. The myth has been

explored by many including Heaney in Sweeney Astray and Macnas’ Buile Shuibhne

(1993), but Mac Intyre’s Sweeney is politicised, a man on the run in modem Ireland.
Again Hickey portrayed a man with a damaged psyche—first Maguire, then Swift and
now Sweeney. But the theatricality of the piece showed that Mason, Mac Intyre and
Hickey were not simply revisiting old territory but developing their work in an
organic and challenging way. The design, again by Casson, created a clinical but
disjointed environment where Sweeney realised the ambiguous anxieties of the age in
a contemporary, broken Ireland. The ‘mad’ Sweeney could be in an asylum or a
hospital but the healing remains elusive.

Mac Intyre’s concern for ‘The Hurt Mind’, noted by Dermot Healy in the

programme for Rise Up Lovely Sweeney, was voiced by Sweeney ‘I’'m talking of the

hurt mind, hurt mind in wait and knowing as the hurt mind knows’, and can be
recognised as central to Mac Intyre’s plays of this period.

We started with The Great Hunger and we went on to The Bearded Lady and
then Rise Up Lovely Sweeney, which I still reckon is one of the things I'm
proudest of, I thought it was just extraordinary and I think one of the best
things Mac Intyre has ever done. It was an astonishing experience and an
astonishing show, deeply unpopular! But astonishing! And there are people
who will still tell you that, “that was the one.” But it was after that we all
decided the same thing, we all said, “we’ve got to go back to The Great
Hunger” because we’d missed so much. It took really over three years, those
three initial outings for us to really cop on, to develop a language, to develop
an approach and to really cop on to what it was we were doing and it was then
that we went back to The Great Hunger (Mason interview: 245).

Dance for Your Daddy premiered on 2 March 1987. In The Great Hunger,

Maguire’s relationship with his mother was central, but here the playwright examined
the relationship between a father and daughter. Hickey played Daddy/Elderly Roué
with Joan Sheehy as Daughter/Dark Daughter—the split or damaged psyche, ‘The

Hurt Mind’, was centre stage once more. Snatches of dialogue in Irish, French and
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English were matched by the use of other stage languages in a way that had become
synonymous with the direction of Mason and the nature of the group’s rehearsal
process. Other performances included Vincent O’Neill as Homme Fatal/Dirty Old

Man and Brid ni Neachtain as Wife/Liz Taylor. In Dance for your Daddy father and

daughter are seen to struggle to redefine their relationship by using the mechanisms of
this relationship. The father-daughter relationship worked with others in the text to
highlight the role of gender in society and the role-playing of the individual within
that society.

On Monday 27 June 1988, the final play of the collaboration was staged.
Snow White by Mac Intyre was directed by Mason, with Hickey as the seventh dwarf,
Joan Sheehy as Rose Red and Michele Forbes as Snow White. Change was signalled
by the absence of other actors who had performed in earlier plays and the design in
this instance was by Monica Frawley (who also designed the Druid production of At

the Black Pig’s Dyke'"). Here the relationship of mother and daughter was central,

and, unlike in The Great Hunger, the mother was performed by actor Olwen Foueré'.

However, the staging of The Mother in The Great Hunger was echoed by the presence
of a dressmaker’s female dummy and Snow White’s interaction with it, illustrating
her perceived lack of demonstrative physical affection. Mac Intyre used the Grimm’s
fairy tale as his point of departure, told by the Seventh Dwarf (Hickey) in the
prologue, but from here the playwright brought his audience on a journey of
recrimination and loss. By using a multitude of references and images, Mac Intyre
examined another injury to the Hurt Mind as, in the words of Dermot Healy who also

wrote the programme notes of Dance For Your Daddy, ‘Mac Intyre, always on the

look out for a new way home, has other, more subversive routes at hand’.

As I suggested in the introduction, this work over a five-year period begs the
question—does an image-driven staging of text necessitate an ensemble process?
When interviewed, Hickey noted how the actors’ experience of performing the play
was incorporated into subsequent productions. One of the changes made to The Great
Hunger between the 1983 and 1986 productions, mentioned earlier, was the loss of a

soundtrack in favour of sounds, animal and otherwise, being created by the actors.

" See chapter 4.
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Hickey commented that ‘they were like the beasts in the field, they were so close to
the earth, growing up out of the ground. That was another development, whereas the
noise was done before on tape, why shouldn’t it come out of the mouth?” (Hickey
interview: 234-35).

This collaborative process also claimed the space for audiences to respond, as
there were after-show discussions during the previews of the first run. Also, by
incorporating changes as the need arose, between 1983 and 1986 especially, the
performers could shape and distil the material in response to the experience of
performance. Again Hickey made a number of pertinent points on this issue: ‘it is
important to say that as we went on, as we could see what was working, (and it would
still be so if we were doing it), that quite good scenes would probably have gone out
the door!” (Hickey interview: 237).

In ‘Textuality and Authority in Theater and Drama: Some Contemporary
Possibilities’ John Rouse questions the possibility of spectator space within the
process, which in turn raises the question of the space for the performer within the
process:

It is one thing to sustain in theory a space for the spectator between the

dramatic and performance texts, but directorial practice regularly invades this

space, from which it author-itatively recloses the text, performance and

performed, into the directorial work (Rouse in Reinelt & Roach 1992: 148).

Later, as Artistic Director of the Abbey, Mason would emphasize the
centrality of the word: ‘the writer and the play come first; and the play comes before
any individual—writer, player, director, designer or stagehand. The [National
Theatre] Society is, has been, and must remain a writer’s theatre, even if it now
values the theatric more than the literary’ (Mason 1994: 12). He qualified this with a
reference to ensemble work ‘And it must remain what it was from the first, a
company theatre whose productions are noted for their close ensemble work’ (Mason
1994: 12). However, this seems at odds with a repeated emphasis on writing: ‘at a
time of widespread disregard for the word and the writer in theatre, the historic role
of the National Theatre Society as a protector and promoter of both is of enormous

significance’ (Mason 1994: 13-14). Mason’s statements are taken from ‘A High

15 Fouéré’s work with Mac Intyre and the group was informed by her work with Operating Theatre (see
1.3) and contributed to her participation in further broadening of the boundaries of theatrical
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Ambition’, the opening section of Application to the Arts Council for a Grant-in-Aid

to the National Theatre Society Ltd. for year ending 31st December 1994. In 1994

Mason believed that the Abbey was working in opposition to an atmosphere of
‘disregard for the word and the writer in theatre’.

As artistic director his was the task of reinvigorating the work and indeed the
remit of the National Theatre Society, to secure the funding and the position of the
Abbey and Peacock at a time of birth and rebirth in the regional and commercial
sectors. Mason held fast to the ambitions of Abbey founders, which resulted in the
privileging of the word. This was an ironic development in the career of the director

who was so central to the success of The Great Hunger in the 1980s and its

experimentation with form, not only with the word but also with the bodies, the
rituals and the presences of the actors and audiences.

In relation to the players Mason continues: ‘Dealing sensitively, imaginatively,
and musically with text is a prerequisite for any member of the Company’ (Mason
1994: 12). Actors are thereby defined through their relationship with the text, an
ironic turn to Mason’s work, given that he had, through his involvement with The
Great Hunger, contributed so much to freeing the actor from an over-reliance on the
word in the 1980s. In interview Mason spoke about theatrical process at a remove

from The Great Hunger, but was obviously affected by what that work had tried to

achieve:

Now a hard fact of theatre is that there is the kind of hierarchical
understanding of talent like a director, playwright, and all the rest of it and
there is a certain type of theatre, a maybe redundant type of theatre, where
that hierarchy is operating still and therefore you get the splits between
writer’s theatre, director’s theatre, designer’s theatre, actor’s theatre (Mason
interview: 241).

Despite these sentiments, however, once in the pole power position in the National
Theatre the authority of that position was wielded by Mason to return the authority of

process to the playwright. The collaborative gestures of The Great Hunger’s process

did not make it to Abbey management level, but did inform subsequent stagings of
the body in a sector that was becoming increasingly aware of the need to foreground

the body, and was developing the skills to do so.

representation in Ireland (see conclusion).
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CHAPTER THREE
THE SAXON SHORE: PERFORMANCE—AN ACTING PROBLEM?

‘Acting is like sex, you can’t go into it feeling worried about the mole on your bum,
do you know what I mean? Sex is about a particular sort of encounter between two
particular sorts of propositions, which are usually human bodies. And if body is a
problem in any kind of way then, why are you here? It’s the same on the space. And
I do believe that it goes down lower than the Adam’s apple, which is not where every
writer writes and not where every actor likes to act’ (Rudkin interview: 265-66).
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Fig 3.1 Joely Ricardson as Ceiriad and Robert Eddison as Llyr (replaced by Ian
McDiarmid for the run) Almeida production of The Saxon Shore 1986.




3.1 CONTEXT OF THE FIRST PRODUCTION

In 1983, unlikely though it seems for a national institution, the Abbey was
challenging perceived notions of performance with its production of The Great
Hunger. That same year, a young company in Northern Ireland looked set to do the
same with the planned production of Athdark and the Flood (later The Saxon Shore'),

a potentially explosive new play from David Rudkin. Field Day Theatre Company”
was founded by actor Stephen Rea and playwright Brian Friel in Derry in 1980, and,
in its first three years, secured a reputation for strong, if cerebral, work. A wide
touring schedule north and south of the border added to the contribution of this
essentially regional company. In the course of the 1980s, Field Day Theatre
Company secured a familiarity with theatre in the most unlikely venues across the
island.

