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CHAM EE I
IntroAuction

It is the purpose of this thesis to show that the drama
of Ireland, unlike that of continental Europe, developed as

' ~a result of the rising spirit of smtionalism.
VxC* ̂The drama of Western Europe took its origin in an 

imported religious literature, the Jewish Old Testament and 
the Hebrew-Graeeo Roman lew Testament. The Roman Church,. 
interested in converting the pagans of Europe, was a powerful 
and unified force under which drama in continental Europe 
began and developed, for the little plays or dumb shows first 
inserted into the Mass were the beginning of the religious or 
sacred drama. This church drama grew from simple Mass servi
ces in the ninth century, to elaborate plays and pageants in 
the early sixteenth century.

There were three centers around which these early plays 
were built. The first was the Easter plays taken from the 
Easter story in the Bible, one of which was known as the 
Qnem Quaerltls. The second center of interest was the birth 
of Christ, or the Christmas literature, while the third was 
the body of stories which connect the preceding centers and 
carry the story from Adam down to the resurrection and the 
Harrowing of Hell. In addition to the cycle plays were many 
plays presenting episodes from the lives of the saints.
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The writers and managers of the earliest plays are not 
known by name, but It Is probable that they were monks or 
priests, as the plays were originally in Latin the priests 
were the aetors or speakers and the words were ehanted or 

' sung. In the ehancel, or last without, on the church floor, 
were placed the necessary properties such as the manger,
Herod’s throne, the Palace of Pilate, or whatever was re
quired by the play.

The Virgin Eery plays were written and performed first 
in Franco and were very popular. Of these there are manu
scripts which have been found of the twelfth and thirteenth 

1centuries. It is in these plays that we find a mixture of 
Latin and Old French which shows the first use of the vernacu
lar language, a practice which grew in proportion until the 
plays had little if any Latin dialogue and could be considered 
as plays of the country itself, or French religious plays. As 
this practice continued French dialogue grew, and the plays, 
apparently were taken out of the hands of the clergy to be 
carried on by the different Brotherhoods throughout the country.

The mlreel# plays in France w e r e t h e  first to include 
narrative material other than biblical. The "Miracles of Our 
Lady," in which the sinners call upon the miraculous help of 
the Virgin Mary, and impose upon themselves severe penances 
by which they are redeemed, were popular all over Europe.

Harienlegeaden, Wien, 1887-1898. Adgars Marienlegenden 
pub. by Carl Ueuhaus, Heilbronn, 1886 Afr. Bibl. 9.

1
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There were also the Wise and Foolish Virgin plays in whieh the 
dialogue is a mixture of French and Latin, the Wise Virgins 
being the good, while the Foolish Virgins were associated with 
the evil. ■

As the plays became too long to be included in the IBsa 
they also proved to be cumbersome for the chancel of the 
church, and as a result were moved outside the church to a 
platform, the church steps, or the street. They grew from ; 
simple sincere little plays to costly festival pageants with 
the idea of entertainment foremost, while the real purpose of 
the play was often lost for some novel spectacular feature.
It was at this period of development, when the festivals had 
become popular, that the plays fell into the hands of the 
organized Brotherhoods. These organized Brotherhoods then 
had the right to conduct the religious festival plays and 
wherever such organizations existed, great pride was taken in 
their performance and the whole community had a share in their 
glory. There were}as well as the religious festivals, thwe 
for special days and occasions such as entertainment for visi
ting royalties, royal marriages and birthdays. In England 
the plays and pageants were given under the direction of the 
Parish clerks to celebrate Corpus Christ! and other church 
festal days, and were a very important pari of the early drama 
of the thirteenth end fourteenth centuries. .

With the rise of the Kiddle Olase in England and the 
forming of the tradesmen’s guilds came the development of the
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oyole plays, whieh form the greater part of England's religious 
drama. These plays attempt to cover the history of Man from 
his Creation to the flay of Judgment and are the products of 
many people as well as of many years. The production was man
aged by the guilds and each play was arranged, acted, costumed
and financed hy its own guild. The oyole plays, known by the' ' .

places for which they are named, are Chester, York, Coventry, 
Wakefield and Newcastle. It was this English drama in Western 
Europe which had such a powerful organization that it surpassed

2all others in vitality and popularity in the fifteenth century.
The origin and development of drama from religious liter

ature was a general European movement which was practically 
the same all over TVestem Europe. It was from this source that 
the countries of England, France, Spain and Germany found the 
beginnings of the drama which in turn developed into the drama 
of the Renaissance.

The use of the vernacular as the language of religious 
drama of France and Sagland gave an opportunity for the plays 
to include legendary narrative and ideas of the day, as well 
as Bible stories. This narrative was representative of the 
thoughts and customs of the peoples about whom it was written, 
and although the same miraole story or legend might have its 
origin in France, Rome or Greece, the play was nationalistic. 
This was particularly true with the English cycle and guild

2 Emile Legouis - History of English Literature - Chap* V."
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plays, as for example In The Ballding of the Ark from the 
lewoaatle Cycle. Hoah’s wife was portrayed as a vixen and 
the family quarrels of Noah's hoaeehold were representative of 
English family life. In the Wakefield Shepherd's Play, Mao, 
the sheep stealer, and Gill, his wife, were not in the Bibli
cal story of the shepherds; these two, and the three shepherds 
which were taken over from the ancient source were portrayals 
of English country people and English country life of the 
Middle Ages, while the vernacular of the day was used as the 
medium of expression. In the comic scenes the writers were . 
most original and it was from these that the national traditions 
were developed. the Second Shepherd's Play was one of the first 
comical farce plays written, and the conversation of Mae and 
his canny wife Gill offered script hard to match for comedy.
The shepherds, though they have no names, are definite charac
terizations with personal traits; the first a pessimist; the 
second, the henpecked husband; the third one who complains of 
his unfair treatment by the lord. These characters, with Gill 
the shrew, and Mao a thelving rogue, are true pictures of 
English character.

England inherited play structure and stage technique from 
France, as the French were in advance in these fields in the 
Middle Ages. With the coming of the Renaissance the models of 
Greece and Rome were copied and used. As in the beginning, 
however, the characters used by the English playwrights were 
basically English, and this nationalism remained in the drama 
that followed.



6.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the playwright a 
turned to the ancient Greek and Roman sources, and it is the 
influence of these classics which gave the dramatists of Wes
tern Europe their start from which grew the national drama of 
Spain, France, England and Germany.

It was in Italy that it became an established practice to 
give the classical plays of Greece and Rome first in Latin, 
later in translation. Here were the first rediscovered plays 
of Plautus, Terence and Seneca which soon took precedence over 
the Greek and were regarded as models of excellence in all 
Europe. These models, together with the influence of the 
classics of Greece and Rome, gave rise to the Rational Drama of 
Western Europe in England, France and Spain.

The drama of Ireland has no such history and was non-exis
tent until the nineteenth century, a time when national aspira
tions of the people to be recognized as a nation free from 
England turned to national literature as an expression of these 
aspirations. Because Ireland had no such literature in writing 
a movement started in search of Irish legends and Irish folk 
material resulting in the nineteenth century Irish Literary 
Renaissance, in which Irish national drama has a prominent and 
significant place.

The history of Ireland, from the time of the invading 
Korsemen in 1014, the invading Bormans in 1169, and never- 
ceasing struggles with England, is one of national unrest. The 
domination of England, and the almost complete use of the 
English language in literature, together with the political and
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religious turmoil, seem to have left Ireland void of any
drama until the nineteenth eentury.

The impetus and almost sudden outburst in literature oame
as a result of the culmination of political happenings and a
period of acute political disappointment, namely that of the
rise and fall of the national hero, Charles Stewart Parnell,

. 1880-1890. A few important events of this period are necessary
to explain the immediate and all-important effect this political
struggle had upon the development of the literature that followed
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. For the first
time in Irish history, Parnell held the balance of power as
head of the Irish Parliamentary Party at Westminster, and
England was forced to consider Irish Home Rule demands. The
Land Acts of 1881 and 1885 favorable to the Irish farmer were
passed, and it seemed that the struggle, for national freedom
was near a victory. In 1888 Lord Frederick Cavendish from
England was elected Chief Secretary under the terms of the

3KilmaInham treaty. Unfortimately he and a castle official
were assassinated, and England renounced all its concessions, 
passed additional Coercion Acts and imprisoned Parnell. It was 
later proved that Parnell was unjustly imprisoned and his re
lease was granted. Shortly after, however, Parnell was named
in a divorce case and his political career came to an end.

\ ' : -All the effort; energy and work which had such amazing and
promising success under his leadership, and which placed Irish 3

3 Canfield Curtis - Plays of the Irish Renaissance - p. IS
. r ' :
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Home Rule and Irish nationalism within grasp of her people, 
thus reached its tragic climax in the failure of the national 
party leader, their idol Parnell.

It was then that the efforts and attentions of the Par
nell followers, latent upon "being recognized as a nation, 
turned to literature as a means of expression of their nation
alism. As a direct result we find the beginnings of Irish 
nationalistic literature which in turn developed the drama of 
the period into one of the most important phases of the liter
ature of the Irish Renaissance. .

To Standi@h 0 'Grady we must give the credit for gathering 
much of the old saga material, which be published in a series 
of histories. He is often called the father of the Irish 
Renaissance; and Indeed, without his work to draw upon, the 
work of others would have been very different, for it is these 
early sagas that furnish the source for many literary works.