Translations, Field Day’s premiere production, was a new play by Brian Friel
built around issues of naming and identity. Friel was exploring the formation of his
political surroundings, but, in this instance, he was working from a distance of 150
years or so. Friel set Translations in a Donegal hedge school in 1833 in the fictional
town of Baile Beag or Ballybeg, where a British army remit of renaming the local
towns and villages for the first Ordnance Survey becomes a question of great cultural
significance—progress or conquest? In 1981, Field Day produced Friel’s version of

Chekhov’s Three Sisters, followed by The Communication Cord in 1982, also by

Friel. Richard Pine in Brian Friel and Ireland’s Drama considered Friel’s relationship

with this new company:

Friel, much earlier than 1980, acknowledged that ‘I have never seen myself
writing for any particular theatre group, or any particular actor or director,” but
he would undoubtedly disown this now, since it is an underlying assumption
that Field Day Theatre Company will give the premieres of his plays and that
he will be involved in their production. It is therefore pertinent to consider
Field Day an extension of Friel’s interests (Pine 1990: 192)°.

' The script submitted to Field Day was originally titled Athdark and the Flood, but was staged as The
Saxon Shore at the Almeida Theatre, London (1986).

? Eric Binnie offers a definition of Field Day in Modern Irish Drama : “a day spent away from normal
activities, a day spent outdoors, a sports day, a festival, a brawl, and, for example, in popular usage, as
“the critics had a field day,” it suggests a chance to assert oneself to the fullest and most triumphant or
pleasurable extent” (Binnie in Harrington 1991: 564).

* For a close examination of Friel’s drama see Richard Pine’s Brian Friel and Ireland’s Drama (1990). In
this publication references to Rudkin, The Saxon Shore, and Field Day’s failure to produce the play are
notable by their absence.
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By 1982, Field Day members were worried that the company was perceived in
some quarters as a Nationalist construct’, and they determined to engage with the

Unionist tradition of Northern Ireland. Marilyn Richtarik’s Acting Between the

Lines’ is a close study of the first four years of Field Day’s history and places its work
in a political and cultural context. She quotes Friel:

‘I would say that all six of us [members of the board of directors’] are not at
home in Northern Ireland and indeed all six would probably not be at home in
the 26 counties. We appropriated (from Richard Kearney) the phrase ‘Fifth
Province’ which may well be a province of the mind through which we hope
to devise another way of looking at Ireland, or another possible Ireland and
this really is the pursuit of the company’ (Richtarik 1994: 245).

Friel described Field Day in specific terms as ‘a forum where a more generous and
noble notion of Irishness than the narrow inherited one can be discussed’. This dates
from ‘Field Day’s New Double Bill’, published in the Irish Times 18 September 1984
in which Friel voices a ‘noble’ ambition; one belied by the events of 1982-1983 when
Field Day had actively sought, through playwright David Rudkin, ‘another way of
looking at Ireland’(Quilligan: Irish Times 18/9/84).

Friel approached Rudkin, of English and Northern-Irish parentage with a

Unionist background, and commissioned what became The Saxon Shore. In the

second issue of Theatre Ireland (Spring 1983), Michael Vernon wrote on the

possibility of a new Rudkin play being the next Field Day production. He wrote of
Rudkin:

His work bears the stamp of uncompromising individuality, and his dramatic
signature is instantly recognisable. He can be difficult; sometimes his
amalgam of the mystical, the futuristic and the arcane is so at odds with the
naturalistic world of much popular contemporary drama that audiences
literally fail to “see” and “hear” what he is saying (Vernon 1983: 59).

In the script submitted to Field Day, and in the slightly amended final script,
Rudkin did use a “difficult’ image—"an amalgam of the mystical and the arcane’.

Rudkin came to grips with the challenging nature of the dark side of Unionism by

i My use of terms Nationalist, Unionist, Loyalist and Republican needs to be considered in context,
especially in relation to the terms Catholic and Protestant. Richtarik writes on this problem in Acting
Between the Lines (1994) p. 202.

3 “Things Done and left Undone: The Fourth Field Day Tour” in Marilyn Richtarik’s Acting Between the
Lines details Field Day’s decision to commission The Saxon Shore and the company’s subsequent
production of Athol Fugard’s Boesman and Lena instead, which opened on 20 September 1983.
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depicting his ‘loyal’ Saxons as werewolves, planted in Britain by Rome, slaughtering
native Britons or Celts in defence of a crumbling Roman empire in A.D. 401. In
response, Field Day paid Rudkin and returned the copyright to him.  His
determination to have his play, written for Northern Ireland, produced there prompted
Rudkin to offer it to the management of the Lyric Theatre, Belfast, who also decided

against producing it. The Saxon Shore was eventually produced at the Almeida

Theatre, London, in February 1986 and directed by Pierre Audi (detailed in 3.5). In
interview, Rudkin speculated on Field Day’s familiarity with his politics and with his
work: ‘T was well known as a Protestant, if I may use that really simplistic term, in the
sense that I had already written a huge piece about Roger Casement, a radio piece,
which was quite well known in Ireland’’ (Rudkin interview: 261). But Rudkin’s
political position is not quite as clear-cut as his background would suggest: ‘it is fairly
well known that I am an Irish Nationalist in the sense that [ believe that there is an
Ireland. (...) We have glimpsed it in the past, and we shall glimpse it again, but it has
to be a plural Ireland, and that’s sexually plural and culturally plural. And, as I see it,
that’s the only way forward’ (Rudkin interview: 264).

Rudkin was not only a politically challenging choice of playwright; the
theatrical challenges presented by his work to date suggest that, in choosing him,
Field Day was presenting itself with an exciting opportunity. Here was the chance to
engage with issues of political diversity and commentary, while also engaging with
theatrical form by staging the complexities of identity outside, or alongside, language.
However, Rudkin identified a lack of awareness on Field Day’s part: ‘On reflection,
I’m not sure that the homework had been all that thoroughly done. (...) my position
was well known, but my work was not. So I think that there may have been a lack of
proper clarity about what they were in for (...) it may be that they weren’t too well
equipped to foresee the kind of address that [ would bring to bear on the opportunity’
(Rudkin interview: 261).

In ‘Brenton’s 7he Romans in Britain and Rudkin’s The Saxon Shore’,

Maureen S. G. Hawkins argues that Rudkin was “writing for a Northern Irish Loyalist

® Brian Friel, Stephen Rea, Seamus Deane, Seamus Heaney, Tom Paulin and David Hammond.

7 “There isn’t a very strong performance tradition in existence, apart from Ashes, of any of the other
pieces, neither Afore Night Come nor The Sons of Light. The Triumph of Death is not known at all.
So there wasn’t the evidence visible’ (Rudkin interview: 261).

103



audience’ (Hawkins in Harrington & Mitchell 1999: 157), but this is a narrow
interpretation of both Field Day audiences and Rudkin’s intentions. Here Hawkins
conflates the period of the play’s rejection by Field Day in 1983 with that of its
production and publication in 1986: ‘[Rudkin] is casting his argument in the context
of their anxieties following the previous year’s Hillsborough Agreement (1985)
(Hawkins in Harrington & Mitchell 1999: 164). Thus, pastor Agricola’s parable to his
Saxon congregation suggests, according to Hawkins, ‘a distrust of Rome analogous to
the growing Northern Irish Loyalist distrust of England in the wake of the
Hillsborough Agreement’ (Hawkins in Harrington & Mitchell 1999: 164). But The
Saxon Shore text predates 1985 and, while it is true that audiences did not see The
Saxon Shore until after the Hillsborough Agreement, by then the Northern Irish
element of the play was being suppressed for its London production.

Rudkin used the werewolf image in The Saxon Shore to issue a performance

challenge to Irish actors. He perceived ‘a melodramatic naturalism’ in Irish theatre,
and a ‘desperate weakness in the acting tradition’ (Rudkin interview: 258). The
playwright attributed this directly to the postcolonial condition: ‘It was extraordinary;
it was one of the strangest legacies of colonialism I had ever come across. And |
thought, “This is something I want to address myself to™ (Rudkin interview: 258-59).
While addressing a perceived weakness in the Irish acting tradition, Rudkin also
wanted to address issues of Irish identity: ‘I felt that I actually had, arrogantly
perhaps, something useful to contribute to the debate at that time in the country. I felt
that certain things were being lost sight of that were essential. So yes, I saw it as an
opportunity to be part of Ireland’s agonising search for a viable identity, for the
future, because there’s future in the past’ (Rudkin interview: 280). Although he had
not directly confronted Irish theatre practice to date, his experimentation being within
English theatre, Rudkin had addressed the question of an Irish identity, an Irish

‘authenticity’, in his previous work.

Afore Night Come® was staged by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Arts
Theatre, London, in 1962. The action is set in a commercial pear orchard in the
British midlands where seasonal workers turn against Roche, an Irish vagrant who

comes to work with them. Roche voices the fear and loathing directed at him by the

¥ Rudkin won The Evening Standard ‘most promising playwright” award (1962) for Afore Night Come.

104



midland labourers ‘You English have always persecuted us. You English have always
deliberately misunderstood us. The Saxon mind detests the poetry of the Gaelic soul’
(Rudkin 1963: 84). Here was a precursor of the Saxon/Celt opposition developed
later in The Saxon Shore. Roche, like Ceiriad in The Saxon Shore, was killed by the

British (or Saxons) for being ‘other’. The killing in Afore Night Come was ritualistic,

fitted within a heightened realism; Rudkin would later move into a more theatrical
vein to explore this troubled territory.

In interview, Rudkin drew a comparison between Cries from Casement as his

Bones are Brought to Dublin and The Saxon Shore: ‘there may have been a thought

that I might come up with a representational, historically recognisable paradigm,
which would, from the Protestant standpoint, seek to reawaken the Protestant
communities to their ancient roots in Irish separatism, which are there. It would have
been a very direct polemical argument that [ had already done in the Casement piece
to some extent, although I’d also skinned a few other cats as well’ (Rudkin interview:
264-65).

Cries from Casement as his Bones are Brought to Dublin was originally a

radio piece produced by the BBC and broadcast on 4 February 1973. It was staged
later that year by the Royal Shakespeare Company, as directed by Terry Hands. This
monumental piece would place considerable performance demands on the actor cast
as Casement. Hands resolved this by splitting the role among a number of actors but
Rudkin felt that ‘this distribution of Casement’s personae between several actors, for
all its attractiveness, has the effect of diluting the character’s complex force; and I do
not recommend it” (Rudkin 1974b: 83).

With Casement, a homosexual Protestant Irish patriot, Rudkin saw the
opportunity to question the monolithic notion of the Irish male as a heterosexual
green Nationalist, kneeling, with doomed patriotic fervour, at the feet of Mother
Ireland; or as an, again heterosexual, orange Loyalist desperately gripping the fraying
ties to the Crown. At the end of the play, Casement urges a young patriot to move
outside the prejudices that drive him and reject what he suggests to be a cruel Mother
Ireland:

One colour fears another, fears its extremeness. But colours mix. First they
must meet. Ireland, Ireland, transcend this trauma. Sons of Ireland, cease
looking for your sunrise in the west (Rudkin 1974b: 78).
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Here Rudkin’s call to the people of Ireland, north and south, is unequivocal:

Tear this old bitch Erin off your backs. She’ll squeal and claw off skin and
flesh from your bones, but rip her off, be free of her; tramp her down where
she belongs, beneath your feet, to be the land you live from, not your incubus
and your curse (Rudkin 1974b: 78).

Rudkin would issue a similar call with The Saxon Shore almost ten years later.

Ashes was staged at the Open Space, London, on 9 January 1974°. Colin, a
Northern Irish Protestant, and his English wife, Anne, are trying to conceive a child, a
product of their mixed heritage. Although alluded to throughout, the issue of Colin’s
Protestant identity as an endangered identity is not raised directly until it becomes
apparent that no child will be conceived. Colin returns to Belfast from England to
bury his Uncle Tommy who has been killed in a sectarian bomb attack:

COLIN: If an undertribe can commit themselves to such atrocity, there must
be some terrible misery they are trying to communicate. (...) Sure, we’ve
known all along our old ways had to go. Sometime. The reckoning come.
Some time. (...) Our inheritance is glorious: but all that has to be behind us
now. Shed. I just—I just think we just have to—try to see, what new selves
we can rise up out of this, and become (Rudkin 1974a: 47-48 [original
emphasis]).

Here too Rudkin argues for change within the Unionist community, ‘if we do not
change, tomorrow has no place for us’ (Rudkin 1974a: 48). In the characterization of
Colin, Rudkin is questioning the future of Unionism. He voices the anxiety of a

planted community in its resistance to an assimilation with the native population.

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said considers the legacy of imperialism:

Everything about human history is rooted in the earth, which has meant that
we must think about habitation, but it has also meant that people have planned
to have more territory and therefore must do something about its indigenous
residents. At some basic level, imperialism means thinking about, settling on,
controlling land that you do not possess, that is distant, that is lived on and
owned by others. For all kinds of reasons it attracts some people and often
involves untold misery for others (Said 1993: 5).

Said’s definition of imperialism operates, as he admits, on a basic level, but it does
serve as a useful starting point. Colonialism is the exercise of imperialism and

establishes a strange dynamic between the colonised, the coloniser and the agents of

? Ashes was first produced in a German translation at the Hamburg Stadtstheater Malersaal, Germany
(1973).
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colonisation. Colonial resistance has often resulted in a newly independent state, the
apparatus of which owes much to the departed coloniser. Said writes ‘given the
discrepancy between European colonial power and that of the colonized societies,
there was a kind of historical necessity by which colonial pressure created anti-
colonial resistance.” He continues ‘[wlhat concerns me is the way in which,
generations later, the conflict continues in an impoverished and for that reason, all the
more dangerous form’ (Said 1993: 45). This is perhaps the consequence of a
relationship between the colonised and the agents of that colonisation occupying
territory together, but not necessarily sharing it.

In writing on Ulster for an Ulster audience in the early 1980s, Rudkin was set
to follow in the footsteps of other Irish playwrights, such as Sam Thompson, John
Boyd, Christina Reid and Graham Reid, and of course, Brian Friel. A number of
these earlier plays created precedents for Rudkin’s writing of the Unionist experience
in conflict with its Nationalist other. In 1957, Sam Thompson approached the Ulster

10

Group Theatre with Over The Bridge , his first full-length script for the stage, which

deals with prejudice against Catholic workers among the predominantly Protestant
workforce of the Harland and Woolf shipyard. The play was accepted; however, the
playwright was then asked to amend the script. On his refusal, the play was

11

withdrawn . Ulster Bridge Productions, a company formed by the playwright and

actors from the Group Theatre, eventually produced the play at Belfast’s Empire
Theatre in 1960.

John Boyd’s The Flats (1971) proves a vivid insight into the lives of an
ordinary family living in a place where violence has become commonplace. In The

Death of Humpty Dumpty (1979) and The Closed Door (1980) by Graham Reid, the

audience is given an uncompromising access into the dark world of Belfast’s

sectarian gangs. Friel’s Freedom of the City (1973) and Translations (1980) as

19 The central character, Peter O’Boyle, tries to assert his right to work in a hostile environment: ...I'm
standing by my rights and I refuse to be chased out of my employment because I’'m a Catholic ...I’m not
goin’ to be forced out of here to crawl back again when it suits the whim of a mob’ (Thompson in
Deane 1991: 372).

1 Gam Hanna Bell recounts this incident in The Theatre in Ulster (1972) and goes on to quote the
theatre management’s justification for the move: ‘they were determined not to mount any play which
would offend or affront the religious or political beliefs or sensibilities of the man in the street of any
denomination or class in the community and which would give rise to sectarian or political controversy
of an extreme nature. This pronouncement, a “‘staggering repudiation of drama as a serious art form™ as
Stewart Parker puts it, hastened the disintegration of the UGT (Ulster Group Theatre)” (Bell 1972: 92).
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mentioned earlier, were both written in response to the search for Northern Irish
identity. A perceived dearth of Irish women playwrights has been addressed to an
extent, in Northern Ireland, by the work of Christina Reid, Anne Devlin and Marie
Jones. Particularly relevant to Rudkin’s portrayal of Unionism is Christina Reid’s

Tea in a China Cup (1982), which looks at the experience of Protestant working-class

women by employing flashbacks and references to the recent historical priorities of
the Protestant community.

Rudkin planned to contribute to a Northern Irish theatre tradition which had
explored the Northern Irish Unionist identity and its others. He evoked the planted

history of the Unionist community analogously by setting The Saxon Shore at

Hadrian’s Wall during the withdrawal of the Romans from Britain in the fifth century
AD. There are no references to Northern Ireland in the text, or any direct equivalents
that would point to the analogy. However, priestess Ceiriad describes her native
territory north of the Wall as ‘The Grove of Oak Trees’, pronounced ‘Der-ou-oi’
(Rudkin 1986: 25), a translation and pronunciation of Doire which is the Gaelic word
for oak wood and for Derry, Northern Ireland, home of Field Day Theatre Company .
The Saxons, planted in Britain by the Romans to secure the territory, are then left to
their fate, with the ever-threatening presence of the old Britons, or Celts, at the other
side of the Wall. In an historical note printed in Methuen’s 1986 publication of the
play, Rudkin explained, in quite emotive terms, the fate of the “abandoned’ Saxons in
Roman Britain:

So, whatever the later “Saxons” did (...) to deserve the bad press the early
Celtic literature gives them (and “Saxon” remains to this day the basic Celtic
word for an “Englishman”), the likelihood almost certainly is that the very
first “Saxons” to come [to Britain] were brought by Rome and planted (here):
uprooted from their own lands, brought in misery and bondage to a
neighbouring island to serve the Empire’s cause; then, when Empire’s need of
them was done, abandoned against the aftermath (Rudkin 1986: vii).

The playwright’s own background was an unspoken reference when he
described the Saxon identity as ‘synthetic’: ‘It just seemed to be right in so many
ways, as a metaphor for transplantation, for being uprooted, for growing up, being

brought up, with a synthetic identity. They believe “we’re loyal citizens of the Roman
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empire”, when Rome is collapsing, Rome was ceasing to exist. Which is not a
million miles away from the Unionist predicament really’ (Rudkin interview: 263).
Rudkin’s analogy can be confusing; his British are the native Celts supplanted by the
Saxons, the Saxons have been imposed on the landscape by the imperialist Romans.
Rudkin’s ‘oppressed’ are the British; his colonisers are the Romans, and the Saxons
are the agents of colonisation who are about to be left to their fate by the empire:

the parallels are fairly forceful. But what was beautiful about them was that
the terminology and the landmarks were all ‘arse-about-face’. The Roman
allegiance is what the Saxon, the Unionists of that time, feel. So Rome is the
great centre, the geo-centre for them and that’s where their allegiance is and
Latin is the language they want to learn. And the Brits are actually the Celts.
So that the familiar name-calling was turned inside out, and this is a matter of
historical fact. But I must confess that I did rather relish that (Rudkin
interview: 263-64).

The Saxons of The Saxon Shore augment the Roman forces by manning Hadrian’s

Wall and are constantly on the alert for signs of native attack. However, given
Rudkin’s forms of theatrical representation and his position as a Nationalist, despite
his Unionist background, his portrayal of Ulster’s Unionist community was always
going to be difficult for Field Day audiences to accept.

The fate of The Saxon Shore is suggestive of Herr’s identification of the loss

of representation(s) of the body (as considered in the first chapter): ‘the body has
frequently been associated representationally with danger and has been scrutinized
with an intensity that stills’(Herr 1990: 6) 13 Rudkin’s representation of the Unionist
body as werewolf was quite obviously ‘stilled’, in that Field Day did not produce it;
Rudkin’s performing bodies were unseen, absent from the Irish stage. Herr called for
a different reading of the body seven years after Rudkin had offered precisely that to
the Field Day management:

Surely a different reading of Irish bodies and Irish social pattern must be
generated if we are to understand the continued power of traditional images,
myths, and gestures. This alternative reading would attend to the degree to
which the represented body has become an anti-fetish in Ireland, a turnoff
(Herr 1990: 33).