While Standi til 01Grady was a student at Dublin University 
in 1872 he became acquainted with Q'Balloren’s History of 
Ireland. The Irish past Interested him enough to further his 
study, and as a result, he published in the year 1878 his first 
history of Ireland entitled History of Ireland, 7ol. I, Heroic 
Period. This he followed with subsequent volumes until 1881, 
to complete the series. Ernest Boyd regards his work as the 
starting point of the Literary Revival:

* Standish 0 * Grady - 7ol. II - Cucilain- and his Contemporaries 
1880; History of Ireland - Critical and Philosophical 1881
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Standish O'Orady sees Gods and demigods, the 
heroes and kings of Irish history, with the eyes 
of an epie imagination. He is not concerned with .
deciding the exact point at which the legends 
merge into history, but embraces the whole epoch, 
assimilating all that is beat and most lordly in 
the bardic compositions with the knowledge gleaned 
from all manner of sources, contemporary documents 
and recent eontemporaries. The result is an as
tonishing vigorous narrative, which rolls along 
with a mighty sweep, carrying the reader into the 
very midst of the great life of the heroic per
iod i 5
In 1891 the Irish Sational Literary Society was founded, 

while only two years later in 1893 came the Irish Literary
Society. In the same year, 1893, Dr. Douglas Hyde, Brie*
Macseill and associates established the Gaelic League. From 
this time on Ireland was to be heard as a nation in a now liter
ature and a new drama where there had been none before. It was 
a result of these organizations that the Irish Dramatic Move
ment , as well as the Irish Literary Theater, were created. On 
May 8, 1899, through the combined efforts of George Moore,
W. B. Yeats, Edward Martin and lady Gregory, the Irish Literary 
Theater gave its first performance in Dublin with Yeats’ Countess 
Cathleen. This was the beginning of the national drama which 
grew to such heights in the Irish Literary Renaissance. 8

8 Ernest Boyd - Ireland’s Literary Renalssanee - p. 32
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CHAPTER II
W» B. Yeats

It may be dlffleult to estimate the importanoe of
, . . .  . ‘William Butler Yeats’ posit lorn la the Irish literary Renaissance, 

but it is even more difficult to imagine the Renaissance without 
him. Ho one can question the fast that Yeats holds a very prom
inent place in his century. That he is the greatest, or one 
of the greatest literary figures of his time, is proved by his 
writings and his achievements as a leader in the Irish literary 
movement.

The future will look back to Yeats as a landmark 
in the literary history of Ireland, both because 
of his artistic achievements and because he has been 
a leader in a remarkable movement. 6
John Butler Yeats, the father of William Butler Yeats, was 

a distinguished Irish artist, whose desire was that his son be
come an artist also, and as a result of this wish Yeats studied 
painting for three years, but never developed any particular 
interest in it. Most of his boyhood was spent in Sligo, a small 
port on the west coast of Ireland. He seemed to like it there 
end later made it his summer headquarters during the years he 
attended school in London. It was there he wrote his volume of 
lyric poetry, The Wanderings of Olein, which was published in 
1889.

® William John Tucker - "The Celt in Contemporary Literature*
The Catholic World, March 1938 - p. 650
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When Yeats was nineteen his first poem, The Island of 
Statues, was published in the Dublin University Review. From 
that time on he followed a literary career; definitely giving 
up painting for literature in his early twenties. His career 
as a poet and dramatist was an outstanding one. I. S. Eliot 
says of Yeats, "the greatest poet of our time, certainly the 
greatest in this language, and so far as I am able to judge in 
any language." that he was a greater poet than dramatist there
is no doubt, yet, lacking his interest in drama and his desire 
to establish an Irish Rational Theater, there would in all 
probability have been no Irish drama. His interest in drama 
crystallized in the publication of his first play Countess 
Cathleen in 1892. From that time on he gave over the writing 
of poetry in order to assist in bringing poetic drama back into 
prominence. It is in his own biography, Dramatis Personae, 
that Yeats wrote:

I wanted- a theater. I had wanted it for years, but 
knowing no way of getting money for a start in Ire
land, had talked to Florence Farr, that accomplished 
speaker of verse , less accomplished adbress, of some 
little London Hall, where I could produce plays. I 
first spoke to Lady Gregory of my abandoned plan for 
an Irish theater if I can call anything so hopeless 
a plan, in the grounds of a little country house at 
Duras, on the sea coast, where Galway ends and Claire 
begins. She had brought me to see the only person 
in Galway, perhaps I should say in Ireland, who was 
in any real sense her friend. His romantic name is . -
written on the frame of a picture by Scott of Oldham 
in the Dublin Municipal Gallery: "Given by A. Gregory
and W. R. Gregory" - Lady Gregory’s son, at the time 
of my first visit a boy of seventeen - "in memory of Count Florimond de B a s t e r o t . . .  In his garden,

7 T. S. Eliot - The Poetry of W. B. Yeats - p. 442
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under his friendly eyes, the Irish national Theater, 
though not under that name,was horn. °
Through the efforts of lady Gregory, u^o collected the 

necessary money, and the help of Edward Martyn, the play Coun
tess Cathieen was produced. It is one of Yeats* best plays, 
a poetic drama dealing with a Christian Ireland in the grip of 
famine. Evil spirits went about bargaining for the souls of 
the people in exchange.for food. Countess Cathieen, learning 
of this, pledged all her wealth to buy food for the famished 
crowd so that the evil spirits might be defeated. Farther mis
fortune came when a dev11 broke into the treasury of the 
Countess and stole the wealth with which she intended to buy 
the food. In desperation, her one weapon gone, she makes an 
effort to save her people by bartering away her soul. When 
Aleel, Cathleen*s poet, finds his mistress is doomed to go with 
the evil spirits, he asks to trade his soul for hers, but this 
cannot be done. Cathleen dies and as he takes the looking glass 
in which she had Just been looking, he breaks it saying:

I shatter you in fragments, for the face 
That brimmed you up with beauty is no more:
And die, dull heart, for she whose mournful words 
Made you a living spirit has passed away 
And left you but a ball of passionate dust.
And you proud earth and plumy sea, fade out.'
For you may hear no more her faltering feet.
But are left lonely amid the clamorous war 

. Of angels upon devils.
And I who weep

Call curses on you, Time and Fate and Change,
And have no excellent hope but the great hour
When you shall plunge headlong through bottomless spaee. 9

® W. B. Yeats - Dramatis Personae - pp. 16-17
9 W. B. Yeats - Collected Plays""̂  pp. 48-49
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The many modern critics who decry these beautiful lines
ae unnatural and untimely, written for the sole purpose of
artificially reviving poetic drama, can have no true quarrel
with them, since in the play Yeats has appropriately allotted
them to the poet, from whom they are in character.

The curses of Aleel on Time, Fate and Change are answered
with a great storm between the angels and evil spirits. An
angel caught by Aleel answers his pleading question with:

The Angel. The light beats down; the gates of pearl 
are wide;

And she is passing to the floor of peace,
And Mary of the seven times wounded heart 
Has kissed her lips, and the long blessed hair 
Has fallen on her face; The Light of lights 
Looks always on the motive, not the deed,
The Shadow of Shadows on the deed alone. 10
Yeats* poetic and dramatis ability is exhibited in this

last seene, as good triumphs over evil. But in spite of this
triumph, the idea of trafficking with a soul, regardless of
its motive, brought down the wrath and censorship of Catholic
Ireland upon Yeats. Before each performance a pamphlet
entitled Souls for Gold was circulated, which condemned the
play as anti-Irish and anti-Cathollc. Police were haled in
to prevent riots and publie feeling ran high. This was the
first, but not the last, contest Yeats was to battle, while he
wrote, planned and worked until he successfully established the
Irish national Theater.

Yeats says of this account:

10 W. B. Yeats - Collected Plays - p. SO
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* .On the night of the performance, there was a friendly 
house drawn from the general public, but many interrup
ters in. the gallery. I had asked for police protect ion 
and found twenty or thirty police awaiting my arrival.
A sergeant explained that they could not act unless 
called upon. I turned to a friend, once Secretary to 
the Land league, and said, "Stay with me, I have had 
no experience." All the police smiled, and 1 remem
bered a lying rumor that I had organized the Jubilee 
riots, people had even told each other what sum 1 
paid for every rioter; H
There seems to creep into this his understanding of the 

situation, a bit of humor which was part of the gift that made 
Yeats a successful producer of plays as well as a playwright. 
His ability too for organization and execution of plays is 
shown by his principles for writing and producing plays.

1. We have to write or find plays that will make the 
theater a place where the mind goes to be liberated 
as it was liberated by the theaters of Greece and 
England and France at certain moments of their his
tory. Modern literature, above all poetic literature, 
is monotonous in its structure and effeminate in its 
continual insistence upon certain moments of strained 
lyricism.
2. If we are to restore words to their sovereignty,
we must make speech even more important than gesture 
upon the stage. -
3. Whatever methods one adopts, one must always be 
certain that the work of art as a whole is masculine 
and intellectual in its sound and in its form. We 
must simplify acting. We must get rid of everything 
that is restless, everything that draws the attention 
away from the voice, or from the few moments of in
tense expression, whether it is expression through 
the voice or through the hands.
4. Just as it is necessary to simplify gesture that 
it may accompany speech, it is necessary to simplify 
both the color and form of scenery and costume.
There must be nothing unnecessary, nothing that will

W. B. Yeats - Dramatis Personae - p. 35
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diatraot the attention from speech and movement. Am 
art is always at its greatest when it is .most human 
Greek acting was great because it did all but 
everything with the voice, and modern acting may be 
great when it does everything with voice and movement.
But an art which smothers these things with bad 
painting, but innumerable garish colours; with emo
tional, restless mimicries of the surface of life, 
is an art of fading humanity - a decaying art. 12
These principles were foremost in the first production of

Countess Cathleen as is demonstrated by his choice of Miss
Florence Farr as Cathleen, whose voice, and ability to use it,
made her the logical candidate for the leading role. Yeats'
requirements were, first the play, them a master craftsman in
the art of speech to which all other things are synchronized.
Simple scenery and costumes were necessitated in part by the
lack of funds. 'The theatrical principles of Yeats are noticeably
similar to those of many of our modern playwrights and producers,
as evidenced in the work of Maxwell Anderson, Thornton Wilder,
and loel Coward.

This first production of the Irish Theater in 18^9 brought 
forth through the united efforts of Lady Gregory, Edward Martyn, 
W. B. Yeats, and George Moore, was followed by other productions 
in 1900. An English company brought to Dublin for this purpose 
produced three plays: Edward Martyn*s Maeve, George Moore's
The Bending of the Bough, and Alice Mulligan's The Last Feast 
of the Fiaana. An enthusiastic audience received these plays 
and as a result of their success in the following year, 1901,

F. R. Higgins - "Yeats and Poetic Drama" - The Irish Theater, 
edited by Lennox Robinson - pp. 76-77 ;
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Boaglae Hyde played the leading role in his own play. The Twis-- 
tlng of the Rope, sapported hy a company of Irish amateurs. 
Indirectly this led to the discovery of the Fay brothers, who 
proved to be very talented and able actors. George Russel 
(A.-E.) had written Deirdre for them and it was he who per
suaded feats to attend a rehearsal. Yeats was so pleased that 
he gave them his Cathleen ni Houlihan for production. This, 
with A. E.’s Deirdre, had its first production by the Irish 
Dramatic Company in Saint Teresa’s Hall, Dublin. For the first 
time Irish plays written by Irish authors were acted by an 
Irish company, and directed by Irish directors, marking thereby 
the real beginning of the Irish Rational Theater.

The following year a visit to London, made possible by 
the Irish Literary Society, brought triumph to the new Irish 
drama and the Irish players, thus forecasting their success

/ in years to oome. In the audience was Miss A. E. Horniman,
/ ■ . ■/ who was so favorably impressed with the group that she told 
Yeats she would give them a theater if he could keep the com
pany together for a year. In a letter to Mr. Yeats, Miss Hora- 
iman said she had been ao favorably impressed by the company

: which she had seen in London that she would provide and equip
I a small theater in Dublin and maintain it entirely free of 

charge to the company for a period of years. Miss Horniman 
made good her word and purchased an old theater in Abbey Street 
Dublin, The Mechanics' Institute 13. which was then being used

13 Andrew Malone - The Irish Theatre - Chap. II.
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for cheap vaudeville shows. There was some difficulty in seour- 
ing a Crown Patent, which was at that time necessary before a 
theater could open to the public. naturally the theaters in 
Dublin opposed the granting of this patent in order to protect 
their financial interests. In spite of this opposition. Lady 
Gregory pulled some political strings to secure a patent which 
was eventually granted to nDame.Augusta. Gregory” with a restric
tion that only plays by Irish authors, and foreign masterpieces 
other than Snglieh, could be staged - a restriction which was 
later removed. '  ̂ : ’ -- . v '

Therefore on December's?, 1904, the Abbey Theater opened 
its doors to the. public with thd following repertory: On
Baile1s Strand and Cathleen ni Houlihan by W. B. Teats; Spread
ing the Bewa by Lady Gregory; and The Shadow of the Glen by 
J. M. Synge. The launching of the event was a great success; 
and the Irish dramatic movement for a period of years was really 

v//. under way, which made itself felt not only in Ireland and 
England but in Europe and America.

Cathleen ni Houlihan is one of Yeats' beat prose plays in 
which the spirit of Ireland is dominant. Heedless to say, it 
was and is a very popular play in Ireland. Teats wrote of it 
after its first run in the Abbey Theater

Cathleen ni Houlihan was also enthusiastioally 
received. The one defeet was that the wild humour of the part before Cathleen came in kept them in 
such delighted laughter that it took them some little while to realize the tragio meaning of 
Cathleen*s part, though Maude Goane played it mag- 

• nifioently and with weird power. I should have 
struck a tragie note at the start. (Two days
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later.) The plays are over, last ml # t  was 
the most enthusiastic of all. The audience now 
understands Cathleen ni Houlihan and there is 
no difficulty in getting from humour to tragedy.14
Moyd Morris said of it:
Cathleen ni Houlihan is perhaps the best prose 
play that"Yeats has written* and because of the 
patriotism of its allegory has proven the most 
popular of his works in Ireland. The legend of 
the fate ridden old woman for whom men die and 
who, having lost her four beautiful green fields, 
never despairs nor grows truly old, furnished 
him one of the most poetic themes in all the 
range of his work.1*
As the drama opens, the Gillhame family is dieeuesing■

plans for the wedding of the son Michael to a prosperous
farmer’s daughter, Delia. There is a sound outside which they
cannot identify. Peter, Michael’s father, is well pleased
with the bargain he has made for Michael:

Peter. Yea, I made the bargain well for you, Michael, 
did John Cahel would sooner have kept a share of this 
a while longer. "Let me keep the half of it until 
the first boy is bom," says he. "You will not," 
says Iv "Whether there is or is not a boy, the 
whole hundred pounds must be in Michael’s hands before 
he brings your daughter to the bouse." The wife spoke 
to him then, and he gave in at the end. 16
Cheering is heard and Michael, trying to diseover its

cause, sees an old woman coming up the path. He doesn’t know
her but suspeots she has heard of the wedding, so asks her in.

Peter. You are welcome to whatever shelter we have.
Bridget (his wife). Sit down there by the fire and
welcome.

M  W. B. Yeats - Dramatis Personae - p. 73 
Lloyd R. Morris -fhe Celtic Dawn - p. 108 
w. B. Yeats - ColliofenTays^^p. 77
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Old Soman. There Is a hard wind oatside.
Peter. Have you traveled far today?
Old woman. I have traveled far, very far; there are 
few have traveled so far as myself, and there’s many 
a One that doesn't make me welcome. There was one 
that had strong sons I thought were friends of mine, 
hut they were shearing their sheep, and they wouldn't 
listen to me.

Bridget. What was it put the trouble on yon?
Old Woman. My land that was taken from me.
Peter. Was it much land they took from you?
Old Woman. My four beautiful green fields.
Peter, (aside to Bridget) Do you think could she be 
the widow Casey that was put out of her holding at 

. Kllglass a while ago?
Bridget. She is not. I saw the widow Casey one time 
at the market in Beilina, a stout fresh woman.
Peter, (to Old Woman) Did you hear a noise of cheer- 
Ing, and you coming up the hill?
Old Woman. I thought I heard the hoise I used to hear 
when my friends came to visit me.

(She begins singing half to herself)
I will go cry with the woman.
For yellow-haired Donough is dead.
With a hempen rope for a neckcloth.
And a white d o t h  on his head.--—

Michael, (coming from the door) What is it that you 
are singing, ma’am?
Old Woman. Singing I am about a man I knew one time, 
yellow-haired Donough that was hanged in Galway.

(She goes on singing, much louder)
' I am come to cry with you, woman.

My hair is unwound and unbound;
I remember him ploughing his field 
Turning up the red side of the ground,
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And building his barn on the hill 
With the good mortared stone;
02 we’d have pulled down the gallows 
Had it happened in Enniserone2 17

Michael becomes more and more interested until the old
woman captures his complete attention; they sit together on
the hearth, as she speaks:

Old Woman. There was a red man of the O’Donells 
from the north, and a man of the 0 * Sullivans from 
the south, and there was one Brian that lost his 
life at Clontarf by the sea, and there were a 
great many in the west, some that died hundreds 
of years ago, and there are some that will die 
to-morrow. 18
The family thinks she has lost her reason, and wishing 

to treat her kindly, offer her food, drink, and even a pre
vious piece of silver from the box - all of which she refuses. 
Finally, . . ; ' ; :: / - ; ■

Peter. What is it you would he asking for?
Old Woman. If any one would give me help he must 
give me himself, he mast give me all. 19
Peter and Bridget are bewildered, but Michael wants to

know more.
Michael. Are you lonely going the roads, ma'am?
Old Woman. I have my thoughts and I have my hopes.
Michael. What hopes have you to hold to?
Old Woman. The hope of getting my beautiful fields 
back again; the hope of putting the strangers out of my house. * 18 19

J-7 W. B. Teats - Collected Plays - pp. 80-8818 w. B. Teats - op. oiir~- p. 85
19 W. B. Teats - oj>. oit. - p. 84
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Miohaal. What way will you do that, ma’am?
Old Woman. I have good friends that will help me. 
they are gathering to help me now. I am not 
afraid. If they are put down to-day they will get 
the upper hand to-morrow. (She gets up.) I must ;- 
he going to meet my friends, they are coming to 
help me and I must be there to welcome them. I 
must call the neighbours together to welcome them.
Michael. I will go with you.80
The old woman, the patriotic spirit of Ireland, has won

him over, love of country supersedes his love of family, hie
betrothed, end home. As Peter learns the name of the old
woman "Cathleen the daughter of Houlihan,n he remembers he
has heard it in a song as a boy. Standing in the doorway,
Cathleen continues: : —

Old Woman. They are wondering that there were songs 
made forme; there have been many songs made for me.
I heard one on the wind this morning.

(Sings)
Do not make a great keening
When the graves have been dug to-morrow.
Do not call the wbite-soarfed riders 
To the burying that shall be to-morrow.
Do not spread food to cell strangers 
To the wakes that shall be to-morrow;
Do not give money for prayers
For the dead that shall die- to-morrow....

They will have no need of prayers, they will have no 
need of prayers. 21
Michael is eager to know how he can help the old woman. 