"2 Derry as a settlement dates from 546 when ‘St Colmcille, or Columba, founded a monastery at a place
called Doire Calgaich, or “Calgach’s oak-wood”, close to the River Foyle” (Rushe in Harrington 1991:
554).

13 See section 1.1,
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In The Saxon Shore, Rudkin presents issues of identity to be explored in the

performance moment itself. The exploration thus depends on the skill of the actors
and director, and their commitment to this difficult image of werewolf. The Saxon
Shore’s form and content encapsulates issues of postcolonialism and performance.
Postcolonialism in relation to form poses the question: how prepared are Irish
audiences and practitioners to deal with the image of the wolf, now as much as in
1983? Postcolonialism in relation to content poses a related question: are we yet
prepared to accept the uncompromising politics of Rudkin’s play? Unionism is
identified here with a savagery created and supported by the establishment. Such
savagery, usually reserved for depictions of the colonised, is here embodied by the
Saxons in defence of and at the behest of Saxon authority:

AGRICOLA: High in these cold windscourged hills of Northern Britain have
we our garden. East, the length of that bleak shore. North, beneath this
mighty Roman Wall, the northern limit of the world. West, to Solway and the
sea. Our heritage. THEY, that were here before us, had done nothing. THEY
had not broken this hard high land. THEY had not tilled nor sown, nor
wrought, nor husbanded, as we. Yet THEY, in their slums and hovels of
Turfmires, Pigsty Valley and Crooked Glen, look out like Ahab upon our
garden we have made, and smoulder in their hearts (Rudkin 1986: 6).
Pastor Agricola urges his flock to be steadfast in the defence of Rome: ‘Be glad. We
have a goodly garden. And it is not ours to give.” He ends his sermon with ‘[t]he
worm at Rome’s heart shall die; Rome stand again; and all be restored’ (Rudkin 1986:
7). This high rhetoric is reworked later by the werewolf leader Cambyses as he
compels the Saxons to transform to wolves and attack the city of the native Britons,
not only in defence of Rome, but of God: “We are the shapes of His Wrath. And
Wrath must work. Those in that city are not of God’s Pattern’ (Rudkin 1986: 39).
The Saxons voice their certainty that they are the sole agents of divine will, ‘For us
alone His Ark stands ready’ (Rudkin 1986: 39).
Rudkin’s language echoes the present-day practice of implicating God in the

exercise of loyalty to the empire. The Saxon Shore was written within the context of

Northern Ireland and was intended for a Northern Irish company with a
predominantly Irish audience base. The importance of this factor in the play’s subject

matter and production history cannot be underestimated.
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In his 1996 publication Performance: A Critical Introduction, Marvin Carlson

examines anthropological and ethnographic approaches to performance and charts the
development of ‘a contextual approach to folklore research’. Carlson sees such a
contextual approach, as identified by Richard M. Dorson, as important in terms of
performance because ‘[t]he emphasis of such an approach shifts from the text to its
function as a performative and communicative act in a particular cultural situation’

(Carslon 1996: 16). The cultural context of The Saxon Shore , when combined with

the political implications of Rudkin’s violent imagery, is relevant to Field Day’s
failure to produce the play. Which worried the Field Day management more—what
the play said about Unionism or, given the company’s touring schedule, where it
would have said it?

A contextual approach can also be considered in terms of the play’s
performance languages—was the projected audience considered ill-equipped to cope
with Rudkin’s choice of the wolf image—all very well in theory but not in context?

Richtarik sought answers to such questions in Acting Between the Lines. Proffered

answers varied from actor and Field Day founding member Stephen Rea’s ‘the play
didn’t really dramatically work, although there was wonderful writing in it’ (Richtarik
1994: 201 [my emphasis]), to Field Day board member David Hammond’s ‘David
Rudkin’s northern Protestants were not the people I knew’ (Richtarik 1994: 200).
Another response, that of Field Day Theatre Company director Tom Paulin, was
almost anecdotal, but alluded to the performative challenges involved, ‘I just didn’t
fancy the idea of putting werewolves on stage in Magherafelt’ (Richtarik 1994: 201).

When asked to comment on Field Day’s failure to produce The Saxon Shore,

Rudkin responded: ‘I think he [Friel] was a bit cowardly. They were perhaps
underestimating their audiences’ (Rudkin interview: 264). The fate of The Saxon
Shore at the hands of Northern Ireland’s theatre managements calls to mind the views
of John Wilson Foster, an academic from the northern Unionist tradition:

When partition occurred and the North and South of Ireland were locked into
their respective mind-sets, Ulster did not need thinkers or apologists; it was on
automatic pilot, fixed by grey and visionless men. Unionism as an
intellectually or culturally defensible belief withered away (Foster 1991: 258).

Rudkin was building on perceptions of Unionism as intellectually or culturally

indefensible in his portrayal of those loyal to the empire as violent tribal werewolves.
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This was an oblique approach and not the direct contradiction of perceptions (like
that of Wilson above) that Field Day was seeking. As suggested earlier (section 1.1),
a postcolonial history foregrounds issues of self-representation: Field Day wanted to
engage with Northern Ireland’s Unionist self, but the Unionist self as corporealized by
Rudkin proved to be outside their imagined framework. Field Day Theatre Company
hoped to challenge their Northern Irish theatre landscape, and their own practice, in
their professed readiness to give voice to the Protestant heritage, but Rudkin
presented them with a political challenge within a theatrical one; one which they were
not ready to accept, despite Friel’s sentiment of 1981, ‘If a great play emerged

tomorrow, specially if it was a Northern play, we’d jump at it’ (Richtarik 1994: 110).

3.2 STAGING TRANSFORMATION
The conflicting Saxon and Celtic communities live in the shadow of Hadrian’s Wall.
Originally, Hadrian’s Wall:

ran from the Solway Firth to the mouth of the Tyne, right across the island [of
Britain]. It was a massive structure. At first its western third was of earth,
like the earlier wall; the rest was of solid stone. Behind the wall was a road,
itself protected by a wall and a ditch. In front of the wall were observation-
towers and fortified extensions; it was manned by the garrisons of several
forts, with legionary camps to the rear and smaller outposts every mile. A
graduated defensive system almost sixty miles long was thus developed (Herm
1976:225).

As Roman power declined in Britain, Herm notes how Hadrian’s Wall was stripped of
its garrisons and manned by irregular half-native guerrilla troops. Rudkin collapsed

the events of The Saxon Shore to take place during a single winter, A.D. 401. The

Romans in the play are seen as the agents of authority, of order against the unknown
Celt, and so the Saxon community is anxious to maintain the empire for their own
protection. The Roman intervention on the Celtic landscape is specifically drawn by
Hadrian’s Wall, the protection it affords and the manning it requires by Roman

soldiers and planted Saxons. In The Saxon Shore, the Wall is a patriarchal, military

construct on the feminised, contested landscape. English playwright Howard

Brenton, in the preface to a collection of his plays which includes The Romans in

Britain, wrote:

Along with dinosaurs, the Roman occupation of Britain is something of an
obsession with primary teachers in our schools. I remembered a picture of
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‘Caesar’s legions crossing the Thames’ pinned on the classroom wall when I
was nine. Every one knows the Romans came to Britain. This is vaguely felt
to be a good thing, because they built straight roads and ‘brought law’
(Brenton 1989: vii).
In sharp contrast to the militaristic progressiveness brought to Britain by the Romans,
the Celts have a ‘precolonial’ feminised quality. Ritual, funereal and otherwise, is
shown in the play to be the preserve of the mystic Celtic community, while the
Saxons, in Athdark, are pulled between an admiration for the order of the coloniser
and a yearning for the poetry of the colonised.

Rudkin sites the action of The Saxon Shore at the moment in history when the

Roman soldiers were effectively handing over the defence of the wall to the Saxons.
In the course of the play, the wall is deserted by Rome and the desperate situation of
the loyal Saxons is voiced by the Old Farmer, who is insisting by the second-last
scene that: “We must take stock of what weapons we have. We have a task to do. In
the name of Rome, a province to defend. (...) They’ll see, with such surprise, such
wonder and astonishment and shdame. ‘Yond wall’ they’ll say. ‘Lewk at yond wall.
Whoever have rebuilded that? So stout, so grand. Never they Saxons. We never
thought... (...) Everywhere it be broke, we shall restore it! Every milecastle shall be
raised high again!” (Rudkin 1986: 46). Fear of the Roman withdrawal prompts loyal
Saxons to commit acts of terrorism across the wall among the Celts. As they
anticipate an end to the privileging of their position as loyal subjects to the empire,
these planted Saxons strike out against the natives who will be in a position to
reassert dominance once the military might of the imperialists has been withdrawn.
The Saxons, depicted as ordinary individuals by day, develop a mob mentality by
night and transform into a violent sectarian force. Rudkin heightened this
transformation in his use of the image of werewolf.

I didn’t intend there to be any dialectical equivalents, or any equations drawn;

as if to say wolf equals this, or wolf equals that or wolf equals the other. It’s

Just what you become once you pass through that process of being empowered.

And of course that covers a multitude of things in politics, and in tribal life

(Rudkin interview: 262 [spoken emphasis]).

The performance challenges presented by this image were considerable,
challenges that Rudkin himself had to resolve before he could present them to actors

and director. Only one full transformation 7o wolf is staged within the play, and only
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one character, Athdark, enacts it, rather than the full wolf pack. Rudkin
acknowledged the difficulties of the transformation moment and noted that ‘the play
doesn’t actually impose upon the actor too many of those transformation scenes that
run the risk of looking phoney’ (Rudkin interview: 274). Physical details of the
transformation emerge through the character’s lines, and so through performance,
rather than through specific stage directions. The play opens with the Saxons as
werewolves, gathering after a night of attacks on the natives. The nature of the
wolves’ activities soon becomes clear as they report to their leader, Cambyses. Agnes
1s triumphant:

AGNES: I fell on a farmstead. Out beyond Turfmines. The farmer’s little son

came out to see what the noise was. He saw my eyes. My yellow eyes. He

sank to his knees. ‘Good wolf! Please! No!” I understood his British
language! I tore he oft among the thorns. I tore the flesh from his bone wi’
teeth and claws. [ feasted on he all. But ‘shoulder and the stomach part

(Rudkin 1986: 1).