Peter in fear for his brother asks Miohael to come to him, but 
it is of no avail. Miohael is entranced and the old woman goes 
on talking. * 21

80 W. B. Teats - op. oit. - pp. 84-8521 V/. B. Teats - op. oTT. - pp. 85-86
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Old Woman. It is a hard service they take that help 
me. Many that are red-cheeked now will be pale- , 
cheeked; many that have been free to walk the hills 
and the bogs and the rushes will be sent to walk 
hard streets in far countries; many a good plan will 
be broken; many that have gathered money will not 
stay to spend it; many a child will be born and there 
will be no father at its christening to give it a 
name. They that have red cheeks will have pale 
cheeks for my sake, and for all that, they will 
think they are well paid.
(She goes out; her voice is heard outside singing.}

They shall be remembered for ever.
They shall be alive for ever,
They shall be speaking for ever,
The people shall hear them for ever. 88

Bridget becomes alarmed and remarks that Michael ’’has a look 
of a men that has got the touch." Bo what she can to take 
his mind from the spell, it is of no use. He has even for
gotten the wedding; and just as he thinks about it for one 
instant, there is a shouting outside. The neighbors, Patrick 
his brother, and Delia come crowding in.

Patrick. There are ships in the bay; the French 
are landing at KillalaI .
Delia. Michael i M i c h a e l W h y  do you look at me 
like a stranger?
(She drops his arm. Bridget goes over towards her.)
Patricks The boys are all hurrying down the hilldde 
to Join the French.
Delia. Michael won't be going to join the French.
Bridget. (to Peter) Tell him not to go, Peter.
Peter. It's no use. He doesn't hear a word we're
laying. - ; . ' : : ■’ , y : r,\ , .

22 w. B. Yeats - op. eit. - p. 86



Bridget. Try and ooax him over to the fire.
Delia. MichaelMiehael! Ton won11 leave me 1 You 
won't join the French, and we going to be marriedi
(She puts her arms about him, he turns towards her 
as if about to yield.) - .

(Old Woman’s voice outside.)
They shall be speaking for ever.
The people shall hear them for ever.

(Michael breaks away from Delia, stands for a second 
at the door, then rushes out, following the Old Woman’s 
voice. Bridget takes Delia, who is crying silently, 
into her arms.)
Peter, (to Patrick, laying a hand on his arm) Did you 

: see an old woman going down the path?
Patrick. I did not, but I saw a young girl, and she 
had the walk of a queen. <23
lost now is the faint ray of hope felt for Michael when 

Delia pleads with him to stay home, for we know that hope is 
vanished forever with Patrick’s announcement of the troop’s 
arrival in the bay, while the old woman’s voice outside sings 
her haunting song. The symbolism in Patrick's last speech in 
answer to the question of his father, asking if Peter had 
seen an old woman, is beautifully climatic: "1 did not, but
I saw a young girl, and she had the walk of a queen,” expresses 
an ideal: the love of Ireland, the spirit of Ireland, old in
years but forever young in spirit.

. ' ' " ' ' ' ;
On Belle's Strand (1904), Yeats’ blank verse play about

Cuohulain and his son, had its first performance also at the

^  W. B. Yeats - op. oit. - pp. 87-88
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first opening of the Abbey Theater, It owes its sueoess to 
Willia® Fay, the oomedian, to whom the play is dedicated, who 
played the part of the Fool, Material for both plays was de
rived from an old Gaelic saga; in 1907 the revision of a 
former revision entitled Deirdre, proved to be far better drama 
than the former and had several snoeessful seasons in Dublin 
and London, with Mrs. Patrick Campbell in the leading role.

The theme of Deirdre is the love of an old man, the King 
of Olad, for a beautiful maiden, Deirdre, whom he desires aa 
his Queen. The arrangements for the wedding have all been 
made, when a young man, llaisi, in love with Deirdre, tarries 
her away. After seven years of wandering they return to the 
Kingdom of Olad with many misgivings. The King plots against 
Halsl's life, suoeeeds in murdering him; but is outwitted by 
Deirdre, who stabs herself, leaving the King without his Queen. 
The theme is a popular one and has appealed to many audienees 
and playwrights. Synge was writing a version of Deirdre at the 
time of his death, and George Russel (A. E.) made use of the 
same theme before Yeats used it.

The suspense created by the scene in which Deirdre is plead
ing with the King for her lover’s life could have been devised 
only by a master playwright, eossolously allowing the audlemee 
to know what the players do not. The King makes signs to the 
slaves for Haisi’s execution as Deirdre pleads. Suddenly she 
misses her lover and cries out; but as the slaves return with the 
blood-stained sword, she. knows her purpose has been defeated.



She avenges the deed, in turn, with a trick; obtaining the King’s 
permission to go to view the 4ead Baiai, she conceals in her 
clothing, unknown to the King, a knife with which she ends her 
life. >  : . -

The Pot of Broth is Yeats’ only prose comedy. It is taken 
from an old folk tale of the tramp who sells to the farmer’s 
wife a stone that will make broth, in exchange for a chicken.

I Comedy is much more difficult to play than tragedy, so it was 
fortunate for the Abbey players and for Yeats that William Fay 
starred in the play’s first performance. It numbered five hun
dred successful performances at the Abbey. Popular, though not 
great comedy, its quiet sly humor is very pleasing and acceptable 

There are two versions of The Bour-Glass, a morality play: 
the first, which was the more popular and according to Lennox 
Robinson, the best stage version, was published in 1902; the 
second, a more elaborate and complicated version, in 1914. In 
his introduction to Collected Plays, Yeats corroborates Robin
son’ s opinion that verse drama, intrinsically of higher literary 
value, and therefore more likely to retain a high place in the 
literary world, is rarely the vehicle of successful stage plays 
intended to be acted. In spite of this he dares launch his play 
in the former medium. The beauty of some of the passages speaks 
for itself:

' Wise Man. Be silent. May God’s will prevail on 
ihe~ inSiaat,
Although Bis will be my eternal pain.
I have no question:
It is enough, I know what fixed the station Of star and cloud.
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And knowing all,.I ory 
That whatso Cod has willed 
Oa the iaataat "be fulfilled.
Though that be ay damiatloa.  ̂ -
The stream of the world has changed its course,.
And with the stream my thoughts have run 
Into some cloudy thunderous spring 
That is its mountain souree - 
Aye,.to some frenzy of the mind,
For all that we have done * s undone,
Oar speculation but as the wind.24
Yeats wrote plays from 1892 through 1934. He collabor

ated with lady Gregory in plays for the Abbey Theater, but his 
greatest achievements were Countess Cathieen and Cathleen ni 
Houlihan. The Times writes of the production of Yeats' first
play:

It was a notable day in dramatic history and in 
1902 The Countess Cathleen was followed by Cath
leen ni Houlihan, Yeats1 greatest play, in which 
his symbolismi his mysticism and his patriotism 
are all expressed with austere pathos in what 
makes only a few pages of printed dialogue. 26
William Butler Yeats gave Ireland its start in national 

drama, and with the help of Lady Gregory and Miss Homiman 
established the now famous Abbey Theater. To him also goes 
the credit for finding and promoting Ireland's greatest drama
tist , John.Synge. His poetry was Ireland's contribution to a 
national literature.

In tribute to Yeats, Fadraio Colum writes:
The death of a great poet is at all times an 
immense loss to the world; there are never 
enough men to exalt our minds and glorify what * 28

W. B. Yeats - Collected Plays - p. 323
28 The London Times - January 30, 1939 - p. 14
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is around us in any age. And William Butler 
Teats was something besides a great poet: he
was a man of extraordinary intellect and great 
knowledge; he had something significant to say 
on every subject that was important to our 
time. 2B

26 Hew Tork Times - Section 6, February IS, 1939 - pp. 1-17
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CHAPTER III 
Lady Augusta Gregory

The development of Irish drama and theater might well have 
been negligible, had It not been for Lady Gregory’s interest, 
which had such a positive .influence over neats and Synge, pio
neers in the Irish Theater. She gave her later life to the 
making of Irish drama; and, although she may not have been a 
great playwright, her interest and untiring efforts to advance 
the Irish Literary movement, especially the Abbey Theater, are 
of unquestionable value.

Yeats pays tribute to her:
During these first years Lady Gregory was friend and 
hostess, a center of peace, an adviser who never over
estimated nor underestimated trouble, but neither she 
nor we thought her a possible creator. And now, all 
in a moment, as it seemed, she became the founder of modern Irish dialect literature.87
Lady Gregory was the youngest daughter of a County Squire, 

Dudely Persse. She grew up under the liberal guidance of her 
father, being allowed to develop her own abilities and initia
tive. a s a result of this early freedom, she became a rugged 
individualist; and because she had the courage of her convictions 
and a mind of her own, she became a most fascinating and inter
esting person.

In 1881, she married Sir William Gregory, a man many years

27 W. B. Yeats - Dramatis Personae - p. 78
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her senior. It was not until after his death in 1898 that she 
turned to literature, publishing his autobiography in 1894.

The Gregory family, it seems, had been composed mainly of 
soldiers and statesmen (Sir William-was at one time Governor of

ACeylon), and the large eighteenth century house was crowded with 
mementos of the family. There were books and paintings from 
all over the world. Sir William was a Trustee of the English 
national Gallery and a patron of the artists - a fact which ex
plains the notable gallery found there. Here she lived until 
her death May 23, 1938. •

This house at Coole was so much a part of Lady Gregory 
that it requires special mention in any biographical recording, 
however slight. It Was a haven and refuge for scores of friends, 
all of whom were at one time or another connected with the 
Irish literary movement.