Cambyses refers to their transformation in terms of divine duty: ‘Good daughters and
good sons, more nights shall come. God’s work is never finished’ (Rudkin 1986: 1).
The broken language works with the strange imagery of the wolves to create an alien
world inhabited by not-quite-human creatures. At the end of the first scene, the last
wolf is left alone on stage, changing back from wolf into Athdark, a Saxon and the
central protagonist. Athdark has been wounded in the course of the night and, as he
becomes more aware, he is confounded by the weeping wound in his side. This
wound becomes a symbol of the betrayal felt by Athdark’s Saxon community and the
Saxons’ need to overcome it if they are to survive when the Romans leave.

This first act of transformation is implied; when they appear on stage, the
Saxons are already wolves, and, in this first scene, the beginnings of a re-assumption
of human form indicate the transformation process. Details of the atrocities
committed are lurid: ‘A white ewe-lamb had been the sweetest I had ate till now, and
lapped its blood. But nothing so sweet as tonight. A British baby from its cradle’
(Rudkin 1986: 2). In their wolf-state, the Saxons have an awareness of the act of
transformation, which they lose when they change back to human: ‘It tasted so sweet,
I thought I should bring some home to share with my wife. Only she don’t know
where I be” (Rudkin 1986: 2). Cambyses, as their leader and master, instigates the

first change in state, the transformation from wolf. As he orchestrates their transition,
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Cambyses urges the Saxons to forget their actions as wolves, to ensure through
anonymity a lack of accountability, a lack of self-awareness when “human’: ‘Sleep for
now. Sleep. Sink easy, in the dewy grass. Roll in the dew. Wash wolf away. Forget’
(Rudkin 1986: 2).

The semblance of a more accessible narrative is introduced in the second
scene as Athdark is seen at home with Mother Athdark. Athdark cannot understand
how he came by his wound and believes it to be a punishment from God. The
complexity of the Saxons’ situation becomes apparent as Athdark prays:

ATHDARK: Stranger in my body. Egg of stone, like flinthead of a” axe...God
my Father! Why do Thou lodge this here? Chastizing me? Some sin I done?
Good Christian man. Athdark, of Grimsteads Farm. Good Christian Roman
British Saxon man (Rudkin 1986: 4).

In scene three, Pastor Agricola gives voice to the fears and beliefs of the planted
Saxons, loyal to Rome and intransigent in their moral superiority. Agricola tells of

Naboth whose garden was appropriated by Ahab and Jezebel:

AGRICOLA: “That” said the King [Ahab] “looks just the place for me to have
a pleasure garden. The work’s been done, the soil’s been broken...” (...) “Sir,”
said Naboth, “this garden was my father’s and my father’s father’s. When
they came here, they found wilderness. They broke at the rock. They clove,
they cleared; they ploughed, they tilled, they planted and they watered...I have
husbanded this garden, this work of my fathers; to hand on down to my sons
that follow. It is my heritage, and it is not mine to give” (Rudkin 1986: 5) [my
emphasis].

The pride of the Saxons as civilisers of the native territory is evident here. Before
they came, all was a wilderness. Now they have planted, watered and cultivated alien
soil and thus it is theirs. Agricola’s tale is a fitting analogy for the Saxon (and so the
Unionist) situation. They have claimed their ‘heritage’ and have secured it for their
‘sons’; having taken it, wrested it from the uncivilized, they are its keepers.

Agricola then uses this parable to incite his Saxon flock, making specific
reference to their own experience:

AGRICOLA: High in these cold windscourged hills of Northern Britain have
we our garden...Our heritage. THEY, that were here before us, had done
nothing. THEY had not broken this high hard land. THEY had not tilled nor
sown nor wrought, nor husbanded, as we (Rudkin 1986: 6).
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The pastor concludes with a call to his people to be strong and to give the ailing
Roman empire example by their strength. He uses the signal light on the wall to
symbolise the constancy of the Saxon faith:

AGRICOLA: Long ago, Rome brought our fathers here; when she was strong.
Now Rome might weary. We do not. ... Our light does not go out. (...) Shield
it well, and we shall never be forsaken (Rudkin 1986: 7).

Agricola combines sacred duty, biblical imagery and heightened language to impress
upon his followers the gravity of their situation and their responsibilities. This scene
lends divine authority to the violent actions of the congregation in the wolf state.

There is no ambiguity in the characters associations with the wolves; in the
text, the individual wolves are specified as the characters of subsequent scenes. The
characters’ Saxon names identify them etymologically as different from the native
British. The Romans also have a separate ethnicity, however, and this is humorously
drawn in scene two of act two, as Athdark goes on duty guarding the Wall. Athdark
struggles to master Latin, the language of the empire, while the Roman NCO
struggles to pronounce Athdark’s name correctly, calling him Athkard, Athkrat,
Aftercart and Daftark in the course of the scene. Friel’s Translations is brought to
mind where Owen corrects the English Lieutenant Yolland who thought his name was
Roland (Friel 1984: 421).

The third question I wanted to address myself to was a question that Brian
Friel himself had begun to address in an interesting way in Translations with
which, of course, this play has some measure of dialogue. And it was Friel
with whom 1 first discussed the whole thing. Friel invited me to meet him and
I went over to his house just outside Derry and we had a very long discussion
about all these matters, and the third was the question of language. I said,
“look, the discovery that you made in Translations I think was a very
important discovery: that one can use a language to represent another language
on the space,” and I said, “I feel that you’ve made that discovery and can I
actually go down that way and explore it? Because it’s, in a sense it’s homage
to yourself, because you’ve found the hole in the hedge. I want to go through
it and I want to explore it and kick around inside it and I want to find out what
the implications are” (Rudkin interview: 259).

Rudkin’s “homage’ to Friel’s Translations informs a number of aspects of The Saxon
Shore: the relationship between Saxon Athdark and Celtic Ceiriad, the role of
language in the exercise of colonisation, the cultural losses inevitable during a period

of political upheaval. But in his use of the werewolf image, Rudkin implied the need
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for an accountability for sectarian Loyalist violence. In Translations, a corresponding
Nationalist sectarian violence is only inferred by pointed references to the absent
Donnelly twins (Friel 1984: 436, 442).

In the play, Rudkin uses the language of the characters to indicate cultural
specificity. The Roman language of authority is formal, the Roman soldier’s
departure from this formality lends the character a contemporary resonance, and some
humour, emphasising Athdark’s own struggle to learn Latin.

NCO: Know what you are? Aftercart [sic]? A barbaros. People who can only
say Bar bar. Oh get down off the Roman Wall! Down! Stand facing South
and terrify your own! [esus H Salvator, the rubbish—And straighten your
helmet! (Rudkin 1986: 17).
[ronically, Athdark masters Latin, the language of the coloniser, in time to decipher a
message telling of the Roman withdrawal from Britain. Among the Saxons, men and
women, a short guttural speech pattern is symptomatic of an unsympathetic lifestyle.
The language of the Saxons invokes the divine, while creating a sense of a clipped

practical work ethic:

MOTHER ATHDARK: Athdark. Wake. Till your feet boy. Up. It’s day this
long time. Use well the light of the Sun. Stand lad. Put on ye. Your better
clothes. Lord’s Day (Rudkin 1986: 3).

The Celts are poetic, of course, with hints of Gaelic:

LUGOVELIN: There were primrose on the mountain. A curlew’s crying. In
the pale gold Sun, from the white crusts of the hills below, a touch of warm
light, and the chill of snow (Rudkin 1986: 23).

As the Romans dismiss the Saxon language and culture, they are equally
dismissive of the Celts, an attitude that clarifies Rudkin’s analogy by associating the

British Celts with Gaelic culture:

LITORIUS: WottaDEENi. Name of their Seltic tribe. GoDODDHin they call
themselves. Can’t even spell their own name. No writing, of course. Oral
culture. Gift of words (Rudkin 1986: 27).

In the published text, Rudkin included a ‘note on pronunciation and sound’:

The ‘Saxon’ English of this play is dense and packed, with a few significant
Latin borrowings (...) All these people, in werewolf mode, regress to an
archaic, rustic idiom, as their texts suggest. The Celtic English of this play is
more sinuous and melodic. The sentence-structures occasionally reflect the
syntax of the Celtic languages themselves (Rudkin 1986: 50).
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Here is the one specific reference to Northern Ireland within the published text: ‘For
the ‘Saxon’ language I have fused certain Northern English ‘tunes’ with Northern
Irish idiom, and vice versa; and for the Celtic language I have, more delicately,
blended Welsh and Southern Irish tune and idiom in a similar way’ (Rudkin 1986:
50).

According to Michael Vernon, ‘[a]part from the sheer diversity of his work
Rudkin has given British theatre some of its finest language. It is sometimes so
telegraphic and concentrated that actors fail to find the appropriate vocal idiom’
(Vernon 1983: 60). Rudkin’s language is difficult because it is of the body; its
struggles mirror the struggles of the body to negotiate a conscious sense of self, which
can reconcile identity with circumstance. Language as a mediator is given voice by
the body and shaped by consciousness. The werewolf image as an image of violence
simultaneously performs the body and consciousness in a theatrical way, at once
immediate and un-real:

In his treatment of violence Rudkin confronts the major problem of dramatists
who attempt to incorporate images of contemporary reality into their work.
Rudkin rejects the apparent truth of naturalism; we have too many subtly
developed perceptual defences which either fictionalise or ‘downgrade’ the
immediacy of ‘realistic’ violence on stage or screen (Vernon 1983: 60).
With his depiction of violence as the gathering and marauding of a pack of wolves,
Rudkin chose to site his rejection of ‘the apparent truth of naturalism’ in the
performance moment. The immediacy of his choice proved controversial. Why did
Rudkin choose this image? Richtarik noted that Rudkin ‘wanted to write a play that
would force Irish actors to adopt a more disciplined approach towards their roles’
(Richtarik 1994: 192-3). Such discipline was vital given the challenging nature of the
material and also Field Day’s touring requirements; a small to non-existent set and
minimal costuming would place the responsibility for the imagery within the realm of

performance. Rudkin made a virtue of this, eschewing the use of costume or mask:

On the question of the werewolves, it can never be right to use wolfiasks or
werewolf costume. These human characters experience themselves as wolves
(...) the transformation to werewolf is ‘an acting problem’ (Rudkin 1986: 52
[original emphasis]).