Her influence upon the Anglo-Irish literature of her 
time is difficult to estimate, because a great deal 
of it was exercised within the walks and grounds of 
her beautiful home at CSole Park, in talks with 
novelists and playwrights who were her guests. 28
Yeats gives a description of the hall as follows:
In the hall, or at one's right hand as one ascended 
the stairs, hung Persian helmets, Indian shields,
Indian swords in elaborate sheaths, stuffed birds 
from various parts of the world, shot by whom nobody 
could remember, portraits of the members of Grillion's 
Club, illuminated addresses presented in Ceylon or 
Galway, signed photographs or engravings of Tennyson,
Mark Twain, Browning, Thackeray, at a later date 
paintings of Galway scenery by Sir Richard Burton, 
bequeathed at his death, and etchings by Augustus

28 London Times - Hay 24, .1982 - p. 23
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John. I ©an remember somebody saying, "Balsa© 
would have given twenty pages to the stairs."
Lennox Robinson says, "Balsa© would have spent fifty pages

deseribing those crowded walls, that library, those pictures.
lady Gregory lived among the peasantry in Galway for the

greater part of her life. In her early teens she was attracted
to the folk stories and folk songs of these people and began to
collect them. This early interest of hers later developed into
a further collection of Irish folklore, the material of which
she has used in many of her plays. Her interest in the folk
and folklore of the Irish peasant was dictated purely by the
pleasure she derived from them. Her heart was in her work, and
it was the love of doing this work that prompted her actions,
although many rumors would have had it otherwise.

The reason Lady Gregory became interested in the theater
in a role other than that of sponsor resulted from her meeting
with W. B. Yeats. She says of it, "The plays that I have oared
for most all through, and for love of which I took up this work,
are those verse ones by Mr. feats."31

The theater visualised by feats and lady Gregory would be
located in Ireland * would stage Irish life and oharaetcr, and
would in reality be a folk theater in the broadest sense of the
word. Being a very practical person and a realist. Lady Gre-' -

gory set about her task of obtaining this Irish theater. Her * 30 31

^  iff. B. Teats - Dramatis Personae - p. 9
30 The Irish Theater - Edited by Lennox Robinson - p. 55
31 Lady Gregory - Our Irish Theater - p. 78
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first problem was the financial one, whiob she tackled by
■ ( • _

sending oat circular letters to all her friends and acquain
tances asking them for guarantees of support in the creation 
of an Irish literary theater. Some of her requests were re
ceived with enthusiasm, and some with only a good will that 
lacked faith in the project. The majority of her friends were 
in favor of the idea and gave her their support. The guaran
tees were never called for, because Edward Hartyn a loyal and 
ardent supporter of the Irish theater, made up the deficits.
For three years they worked and gave performances in the Ancient 
Concert Rooms. After this fairly successful experiment, lady 
Gregory wrote:

Our three years’ experiment had ended, and we hesi
tated what to do next• But a breaking and re
building is often for the best, and so it is now.
We had up to this time played only once a year, and 
had engaged actors from London, some of them Irish 
certainly, but all London trained. The time had 
come to play oftener and to train actors of our own.
For Mr. Yeats had never ceased attacking the methods 
of the ordinary theater, in gesture, in staging, 
and in the speaking of verse. 32
Then came the Fay brothers, a find of native talent and 

acting ability which proved of untold value, lady Gregory 
tells of the work they did in making stage sets, and, espe
cially, of their ingenuity in making beautiful sets at little 
expense. Both xeats and lady Gregory pay tribute to them as 
actors, each writing plays especially for them.

32 &ady Gregory - Our Irish Theater - p. 29
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And, finally, the finding of John Millington Synge gave a 
new life to the theater, 'beeau.se it was his work that greatly 
enhanoed the position held hy Lady Gregory and the theater in 
the Irish Renaissaaee. A later chapter will deal.with Synge.

Lady Gregory has written thirty-one original plays, most
of them having been produced at the Abbey theater at some time

- : - . - .or another. Her ability for comedy and faree undoubtedly was 
the chief factor of her success. Although Lady Gregory pub
lished no theories of drama, it is clear from her faultless 
construction of one act plays that she must have formulated 
guiding principles for her playwriting and producing, the 
material she drew from sources best known to her, the folklore 
of which she had been an ardent student for years. Her charac
ters appear in the plays as they appeared to her, simplicity 
being the dominant characteristic. ’

Comedy has been defined as character; farce as the humor 
of situation. Lady Gregory's humor lies mostly in situations.
Her oomio characters are.not great people, witty and clever. 
Instead they are so exceedingly simple that they border at 
times on being ridiculous. In such comedy, one laughs at the 
character rather than with him. Spreading the Hews is a farce, 
because the structure of the play rests upon trifling incidents 
of plot or personality calculated to bring out broad humored 
absurdities; the incident in this case being the deafness of 
Mrs. Tarpey. Lennox Robinson says of this play, "Her first short 
comedy, Twenty-Five, (1903) was of no great account, but she
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followed It a year later with Spreading the Hews, a perfect one-
act comedy.”33 34 35 ' :

His preference for this play above that of Rising of the
Moon le noticeable as he says.

In 190? she had written The Rising of the Moon, its stihjaot a man torn befWeen hie 3nty™To~ETs 
. King and love for his country, but when that 
situation had become a commonplace of Irish life 
she invented for herself some country, some 
island^alf-way between Clare-Galway and fairy-

Both of these plays are of equal worth structurally; and 
if the choice is one of subject, certainly loyalty to a king 
in conflict with the love of country is superior to the deaf
ness of Mrs. Tarpey. The universality of the scene in The 
Rising of the Moon, too, is indicative of its further merit. 

lady Gregory says,
I may look on The Rising of the Moon as an histori
cal play, as my history goes, for the scene is 
laid in the historical time of the rising of the 
Fenians in the sixties. But the real fight in the 
play goes on in the sergeant's own mind, end so 
its human side makes it go as well in Oxford or 
London or Chicago as in Ireland itself. ^5
Lady Gregory, with her strong nationalistic sentiments,< 

must be credited with ignoring the occasion to infuse politi
cal propaganda into a play that so easily would have lent 
itself to that temptation.

Of the longer plays, Lady Gregory has done an admirable

33 The Irish Theater - Edited by Lennox Robinson - p. 58
34 Ibid. - p. 62
35 Lady Gregory - Our Irish Theater - p. 96
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piece of playwriting In the play, Crania. This excellence is
owing to the fact that it was not written as a purely popular
production (which, more times then not,.took the form of
farelal comedy), but as an historical tragedy. Her reason for
writing it is found in her notes:

I think I turned to Crania because so many have 
written about sad, lovely Deirdre, who when over
taken by sorrow made no good battle at the last.
Crania had more power of will, and for good or 
evil twice took the shaping of her life into her 
own hands. The riddle she asks us through the 
ages is, "Why did I, having left the great gray- 
haired Finn for eoaely Diarauid, turn back to 
Finn in the end when he had consented to Diarmuld*s 
death?" And a question tempts one more than the ' 
beaten path of authorised history. . . .  For the 
present play I have taken enough of the fable on 
which to set, as on a sod of grass, the three 
lovers, one of whom had to die. I suppose it is 
that "fascination of things difficult" that has 
tempted me to write a three act play with only 
three characters. . . . When I told Mr. Yeats 1 
had but these three persons in the play, he said 
incredulously, "They must have a great deal to 
talk abouti" And so they have, for the talk of 
lovers is inexhaustible, being of themselves and 
one another.36

Her reply shows her appreciation of the seriousness of the prob
lems of the lovers; but her appreciation of the humor of the 
situation softens the tragie martyr motive in the play, and 
precludes the mediocrity.into which it might have fallen.

Crania is a story of love, loyalty, and jealousy. It is 
the old story of a beautiful young maiden who comes to be a 
queen of an old king. The maiden has decided that she is not 
destined to find her ideal prince, so resigns herself to her 36

36 Lady Gregory - Irish Folk Histoiy Flays - pp. 195-196
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fate ana goes forth to fulfill her duty in the former eapaoity.
A faithful and noble warrior, in the king’s employ, proves to 
be the prince of the maiden's dreams. Crania is the beautiful 
young maiden; Finn is the old king; and Diareuld, the young 
warrior. Finn allows Crania and Diarmuid to leave together with 
the understanding that Diarmuid will remain loyal and coneteat 
to the king. To make sure of this, Diarmuid pledges hie oath 
to the king and agrees to send to Finn, at every full, moon, 
a loaf of unbroken bread. Should the pledge be broken, the loaf 
will be sent in pieces.

Diarmuid succeeds in keeping his pledge for seven years, 
apparently sparred on by this example, he then gives in to his 
passion for Crania; doing so, however, with great foreboding in 
regard to his pledge to his beloved Finn. Crania soon grows 
impatient with him over his inability to forget the breaking of 
this pledge; while they are on the brink of a serious quarrel, 
Finn disguised as a beggar comes to accuse Diarmuid of his 
treachery and faithlessness. Diarmuid is filled with remorse, 
and in order to prove his constancy to his king, rushes away to 
battle, where he is slain. Crania is left with the choice of 
sorrowing over her lover or becoming again the Queen of Finn.
She chooses the latter.

There is no account of the stage success of this play, be
cause lady Gregory would not permit it to be played outside 
Ireland; and for some reason it has never even been staged there. 
As her masterpiece of tragedy, it will no doubt remain a credit
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to her ability as an Irish Renaissance playwright
At the time of her death, an article In The Times praised 

this ability, saying,
She was a good organizer, with a strong, if not 
Imperious will; and with Mr. feats’ help she ruled 
the enterprise, and slaved for it and fought for 
it and backed it through many storms and calms, 
until It achieved fame far outside the borders of 
Ireland, and produced a drama which is unique in 
the history of the aaglish speaking peoples. 3"
Andrew.Malone, reviewing the Irish drama, also praised

Lady Gregory for her work in establishing the theater. He
wrote:_ . - ' , - - - -'

Her greatest work and her most lasting achieve
ment , however, is in the theater which she did so 
much to establish. Of lady Gregory more than any 
single one of the four* 33 who founded the theater 
it may be said, the Irish Theater is hers and she 
made it. Because not only did she provide the 
necessary organizing ability in the initial stages, 
but she also moulded its policy and its plays. 3*

^  The London Times - May 24, 1932 - p. 23 
33 This includes Edward Martyn also.
33 A. E. Malone - The Irish Drama - p. 59
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CHAPTER IV
John Millington Synge

John Millington Synge, master of his art, has given Irish 
drama, partieularly The Abbey Theater, a plaee it might never 
have attained without him. It is unfortunate that he died so 

„ early, for he shows, promise of besoming an even greater artist 
than he was. Of the six dramas he wrote. Playboy of the Western 
World is the best known, and perhaps the best. Some oritios 
prefer his Deirdre of the Sorrows, which he was writing at the 
time of his death. Because Deirdre is unfinished, this Judg
ment is based, more or less Justly, upon his former work.

John Millington Synge was the youngest son of a family of 
eight children. His father, John Hatch Synge, was a barrister 
in the small town of Sewton little, outside Dublin. It was 
here that John M. Synge was born April 16, 1871. He attended 
private schools in Dublin, and later because of ill health left 
school to be tutored. He was always interested in the surround
ing country, its birds and wild life; being alone a great deal, 
he was given the opportunity to wander about, studying them. . 
He became very observant of details of landscape, the life of 
birds and wild animals; in short, he grew to love his country, 
an affection which later made the Aran Islands of great inter
est to him. It was his study of the people on these islands 
and their language that mads possible the writing of Riders to
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the Sea, one of the most tragic and powerful one-act plays
ever written.

Synge attended Trinity College at Dublin and won prizes 
in Hebrew and Irish, receiving his B. a . degree in 1892. While 
he was at Trinity he studied music at the loyal Irish Academy, 
where he won a scholarship in harmony and counterpoint; and 
beoase an able violinist.

When he left college he was undecided about a career, 
seriously considering music. This he gave up and.went to Paris 
with the idea of becoming a competent critic of French litera
ture. It was here that W. B. Feats first met him.

Of this meeting Feats wrote:
I had met John Synge in 1896. Somebody had said,
"There is an Irishman living on the top floor of 
your hotel; I will introduce you.” I was very poor, 
but he was much poorer. Be belonged to a very old 
Irish family and, though a simple, courteous man, 
remembered it, and was haughty and lonely. . . .
He was the man we needed, because he was the only 
man I have ever known Incapable of a political 
thought or of a humanitarian purpose. He could 
walk the roadside all day with some poor man with
out any desire to do him good or for any other 
reason except that he liked him. . . . 1  did not, 
however, see what was to come when I advised Synge 
to go to a wild island off the Galway coast and 
study its life because that life "had never been 
expressed in literature." #ben he found that wild 
island he became happy fOr the first time. 'i0
It was Feats who introduced Synge to Lady Gregory; now

with the combined interest and encouragement of these two Synge
began his career es a playwright. 40

40 W. B. Feats - Dramatis Personae - pp. 194-195
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One reading John Masefield's reoolleotions of Synge and
Synge’s Aran Islands doubts that Synge was either haughty or
essentially lonelyv as some orities have supposedv for he was
too interested in people and life to have been lonely; and
his love for the Aran Islands could hardly have been possible
if he were haughty. Masefield gave a vivid report.of Synge in
his written account of him:

He was of the middle height, about five feet eight 
or nine. My first impression of him was of a dark 
grave face, with a great deal in it, changing from 
the liveliness of conversation to a gravity of scru
tiny. . . . Synge gave one from the first: the 
impression of a strange personality. Something in 
his air gave one the fancy that his face was dark 
from gravity. Gravity filled the face and haunted 
it, as though the man behind were forever listening 
to life’s ease before passing Judgment. . . . The 
face was pale, the cheeks were drawn. In ®y memory they were rather seamed and old looking, fhe eyes 
were at once smoky and kindling. The mouth, not 
well seen below the moustache, had a great play of 
humor on it. . . .There was nothing vivacious, 
picturesque or rapid about Synge. He liked people 
to talk to him. He liked to be amused. He liked 
to know the colours of people’s minds. 4V

Synge’s own account about his life on the Aran Islands, his
friendship with young Michael KeBonagh, Pat Dirane, and the
old story teller Kourteen indicate that Masefield’s judgment
is correct; for in the following autobiographical account we
find his analysis of the island people:

Their way of life has never been acted on by any
thing much more artificial than the nests and 
burrows of the creatures that live round them, 
and they seem, in a certain sense, to approach 41

41 John Masefield - John M. Synge t A Few Personal Reeolleo 
tlons with Biographioai dotes*- ppT’T-T" '
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more nearly to the finer types of our aristocracies 
- who are bred artificially to a natural ideal - 
than to the labourer or citizen, as the wild horse 
resembles the thoroughbred rather than the hack or 
cart-horse. Tribes of the same natural development 
are, perhaps, frequent in half-civilized countries, 
but here a touch of the refinement of old societies 
is blended, with singular effect, among qualities 
of the wild animal. *2
One version of the tale used in Synge’s The Shadow of

the Glen was related to him by Old Pat. Synge’s report of
Pat shows his appreciation of the vivid story teller - as well
as his disregard of the authenticity of the story itself.

In stories of this kind he always speaks in the 
first person, with minute details to show that 
he was actually present at the scenes that are
described. .
At the beginning of this story he gave me a long 
account of what had made him be on his way to 
Dublin on that occasion, and told me about all 
the rich,people he was going to see in the finest 
cities. 43 '
The Shadow of the Glen is the story of a man who, in order 

to trap his unfaithful wife, pretends to be dead. A tramp 
passing by is invited into the house and is requested to stay 
with the dead husband while the wife goes on an errand. In 
Old Pat’s version, the husband, Dan Burke, rouses and asks the 
tramp for two black sticks, with which he is going to kill him 
wife and her lover upon their return. Synge, for dramatic 
purposes, changes the story, lore is alone with her dead hus
band when the tramp arrives. He inquires if she is sure her * 43

J. M. Synge - The Aran Islands - p. 48
43 - P* 60
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htt-sband ii dead, and is Informed that her haabaad. will put 
a ooree upon her if she touch his body. The tramp asks if she 
Is not afraid; the rebuttal"he receives makes it appear that 
he is the one who is afraid. He replies that if he were easily 
frightened, he would be in an asylum or die of madness in the 
hills, as did Pat Darey whose body was found in a ditch eaten 
by the crows after he had gone mad. This remark draws out 
the true Nora; and as she listens to the story of Darey, her 
former lover, she laments his passing and reveals that Darcy 
had stopped there often. Then, as though she came back to her 
first thought, she asks the tramp if he had seen anyone coming 
up the hill. She greets his affirmative reply with great de
light , for it is the young man Michael for whom she has been 
waiting, and goes forth to meet him.

The play is predominantly tregie so far but the mood be
comes unmistakably humorous when in Nora’s absence Dan rises 
from the dead and asks the tramp for a drink of whisky, as 
"he is near destroyed with d r o u g h t T h i s  humorous note con
tinues and ends the play when Nora, forsaken by Dan and Michael, 
is forced to go off with the tramp while Mioh&el and Dan sit 
down to drink. Although the metamorphosis f2?om tragedy to . 
comedy is well accomplished it involves the loss of a certain 
amount of forcefulness which is found in Riders to the Sea.

Riders to the Sea pictures the people of the Aran Islands 
and their struggle against the sea. Despite its simplicity, 
there is a tragic depth, especially in the supreme portrayal
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of Maury a. Synge has penetrated the soul of the Irish: peasant, 
while capturing the riehnee® of his dialogue. She story con
cerns Maurya, a picture of Irish faith. She has lost her 
husband, his father, and her five sons to the sea. When news 
of the last death reaches her, she says: ~

They're all gone now, and there isn't anything 
more the sea can do to me; . . . I'll have no 
call now to be up eryiag and praying when the 
wind breaks from the south', and you can hear the 
surf is in the east, and the surf is in the west, 
making a great stir with two noises, and they 
hitting one on the other. I'll have no call now 
to be going down and getting Holy Water in the 
dark nights after Saahain, and I won't care what 
way the sea is when the other women will be 
keening. . . Give me the Holy Water. Hora, there's 
a small sup at111 on the dresser. 44 45
In this expression of tragic joy, pathos, and beauty, she 

rises to a supreme height of eharaoter.
Synge had been made a director of the Abbey Theater at the 

time this play was staged, and he was greatly concerned that 
the staging be truly representative of the atmosphere of the 
peasantry. A passage from Lady Gregory's accounts of the 
Theater reads:

Synge wrote asking me if I could provide four red 
petticoats, Aran men's caps, a spinning-wheel, and 
some Connacht person in Dublin who will teach the 
players to keen. The last item is the most diffi
cult. . . .  Tell Mr. Quinn what a great comfort 
his money is for such things as these, upon which 
the company might think they ought not to spend 
their little capital, and Synge would have Seen 
unhappy without. 45

44 Complete Works of Synge - Vol. 1, p. 42
45 Lady Gregory - Our Irish Theater - p. 34
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LadyGregorygoes on to tell how she managed about the
keening, which in itself is humorous, but shows her thorough
attention to details. : • ; , ■ ■

As to the keening I found a Galway woman near .
Dublin who promised to teaoh the actors. But 
when they arrived at her house, she found her
self unable to raise the keen in her living 
room, fhey had all. to go upstairs, and the 
secretary of the company had to lie under a 
sheet as the corpse. The lessons were very 
successful, and at the first performance in 
London of Riders to the Sea,.the pit went away 
keening down 'the iTrieF.---**

the reference to such success in London away from its native 
surroundings, makes the incident even more important and there 
is no doubt this factor was of great joy to the players and
directors.