The wolf image is a development of that used in Rudkin’s earlier play The

Triumph of Death (1981). Here Rudkin placed the action of the play ‘ostensibly in
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the ‘middle ages’, for this purpose a telescoping of thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries’'?. The foreword to the published script is a line spoken by the character
Luther towards the end of the play: ‘The past is another country. The past is not
another country’ (Rudkin 1981: 51). Here Rudkin fashioned history and religion into
a journey, from the Crusades to Joan of Arc to Martin Luther. Three central
characters, Crusade survivors, are forest dwellers and one, Jehan, is later burnt as
Joan of Arc. One of her husband-brothers struggles with the onset of a wolf state
towards the end of the play:

GIL: Werewolf was here last night. We’re in his path. Home, house, in,
hurry. Shut door behind us, bolt it. Innow. In. Home. Safe. (...)

Smell him. Werewolf. Hereabout. Twilight his hour. He sniff around the
house outside. Almost feel him. He nuzzle the foot of our door. (...) Smell
him. Near. Near too near. With Us. In.

(Own breath becoming raucous, hand more clawlike.)

Wolfstink. Wolfstep. Indoors wi us all along. Waited for night (Rudkin
1981: 49).

In this scene, Gil moves over a branch ‘kissing, biting, ravaging’ it while he addresses

it as his daughter. His experience of wolf culminates in:

GIL: Father shall guard thee. Cover thee against him, my own body. Husha.
Husha! Little lamb I love thee!
(He sinks his teeth into the branch. Eases, unwolved again. One last flicker
of a man) (Rudkin 1981: 49 [my emphasis]).
‘Unwolved’, in the light of day, Gil ‘sees’ the evidence of his having been wolf: ‘I had
a daughter. Where is she?” The scene ends with Gil’s ‘[h]igh thin almost voiceless
whine of pain’: ‘I can’t see. (He suddenly turns on us). I can’t see’ (Rudkin 1981:
49). In this earlier use of wolf imagery, Rudkin describes a dark side of the self, and,

in Gil’s case, a subsequent inability to deal with that ‘other self’. Both in The

Triumph of Death and in The Saxon Shore, the wolf state is used as an image for the

violent aspect of an otherwise sympathetic character who thereby distances himself or
herself from these acts of violence that seem ‘out of character’. However, Athdark,

the central character of The Saxon Shore, is different. He too becomes aware of

himself as wolf, but this wolf state is politicised by Rudkin to indicate group-

' This is taken from the character list page of the Methuen text of Rudkin’s The Triumph of Death
(1981), [page unnumbered].
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violence, rather than being simply instinct with little or no acknowledgement of
personal responsibility.

In Postcolonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics, Gilbert and Tompkins

examine the postcolonial body and suggest that a colonial use of the savage/primitive
in performance sites the savage in the other, in the body of the colonised. Elleke
Boehmer is quoted here in relation to her work on the body of the colonised subject:

In colonial representation, exclusion or suppression can often literally be seen
as ‘embodied’. From the point of view of the coloniser specifically, fears and
curiosities, sublimated fascinations with the strange or the ‘primitive’, are
expressed in concrete physical and anatomical images (... ) the Other is cast as
corporeal, carnal, untamed, instinctual, raw, and therefore also open to
mastery, available for use, for husbandry, for numbering, branding,
cataloging, description of possession (Gilbert & Tompkins 1996: 203).

Rudkin does something different in that he looks at the savage in the agents of
colonisation, in the settlers. In an attempt to protect the colony from the colonised,
the Saxons embody savagery; and the savagery of the other is actually in the self.

Gilbert and Tompkins also refer to Elizabeth Grosz to illustrate that the body
is seen to be in need of control and suppression by the coloniser:

If the body is the strategic target of systems of codification, supervision and
constraint, it is also because the body and its energies and capacities exert an
uncontrollable, unpredictable threat to a regular, systematic mode of social
organisation. As well as being the site of knowledge-power, the body is thus a
site of resistance, for it exerts a recalcitrance, and always entails the possibility
of a counter-strategic reinscription, for it is capable of being self-marked, self-
represented in alternative ways (Gilbert & Tompkins 1996: 204).

Thus, from the perspective of the coloniser, the primitive is defined in action or

reaction to the civilised. In The Saxon Shore, however, the violence is seen to

support the rhetoric of authority, rather than being presented in opposition to it.
Athdark’s struggle then is the struggle to overcome the darkness in the self, the tribal
instinctual violence as political violence, in the course of the play. The language
employed by Cambyses against the Celts, in the one transformation fo wolf within the
text, is graphic:

CAMBYSES: Rake at their hides with our claws God gave us! Harrow with
our fangs, till the bowels of their filth gush from them tumbled and uncoiling;
till the lungs of them, livers, lights and wombs of all their darkness spill like
offal in their own gutters; till their limbs lie, parted, quivering, unknowable
for pieces of Man (Rudkin 1986: 39).
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This physical transformation, to be embodied by the actors, is implied by the
wolf-leader: ‘Man shrink inward. Wolf stand outward. Skin in, out pelt! Hair itch
and bristle! Wolf, wake!” (Rudkin 1986: 38). The stage directions suggest the
corresponding corporealization: “The illseen forms begin to prowl and seethe’
(Rudkin 1986: 38). Performatively, the activities of the wolves exercise colonial
authority.

The transformation to wolf within The Saxon Shore heightens an awareness of

performance, for the actor and the audience, as transformation highlights the initial
act of performance. Marvin Carlson in chapter two of Performance ‘Performance in
Society: Sociological and Psychological Approaches’ cites Russian playwright
Nikolas Evreinoff, ‘[t]he art of the theatre is pre-aesthetic, and not aesthetic, for the
simple reason that transformation, which is after all the essence of all theatrical art, is
more primitive and more easily attainable than formation, which is the essence of
aesthetic arts’ (Carlson 1996: 35 [original emphasis])"”. If indeed transformation is
‘the essence of all theatrical art’, then Rudkin is employing a primitive self-referential

device in his staging of transformation in The Saxon Shore. The Saxon Shore is

meta-theatrical, as much about the nature of performance as the nature of state-
supported violence. However, in staging this transformation, Rudkin could then be
said to be interrogating the performance of terrorism. Sectarian violence, as depicted

in The Saxon Shore, becomes as much of an assumption of a role, a knowing

assumption at that, as the assumption of the character of Athdark by actor Gerard
Murphy for the Almeida production. If sectarian violence is knowingly assumed, it
can just as easily be rejected.

Transformation is then the shift from one state to another, which suggests
reversibility, a non-progressive set of conditions. Schechner offers a definition of
transformation and considers its relationship with ritual and with theatre:

Characterization and the presentation of real or possible events—the story,
plot, or dramatic action worked out by people, gods, or demons—is a
transformation of real behavior into symbolic behavior.  Theatrical
transformation appears to be of only two kinds: 1) the displacement of
antisocial, injurious, disruptive behavior by ritualized gesture and displays,

' Here Marvin Carlson quotes from Nickolas Evreinoff, (trans. Alexander Nazaroff), The Life in
Theatre, New York: Brentano’s, 1927, p.24.
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and 2) the invention of characters who act out fictional events or real events
fictionalized by virtue of their being acted out (as in documentary theater or
film or Roman-type gladiatorial games) (Schechner 1977/88: 109).

The Saxon Shore’s transformation to and from wolf fits into the first category

offered by Schechner. Herbert Blau’s To All Appearances affirms Schechner’s

definition, but Blau goes further to offer three readings of transformation in theatre:
1) the empathetic identification with character in realistic theatre (Blau 1992: 139-
140); 2) an access to performance in ‘anti-naturalism’ (Blau 1992: 183); and 3) a
function of stylisation in the multiplicity of meaning, as for example employed in the
work of Pina Bausch (Blau 1992: 189). Blau insists that the body of the actor cannot
be included in a semiotic reading of performance:

One distinction to be made is that, develop as we will a semiotics of the body,
the body is not, with information or image, part of the same delivery system.
And even if it assumes in a given production the fiction of a mere function—
with no more intrinsic value than light, color, fabric, or other objects in
space—there will inevitably be the friction of resistance, with somebody
calling it ego, this impediment of the body refusing to be a sign (Blau 1992:
70).
He continues ‘[a]s we turn to the signifying task, we may do so with the ideological
suspicion—or is it ontological awareness?—that in or behind all systems the theatre is
doing its work, disarming function, and transforming the real as only theatre can’
(Blau 1992: 70). Here is the crux of Blau’s ‘transformation’, the transformation of
the real ‘as only theatre can’. So, as the body resists signification within an existing
system of reading, transformation of the body—from the real—can go, where
exactly?
Blau’s most telling summation of transformation comes later: ‘a yielding to
otherness which is in the subtlest naturalism’ (Blau 1992: 144). This transformation
as a yielding to otherness, although used by Blau in relation to naturalism, is,

paradoxically, the use of the term that resonates here in relation to the transformation

of The Saxon Shore. As an expression of sectarian violence, the ‘yielding to

otherness’ of werewolf distances the perpetrators from their actions. If the wolves in

The Saxon Shore are yielding to otherness, they are giving way, giving in to an urge
for tribal violence. But within the text, Athdark comes to resist his wolf-state, he

refuses to yield to the otherness of his actions, becoming self-conscious.
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Performatively, the wolf image is difficult as it is far removed from the human, and
yet Rudkin insists that it must remain human. The transformation to wolf in The
Saxon Shore is the ‘anti-naturalism’ access to performance. As a yielding to
otherness, it problematizes the performance of violence, and also performance itself,
and demands accountability for both. This is an almost impossible demand that calls
for a knowing recognition of, rather than a yielding to, otherness on the part of each

actor.