Old Mourteen of the Aran Islands also told Synge the story 
of Martin Doul and the well water that gave sight to blind 
eyes. It is probable that from this story and others, he 
gleaned the material for the Well of the Saints, a play dealing 
with a supernatural world of dreams. It was his first three- 
act drama, a forerunner of his well known and much publicized 
Playboy of the Western World. The latter was one of the earliest 
plays performed at the newly opened Abbey Theater in 1905, and 
was published at the same time as the first volume of the 
series known as .the Abbey Theater Series.

The TInker*s Wedding, a two-aot play, was written at an 
earlier date but was not published uhtil 1907. It has never *

Lady Gregory - Our Irish Theater - pp. 34-3546
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been stages In Ireland and is the weakest play Synge wrote.
Its fareleal honor is amusing, but it lacks in depth of 
eharacter and plot. The audianoe is merely presented with an 
annaing glimpse into Tinker1s life.

The Playboy of the Western World started a series of agi
tations that aroused many indignant Irishmen, thereby making 
for itself a history unlike that of any other play in the 
history of drama. It was as though a violent storm struck 
almost without warning; and, after tossing this way and that, 
gave way to calm, and with it, the survival of The Playboy of 
the Western World.

The weeks' rioting drew the attention of the 
world to the Abbey Theater, to The Playboy, 
and to J. M. Synge, and did moreTo establish 
all three in the attention of the world than, 
any other single event of the time.47
It is doubtful that during the week of rioting enough of 

the play ever was heard to know what it was about. However,
the newspapers were full of slanderous accounts of the rioting,

-

maligning both the play and Synge. Lady Gregory thinks the
trouble was caused by the language used in the play., - '

1 did not, however, see a rehearsal and did not 
hear the play again until the night of its produc
tion, and then I told Synge that the cuts were 
not enough, that many more should be made. He 
gave me leave to do this, and, in consultation 
with the players, I took out many phrases which, 
though in the printed book, have never since that 
first production been spoken on our stage. I am 
sorry that they were not taken out before it had 
been played at all, but that is Just what happened.48

47 Andrew Malone - The Irish Drama - p. 102
48 Lady Gregory - Our Irlsb Theater - pp. 133-184
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Malone seems to have hit upon the most satiefset0*7 explana
tion in the following statement:

There was the tender self-eonsoiousness of an 
Irish audience in a period of politleal tension.
Everything that could he used as an argument for 
or against Home Rule was eagerly sought and 0art
fully gathered hy one party or the other, and The 
Playboy seemed to he an argument against Ireland, 
as it seemed also to be a particularly atrocious 
attempt to revive the "stage Irishman" which all 
sections were combined to drive from the stage. 49
Lady Gregory went with the abbey Players to America tin an 

extended tour; and, because of the notoriety and dietrubanae 
caused by The Playboy, devoted an entire chapter entitled 
The Playboy in America in her book Our Irish Theater. The 
Irish population of the United States was aroused; when the 
tour was announced, propaganda was directed against the play
ers. The Gaelic American led the press in a hostility which 
culminated in the technical arrest of the company in Philadel
phia, labeling Playboy as "immoral and indecent." After a 
week the case was dismissed, and the players went on to Chicago, 
where there was no sign of disturbance during, the performances 
of the play although there had been much agitation before the 
players arrived.

The American tour was a financial no less than an 
artistic success. Before the tour was undertaken 
some of the plays were knqwn, and Synge*s fame was 
secure in the United States, but seeing the actual 
company from the Abbey Theater made a tremendous 
difference. The Irish drama was placed in a very 
prominent position before the immense audience of 
the United States, and in the time that has since

Andrew Malone - The Irish Drama - p. 103



46

passed» that positioa has been more than maintained, 
as the impression was deepened by the subsequent 
tour of a somewhat different company in 1913. Sines 
that time Ireland has been one of the outstanding 
"drama" countries for vast numbers of Americans. 50
The Playboy of the Western World has more plot and detailed 

eharaeterization than any of Synge’s former plays. It is a 
revelation in character study and study of human nature, thus . 
combining his analytical ability with his ability to depict 
living characters. Eis use of the peasant dialect strengthens 
the realism, until one feels, from the first introduction to 
them, that one knows Pegeen Mike, Christy Mahon, and Shawn 
Keogh Intimately. After this Initial encounter, one becomes 
personally concerned and sympathetic with their Joys and 
sorrows throughout the entire dramatization.

In the first act we meet Christy Mahon as he arrives in 
the "shebeen” (a saloon) of Michael Flaherty. Pegeen Mike, his 
daughter, who is caretaker of the saloon, has been conversing 
with her father about being left alone while he attends a wake. 
Her betrothed, Shawn Keogh, pleads that he cannot stay with her 
because of his great deference to the ecclesiastical authority. 
Pegeen Mike, disgusted at his timidity, welcomes the arrival of 
a mysterious stranger. One discovers, as the conversation de
velops, that this stranger is none other than Christy Mahon, 
who has murdered bis father. For this deed he soon becomes 
the object of admiration of all, especially Pegeen. The more

50 Andrew Malone - The Irish Drama - pp„ 112-113
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Christy is admired the more important his grisly story becomes, 
until he is everyone’s hero, except Shaven’s. Pegeen and 
Christy are left alone and develop an increasing attraction 
towards one another. Pegeen, contrasting the cowardly Sham
with the brave Christy, quite loses her heart to Christy. As

1
the news of Christy’s arrival spreads, he becomes even more a
hero. Even the Widow Quin comes over to take him under her
wing, and as Christy goes to bed he says:

Well, it’s a clean bed and soft with it, and it’s 
great lack and company I’ve won me in the end of 
time - two fine women fighting for the likes of 
me - till I’m thinking this night wasn’t l a  
foolish fellow not to kill my father in the years gone by. 61
$he next day the girls from the village come to see the 

man who killed his father, each one bringing him something 
ehoioe, and each in turn vying for his attentions. Widow Quin 
joins the little gathering, informing all those present: "I’m 
after putting him down In the sports below for racing, leaping, 
pitching, and the lord knows what."52 And to Christy: "Come 
here to me and let you tell us your story before Pegeen will 
come, in place of grinning your ears off like the moon of 
Kay."63 Christy begins again his story, encouraged by his 
admirers. The more he talks, the greater his self-confidence 
becomes, till his courage leads him to elaborate upon the de- 
tails of the murder. Pegeen returns now and takes the situa- * 52 53

Five Great Modern Irish Plays - n. SI
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tioa in hand. She sends Widow Unin and the village girls on 
their way, and proeeeds to discredit her rivals. This is not 
hard to do, as Christy is infatuated with her, in due grateful
ness for all the kindness he has received at her hands. Widow 
duin and Shawn "bribe and flatter Christy until be consents to 
enter the races in the village. He wins, and is proclaimed a 
great hero. While he is away, hie father, Old Mahon, supposed- 

^ ly dead but only dhunned, oomes in search of his son. At
length the true story of their fight is revealed, and in order\
to redeem himself from his crime, Christy tries to make true 
his recent boasts.

Christy (to the crowd)• Shut your yelling, for if 
you'reafter making a mighty men of me this day by 
the power of a lie, you’re setting me now to think 
if it's a poor thing to be lonesome it's worse 
maybe to go mixing with the fools of earth.
(Mahon makes a movement towards him.)
Christy. Keep off. . . lest I do show a blow onto 
the lot o f you would set the guardian angels winking 
in the elouds above.

Christy. If I am an idiot, I’m after hearing my 
voice this day saying words would raise the topknot 
on a poet in a merchant’s town. I’ve won your racing, 
your leaping, and . . .
Mahon. Shut your gullet and come on with me.
Christy. I*m going, but I’11 etreteh you first.
(He runs at old Mahon . . . There is a great noise 
outside, then a yell, and dead silence for a moment. 
Christy oomes in, half darned, and goes to fire.) 54

Five Great Modem Irish Plays - p. 76
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As tbe erowd tarns against him, Widow Qnin, with the help
of the girls, tries to persuade him to make an escape.

Christy. Leave me go, will you? when I’m thinking 
of my lack to-day, for she will wed me surely, and 
I a proven hero in the end of all.

The crowd, including Pegeen, proceeds to prepare for a hanging
Christy fails to understand.

Christy. I'll not stir. (To Pegeen) And what is 
it you'11 say to me, and I after doing it this 
time in the face of all?
Pegeen. I'll say, a strange man is a marvel, with 
his mighty talk; but what's a squabble in your back
yard, and the blow of a loy, have taught me that 
there's a great gap between a gallons story and a dirty deed. 56
At this point, having survived another blow of the loy.

Old Mahon arrives on the scene in time to prevent the hanging;
then both he and Christy are driven from the village by the
contempt and hostility of,the villagers.

In the introduction to this play Synge wrote:
. . .  in countries where the imagination of the 
people, and the language they use, is rich and 
living, it is possible for a writer to be rich 
and copious in his words, and at the same time 
to give the reality, which is the root of all 
poetry, in a comprehensive and natural fora. . .
On the stage one must have reality, and one must 
have joy; and that is why the intellectual modern 
drama has failed, and people have grown siok of 
the false joy of the musical comedy, that has 
been given them in place of the rich joy found 
only in what is superb and wild in reality. In • 
a good play every epeeeh should be as fully 
flavoured as a nut or apple, and such speeches

58 piv* Great Modern Irish Plays - u. 77 as ibid. rpT?— —   --—
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cannot be written by anyone who works aaong people 
who have shut their lips on poetzy .8"
We find "rich Joy" in the "superb and wild reality" of

every speech in The Playboy of the Western World.
Fundamentally, Deirdre of the Sorrows and Eiders to the

Sea are alike in that they ar$ both tragedies in which the
heroine finds her tragedy ultimately to be a joy. The source... • ■ • X ' "
of Deirdre is an old folk legendary tale of Ireland and A. E. 
as well as Yeats wrote their play versions of the same tale, but 
it is Synge1s unfinished version that brings the story its full 
merit. Because he was extremely methodical and studious, 
writing and rewriting his work in order to gain perfection,
Synge left a version of this play in printer’s proofs, not the 
final draft, at his untimely death at. the age of thirty-nine.