3.3 DIVINE WOMAN

In the second act of The Saxon Shore, the action crosses Hadrian’s Wall to native

British territory. In a grove of trees, a young Celtic priestess, Ceiriad, prays to ‘Our
Lady’. Ceiriad is representative of her native, feminised society (much as Athdark is
representative of his planted, colonizing and yet defensive one). One of Rudkin’s
sources for the Celtic imagery was a local stone dedication to an unknown Celtic
Goddess'®. The name of the goddess is illegible but ‘construed as Sattada or Saitada.
The latter, on linguistic grounds, could be a title, Saita-Da, ‘Lady of Grief’’ (Almeida
programme note). Although unspecific, phrases such as Lady of Mercy, Lady of
Grief, when matched with “‘Our Lady’ as virgin in the text (Rudkin 1986: 14), lend the
figure distinct Irish Catholic associations. Ceiriad is, according to the stage
directions, ‘dressed in virginal white’ and, as priestess, intercedes on the behalf of
others: ‘I always have to bring before You the prayers of others, and never speak to
You of what I need or I desire.” She evokes a ritual that immediately draws a
distinction between her society and Athdark’s Spartan world:

CEIRIAD: Women and girls come here to Your high dwelling, with little
images in clay, of hands or feet that are hurt, of eyes, ears, organs that pain or
fail them. They place them all about Your sacred trees, for the touch of Your
restoring mercy (Rudkin 1986: 14).
Already the sacred ceremonies of the Celts are in opposition to Saxon ceremonies.
The deity is female, the language is poetic and the rituals—votive offerings at the

shrine and the later burial processions for both Llyr (act two scene four) and Ceiriad

(act four scene four)—are theatrical.

' This stone dedication was pictured in the programme for the 1986 Almeida production.
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Jungian scholar Marie-Louise von Franz charts the development of the

devotion to the Virgin Mary in The Cat: A Tale of Feminine Redemption. She argues

that the notion of ‘Our Lady’ as virgin had non-Catholic origins and was adopted
relatively late as a Catholic teaching: ‘The doctrine of Mary’s Perpetual Virginity
was, to say the least, of no importance in the eyes of the evangelists, and there is no
evidence of its having been anywhere taught within the pale of the Catholic Church of
the first three centuries’ (Franz 1999: 36). According to Franz, a devotion to Mary as
virgin dates from the fourth century. She quotes from the first sermon of Proclus at
Constantinople that referred to the “Mother of God’ as ‘the spotless treasure-house of
virginity’ (Franz 1999: 37). Representations of the Virgin Mary are said to have
originated from those of the Egyptian goddess Isis and later adapted by the Christian
Church, much as the Sheelah-na-gig, as an Irish representation of fertility, is believed
by some to have been absorbed and suppressed by the Catholic Church in Ireland.
Isis was a rich mythological source, with earthy and often dark associations, again
closer to the Sheelah-na-gig than an Immaculate Virgin. The fourth century is

identified as the time when these two images of female divinity, earthy and

immaculate, were being conflated; The Saxon Shore is set in A.D. 401. ‘The Virgin
Mary inherited those traits, but in the official teaching she inherited only the sublime
and spiritual, the attributes of purity and so on. The other aspects of earth, fertility,
and the dark side, were never officially recognized’ (Franz 1999: 40).

Ceiriad’s privileged position as priestess places her outside an earthy sexuality
enjoyed by others in her society, and she acknowledges this lack in her own life:

CEIRIAD: Some of the girls bring little clay hearts—not hearts of theirs, but
of men. Men: they seek to turn toward them. Sometimes the image is of
something grosser than a heart, something of a man I’ve never seen. ['ve
never seen a man (Rudkin 1986: 14).
The virgin invokes the Virgin, ‘Lady don’t be angry. Lady, smile on me. Lady, You
are virgin, You understand’. The young priestess brings an offering to the shrine; the
clay heart of a man she has yet to envisage, hoping that ‘somewhere his heart turn to
me, and I know Love’. Ceiriad prays for love but is chastised by the older priestess
Sulgwen: ‘Leave Our Lady to Her work. It’s sunset, we must tidy the shrine. And

don’t you stand there, looking southward for a man. Wall down there, end of the

world is that. Nothing good came up from south of it’ (Rudkin 1986: 15). From an
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audience perspective, a meeting between the innocent Ceiriad and the wounded
Athdark becomes inevitable. Rudkin suggests that it is part of the playwright’s
contract: ‘it’s implicit in the premise of the piece that this man is going to have to
cross the wall. You’re committed to that, it’s part of the bargain. And obviously he’s
got to meet his opposite principle, his opposite cultural principle; go [to] meet the
demon and discover the angel instead (Rudkin interview: 276).

Athdark transgresses; delirious, he has wandered through a breach in the wall
and is found by Ceiriad. Athdark’s performed struggle to stand is also his struggle to
overcome his wound as representative of the other in himself and so, it is the
feminised Celt, priestess Ceiriad, who heals him. On his recovery, Athdark believes
himself to be in Paradise ‘was God a Goddess all along?’ (Rudkin 1986: 32), and his
attempts to communicate with Ceiriad are a deliberate echo of Maire and Yolland’s
struggle to understand each other in Friel’s Translations:

CEIRIAD: Sir?

ATHDARK: This Deenio she calls me: must be my Heavenish name.
CEIRIAD: Water.

ATHDARK: Gwisca...?

CEIRIAD: Mountain.

ATHDARK: Monidho...

CEIRIAD: Walk...

ATHDARK: Paths of Heaven! Why did they not each us this below? (Rudkin
1986: 26)

In the performance moment, both are speaking English and can be understood,
one as easily as the other. Within the text, however, as in Translations, the characters
cannot communicate:

ATHDARK: Nothing I learned below has made me ready. I’ve so much still

to master. Gwisca, water...

CEIRIAD: Yes, yes! The earth, the earth!

ATHDARK: Teer? Teer? The ground...? No...Can’t be ground. Not here in

Heaven... (Rudkin 1986: 32).
Again this draws our attention to the transformation that is performance, the audience
suspends disbelief so that the characters cannot comprehend each other, although the
actors obviously can.

Ceiriad tells the older priestess Sulgwen that they must learn to speak

Athdark’s language, the language of the other from across the divide. Intransigent,
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Sulgwen replies: ‘“Why? We are in our country. Where is he?” (Rudkin 1986: 25).
Rudkin’s analogy is inverted—the native are British and yet Celtic—but his signposts
are clear, Athdark lives a Spartan life, he is loyal to the Empire, he is suggestive of
the Unionist (Protestant) community of Northern Ireland; Ceiriad is British, and yet
Celtic and worships ‘Our Lady’, she and her people are ‘native’, she symbolizes the
Nationalist (Catholic) community of Northern Ireland.

Ceiriad’s feminine healing persona is offered as an alternative to the savagery
of the Saxons and their violent instincts as manifested by the werewolf image.
However, within the Celtic community there is a corresponding patriarchal structure,
which gives momentum and implies an inevitability of the conflict. In scene four of
act two, Ceiriad’s dead father Llyr is brought to the burial place, and the young
priestess becomes ‘Queen. Of Lost Britain’ (Rudkin 1986: 22). Friel’s Translations is
not the only play with which Rudkin is in dialogue as there are echoes of
Shakespeare’s King Lear here. Ceiriad, the one faithful daughter, praises her cousin
Lugovelin who: ‘stayed at my father’s side, when my sisters cast him out into the
storm’ (Rudkin 1986: 22). Lugovelin makes a tentative suggestion that he and
Ceiriad reclaim lost Britain ‘together’, but Ceiriad “has withdrawn from him’ (Rudkin
1986: 24); he is too late, she has already met her ‘opposite cultural principle’ and the
bargain, implicit to performance, has been sealed. Ceiriad is now poised between her
old Celtic Britain and Athdark’s Saxon Britain and seems about to exercise divine
intercession on their behalf.

Hawkins writes of Ceiriad: ‘that she is the banished daughter of Llyr
(Shakespeare’s King Lear) connects her to Shakespeare’s Cordelia, further rendering
her an embodiment of martyred, selfless love’ (Hawkins in Harrington & Mitchell
1999: 165). Hawkins goes on to suggest that ‘although his characterization of Ceiriad
romanticizes the Celts, Rudkin balances his treatment of them somewhat through his
characterization of the other Celts’ (Hawkins in Harrington & Mitchell 1999: 166).
While there is evidence within the text to support this view—Lugovelin, the dead Llyr
and the violence of the Celts point to a patriarchal power structure within this

feminised society—the violence of the Celts is not staged in The Saxon Shore, while

the violence of the Saxons has a transgressive and animalistic quality. As wolves, the

Saxons, male and female, perform atrocities across the wall among the Celts, in what
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is referred to but not theatricalized, as an ongoing battle, with such actions committed
by both sides: ‘Burning our town, Broad daylight now. The savages. Come out from
their holes in the ground. Turfmire. Pigsty Valley. Beggar bogs. And fire our
goodly garden of a town’ (Rudkin 1986: 19). Here, scene three of act two, Mother
Athdark and Widow Flax watch the offstage Celts’ violence; the violence of the
wolves is seen onstage, however, as they work under cover of darkness.

Athdark invests this other side of the wall with a divinity he sees in Ceiriad
herself and believes himself to be in Heaven. When Ceiriad brings Athdark to realise
that he is still alive he reacts in both bewilderment and anger: ‘Do not touch me!...I
was never dead? 1 am man still?...Whore of Ahab! Not Heaven. Not Heaven.
Cumri land. Wall again. Living again. Toil again. Pain again. My lone again. And
cold by night. Wall...Wall?” (Rudkin 1986: 34). Athdark lashes out, having
responded to one construction of femininity he seeks revenge by invoking another;
now Athdark’s divine healer Ceiriad becomes both virgin and “Whore of Ahab’.
Feeling betrayed when he realises himself to be among the Celts, Athdark returns
home to find the farm burnt out and his mother killed by the native British in another
Celtic atrocity committed offstage.

The voice of Cambyses urges him to seek revenge:

CAMBYSES: Athdark, where have you been?  What havoc here?
Destruction...Ill have you husbanded your garden. They watch from above,
bequeathed it ye. Your garden had need of ye: Athdark where were you?...Sin
be for us to know of and for you to confess (Rudkin 1986: 36).

Athdark describes his journey in the language of those who believe that they are
God’s chosen people:

ATHDARK: I have walked in a garden of Sin. I fell asleep. I walked among
strange gods. I spoke with Jezebel, in tongues of Babel. ( ...) Then I heard
the voice of the God of my fathers. My eyes were opened. I saw I was on
witches” mire. In Cumri land. I came away. I came away! (Rudkin 1986: 37).

Cambyses calls on the wolf within Athdark:

CAMBYSES: (...) All that while you slept and waked and walked and waked
again, a deeper deeper Athdark lay in you asleep. Curled in you, deep, like a
sleeping dog: ears twitching at some sound that does not wake him, but he
hears; nostrils twitching at some scent that does not wake him, but he’ll know
again. This deeper brother wake. I call on him. Phwwwwy... Phwwwwy.. Tik
tik tik (Rudkin 1986: 37).
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Athdark crosses the wall once more, inadvertently leading the pack. Still
struggling to overcome the call to violence, Athdark pleads with Ceiriad to recognise
him as human and to do so by calling him by his name, by identifying him: ‘Save me!
My name! Help poor Deenio! Tell Deenio my name of a man!” (Rudkin 1986: 41).
Dialogue is presented here as the alternative to violence. But Ceiriad cannot cross the
language barrier between them: ‘You hide like a wounded beast. You are hurt. |
know it. And the hurt makes you ugly. My love my love it does not matter!...No
name by which to call you...But Man. Brother. Friend’ (Rudkin 1986: 41). Unlike
their previous interactions, Ceiriad’s position outside his language is her downfall.
By failing to call him Athdark (a name which the Roman NCO, as representative of
the coloniser, could not master either), Ceiriad is under threat from Athdark’s ‘other’.
Language is emphasised as the way in which we voice consciousness; Athdark needs
to be recognised as his embodied human self. Athdark is aware as both man and wolf
meet here at his ‘yielding to otherness’; the language is imperative and has a
sexualised urgency:

ATHDARK: I have left my name with my coat on the ground. I have no name
when I come this journey, but snout, tooth, fang, claw...Tell me the name of
the man [ am! Or I do what I do. I come now. Here [ am. Lady, pity me...

As he turns into wolf, Athdark kills her: ‘He sinks his teeth into her throat. Both fall.
Music turns to a scream’ (Rudkin 1986: 41). Athdark tries to re-establish the distance
closed by this transformation: ‘What beast have tore this lovely lady? (Rudkin 1986:
41). However, the withdrawal of Rome leaves Saxons and Celts together in the one
landscape. Eventually Athdark acknowledges his role in killing Ceiriad: ‘There were
such damage. There were such bloody slaughter done. And I killed the lovely lady.
She was healing me’ (Rudkin 1986: 49). This understanding of his own actions
allows Athdark to take responsibility for those actions, outside an instinctual
identification with the territorial defensiveness of the wolves.

One question raised by Rudkin’s staging of Ceiriad as divine is whether his

image of the virginal princess, like Mac Intyre’s Mother effigy in The Great Hunger,

reinforces or critiques stereotype? Is Ceiriad, although embodied, as much of a
monument as The Mother effigy? As the other representations of women in The

Great Hunger contextualize The Mother as icon, Ceiriad as a construction of idealized

128



womanhood is undermined by the pragmatism of the other women in The Saxon
Shore.

Ceiriad is killed and, perhaps like The Mother as effigy in The Great Hunger,

was so constrained by notions of an ideal femininity so as to be read as already dead.
Ceiriad is set apart, even by her own people. Other women are free, ‘blatantly’ so, in
the expression of their desires as shown by their prayers to ‘Our Lady’. Sulgwen is
direct, down-to-earth, unmoved by Ceiriad’s romantic musing, ‘Any man’s head can
be gold in the dark. It’s kingdoms that marry’ (Rudkin 1986: 32), an echo of Widow
Flax’s earlier comment to Mother Athdark, *Nights are black. Blanket warms a
couple. It’s acres wed’ (Rudkin 1986: 11). The correlation between the two
characters was drawn in performance at the Almeida in 1986 as Brenda Fricker
played both the Celtic Sulgwen and the Saxon Widow Flax, another reference to the
points of identification in ‘otherness’. Whether or not this doubling was intended to
be significant is moot'’, as in performance that connection was physically embodied
and therefore open to audience interpretation‘g.

Mother Athdark despairs of her son’s unmarried status and recognises her and
Athdark’s need to populate and thereby secure their territory in the name of the
Emperor, for fear of being overtaken by the native population; ‘you’d only to wait!
Your over-breedin’ ‘ud have swamped us all! And my one son...” (Rudkin 1986: 20).
Here is a divergence from the legacy of the Famine as mentioned in relation to The
Great Hunger and attitudes to land. Unlike her wooden counterpoint in The Great
Hunger, she does not ‘praise the man who made the field his bride’ (Kavanagh & Mac
Intyre 1986: 4). The colonised attitude, as documented in the response the Famine of
the 1840s, was to safeguard against the repetition of such a disastrous outcome of
‘over-breedin’> by monitoring social habits through later marriages, inheritance

patterns and emigration'’. The Saxons of The Saxon Shore are anxious to secure

their legacy for future generations, but conversely they are producing descendants to
secure the territory. This element of Loyalism expresses another aspect of

postcolonialism, a different relationship to the same coloniser. Here is a knowingness

"7 In Ashes, the other characters, apart from central characters Colin and Anne, were recommended by
Rudkin to be played by one male and one female actor, but ‘in this doubling there is not thematic
significance’ (Rudkin 1974a: 5).

' See section 3.5,

1 See section 2.1.
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that uses the apparatus of colonial resistance and historical political representations of
gender to highlight an audience’s set of assumptions: ‘the parallels were there but
they weren’t facile. They involved lifting something up and crawling underneath and
getting inside—basically to make the audience bloody work’ (Rudkin interview: 264).

In the suggested doubling of roles, each Saxon werewolf has a corresponding
Celtic other, the violence of one community mirrors the violence of the other. It
could be argued, as Hawkins does, that, in his representations of the Saxon and Celtic
communities, (and Ceiriad especially), Rudkin is ‘condemning patriarchy as the root
both of imperialism and of the Troubles in Northern Ireland’ (Hawkins in Harrington
& Mitchell 1999: 168). The feminisation of the warring Celts, and Ceiriad’s role of
divine victim, does call into question the patriarchal structures of both Celtic and
Saxon communities, and the role of that patriarchy in perpetuating the violence.
Nonetheless, while utilizing the binary of gender opposites, Rudkin is actually
subverting gender roles in an unlikely feminisation within the text, the feminisation of

Athdark, who ends the play as ‘the beginnings of a man’ (Rudkin 1986: 49).

3.4 THE BODY IN PAIN
Rudkin’s sexuality is a self-professed influence on his construction of gender roles
and sexualities in his work:

I don’t consider myself to be either [a British or Northern Irish playwright],
anymore than I'm a bisexual playwright or an Artuadian playwright or a
Protestant playwright. Yes, you have these roles that occasionally become
active. And it may be that I’ve made life harder for myself in that the moment
there’s come an opportunity to be identified I’ve done something which made
it impossible (Rudkin interview: 280).
Athdark’s journey from an assumption to a rejection of the wolf is central to The
Saxon Shore. Athdark as wolf is wounded in the first scene of the play, and it is this
wound or hurt that allows him to become aware of his transformation into wolf and
subsequent activities, at odds with the civilised self but working to maintain the
political status quo desired by that self.
In scene two, Athdark, the wounded fourth wolf of scene one, wakes to find
the evidence of his actions lodged in his side. This ‘foreign body’ helps him to come

to an eventual realisation of the self, but not before he first interprets it as the work of

a vengeful God and then of the Devil:
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ATHDARK: What’s here? This damp on my side...Blood...? Wound...?"
Some beast have bit me in the night. In my sleep and I not wake? (...)
There’s more yet. Like a great rock. Stranger in my body. Egg of stone, like
flinthead of a ‘axe..God my Father! Why do Thou lodge this here?
Chastizing me? (...)
Good Christian man. Athdark, of Grimsteads Farm. Good Christian Roman
British Saxon man. (...)
It is the Devil must have done this. Ay. The devil. To bow me. To fright me.
Mock me. Bow me. I’ll not be bowed (Rudkin 1986: 4).
But Athdark is bowed, and crouches in pain, physically halfway between the upright
stance of a man and the grounded stealth of a wolf. Rudkin uses the wound to
interrogate the individual’s accountability for group violence, to create a
consciousness of the mob-mentality:

I’ve been in the army, and I’ve worn uniform, and I know what happens. (...)
[ wanted to go deeper into what that experience was like—what happened
when that part of you that dreamed and that part of you that was awake, what
happened when they became aware of each other—to problematize a
character. And I had to find a means of doing that through where the stone in
the side comes from (Rudkin interview: 263).

Athdark has been p