The character Owen, spy and attendant of Conohubor, High 
King of Ulster, seems to be Synge’s original contribution to 
the old folk tale; at any rate there is no reference to this 
personality in the legendary material, a s in his other plays, 
we find the characters portrayed in such a way that even the 
legendary Deirdre becomes a living and vital person with whom 
we share sorrow and joy.

As the play opens, Lavareham, Deirdre’s nurse, is express
ing concern over the whereabouts of her charge. An old woman, 
in conversation with Lavareham, warms her that Conohubor will 
be in a "blue stew" when he arrives and finds Deirdre gone.

67 Five Great Modern Irish Plays - pp. 3-4
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He does arrive while she is ahsent, hut his good friend Fergus
intercedes in Deirdre’s behalf, and all is well for the moment.
Conohubor asks a little uneasily:

Conehubor. Is she keeping wise and busy since I 
passed before, and growing ready for her life in 
Emain? ,
Lavarehaa* That is a question will give small 
pleasure to yourself or me. If it's the truth 
I’ll tell you, she’s growing too wise to marry 
a big king and she a score only. Let you not be 
taking It bad, Conohubor, but you’ll get little 
good seeing her this night, for with all my 
talking it’s v/ilfuller she’s growing these two 
months or three. SB

In this way the good nurse tries to warn Conohubor of an in
evitable impending sorrow, Ibe nurse also gives, in contrast, 
a glimpse of the free-hearted and happy young girl, together 
with an additional warning, as she says,

Lavarohan. I'm after serving you two score of 
years, and I'll tell you this night, Conohubor, 
she's little call to mind an old woman when she 
has the birds to school her, and the pools in the 
rivers where- she goes bathing in the sun. I'll 
tell you if you seen her that time, with her 
white skin, and her red lips, and the blue water 
and the ferns about her, you'd know, maybe, and 
you greedy itself, it wasn't for your like she 
was born at all;
It is as though the nurse’s words had been heeded, for

Conohubor, soon after, says to Deirdre:
Conehubor. It's my wish .to have you quickly;
I'm sick and weary thinking of the day you'll 
be brought down to me, and seeing you walking 
into my big, empty halls. I've made- all sure * 59

*8 J. M. Synge - Deirdre of the Sorrows - p. 19
59 Ibid. - p. 20 ~
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to have you, and yet all said there's fear in 
the heck of my mind I'd mis® you and have great 
troubles in the end. 60
He has reason to fear trouble; and as he leaves, he makes

certain that Deirdre is to oome to Emain the following day.
Her pitiful plea to be allowed to stay where she is for another
year is sounded on deaf ears, and Gonehubor leaves in triumph.
It is then that Deirdre realises her fate; and terrified at
the reality of what is before her, she begins to plan escape.
In a burst of excitement she exclaims,

Deirdre. If Gonehubor111 make me a queen. I'll 
have the right of a queen who is a master, 
taking her own choice and making a stir to the 
edge® of the sea®. . . • 1 will not be a child 
or a plaything; I'll put on my robes that are the richest, for I will not be brought down to 
Smain as Cuohulain brings his horse to the yoke, 
or Conall Cearneaeh puts his shield upon hie arm; 
tod maybe from this day I will turn the men of 
Ireland like a wind blowing on the heath.
This statement is reiterated in her old nurse's comment,

"When all's said, it's her like will be the master till the
end of time."62

As Haisi and his two brothers enter the scene, an emotion 
of joy overshadowed by sadness is prevalent and is again and 
again repeated throughout the play. Deirdre herself radiates 
this feeling, for from this point on she is the young girl of 
the "sorrows," no longer carefree, joyous, and at liberty. She 
is aware of an overshadowing doom, as is shown in her speech to

60 J. H. Synge - Deirdre of the Sorrows - p. 26
61 Ibid.- pp. 30-31 *"
62 Ibid.- pp 32
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Saiai. . ■: ' ' '.■■■ ' • "■ '
Deirdre. Do many Imow what is foretold, that 
Deirdre will he the ruin of the Sons of Dana, 
and have a little gravec|y herself, and a story 
will be told for evert 63

And again in her eonveraatioa. with her nurse Lavarehae -
Deirdre. - without hope - there's little power 
in oaths to stop what's eoming, and little power 
in what I'd do, Lavareham, to change the story of 
Conohubor and Halsi and the things old men fore
told.64
the seven short years of her life with Haisi oome quickly 

to an end. As she leaves her beloved wood to go to Emain all 
la not well.

Deirdre - clasping her hands — . Woods of Cuan, 
woods of Cuan, dear country of the easti It's 
seven years we've had a life was joy only, and 
this day we're going west, this day we're facing 
death, maybe, and death should be a poor, untidy 
thing, though it's a queen that dlesl 65
tragic events follow in rapid succession. Conohubor

treacherously traps and kills Haisi and his brothers, by which
he defeats his own purpose: not only does he lose his chance
of having Deirdre as queen; he loses also the friendship of
Fergus, his former companion.

Deirdre's last speech, taking place after the death of
Haisi, is equalled by few passages from dramatizations of folk
tales. In a poetic passage she speaks:

Deirdre. I have put away sorrow like a shoe that 
is worn out and muddy, for it is I have had a life

J. M; Synge — Deirdre of the Sorrows —  pi 38
64 Ibid. - p. 46
65 THff. - p. 66
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that will he envied by great companies. • It was not 
by a low birth I made kings uneasy, and they sitting 
in the halls, of Emain. It was not a low thing to 
be chosen by Conohubor, who was wise, and laisi had 
no match for bravery. It is not a small thing to 
be rid of grey hairs, and the loosening of the 
teeth. (With a sort of triumph.) It was the choice 
of lives we had in the clear woods, and in the grave, 
we’re safe, surely . . .
John Millington Synge made possible the recognition of 

Irish drama which undoubtedly merits a high place in the 
field of modem.contemporary drama. He gave the world pic
tures of the real life of the Irish folk in his mastery of the 
Irish peasant idiom which has as yet been unequalled.

J. M. Synge - Deirdre of the Sorrows - p. 91
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CHAPTER V 
Conolusion

Ireland's drama, unlike that of Continental Europe, devel
oped as a result of the rising spirit of nationalism. The 
drama of Continental Europe took its origin in the dominant 
beliefs of the Middle Ages as embodied in the religious liter
ature of the Jewish Old Testament and the Hebrew-Graeoo Hew 
Testament. This religious or saered drama began in the Roman 
Church. When the western nations emerged from the wreck of the 
Roman Empire, interest in things secular and national partly 
replaced the dominant interest in biblical literature, and 
Interest in the things of this world rivaled interest in sal
vation. The Renaissance supplied new subject matter for the 
growing drama of all western countries, and the history and 
folk-lore of those countries added more new subject matter. By 
1600 the drama of Europe had had its first period of flowering.

The drama of Ireland has had'no such history and was non
existent until the nineteenth century, a time when national 
aspirations of the people to be recognized as a nation free from 
England turned to national literature as an expression of these 
aspirations.

Charles Stewart Parnell for the first time in Irish his- 
tory, held the balance of power as head of the Irish Parliamen
tary Party at Westminster, and England was forced to consider 
Irish Homs Rule demands. The Land Acts of 1881 and 1885 were
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passed; it appeared that the struggle for national freedom was 
imminent, and Parnell heeame the idol of Ireland and leader of 
Irish nationalism. Parnell failed in his purpose, and it was 
then that some of the Parnell followers turned their efforts 
and attentions to literature as an expression of their national
ism. ' ' ‘ , - .

Standlsh 01 Grady was one of the first to gather and 
publish much of the old saga material of Ireland and he is often 
sailed the Father of the Irish Henaieeanoe. The Irish National 
Literary Society, The Irish Literary Society and The Gaelic 
League soon followed. As a result of these organizations the 
Irish Dramatic Movement, as well as the Irish Literary Theater, 
was created and in 1899 in Dublin, The Irish Literary Theater 
gave its first performance of Yeats' Countess Cathiean.

W. B. feats, a leader in the Irish literary movement, be
came one of the greatest literary figures of his time. Countess 
Csthleen, his first play, is a poetic drama of Christian Ireland 
in the grip of a famine, Cathleen ai Houlihan, unmistakably 
nationalistic, is a picture of the love of country and the 
patriotic spirit of Ireland. The Hour Glass, The Pot of Broth, 
The Land of Hearts Desire all have their sources in the sagas 
and folk tales of Ireland’s past, and as a result are expres
sions of a national literature.

Lady Augusta Gregory supported the Literary Renaissance of
Ireland from three sources. First, her interest in the people*
of the movement, particularly Yeat8 and Synge; second, the 
financial aid which she not only contributed personally, but
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solicited from other sources; third, her own literary work.
In all three lady Gregory gave her interest and untiring effort 
to advance the Irish literary movement and in so doing gave 
Ireland a literary heritage it had never had before.

The spirit of Irish nationalism motivated Synge, and the 
Irish drama reached its climax In this young and most able 
playwright. His understanding and love for the people of Ire
land, particularly the peasant, are present in all his plays.
His ability to write peasant dialect is picturesque and full 
of feeling. This ability not only enhances the portrayal of 
his characters but creates in each one an undeniable picture 
of Ireland. Old Maurya, whose husband and five sons have been 
taken from her by drowning, personifies the grief of the Aran 
Island people in face of their common enemy, the sea. The 
theme is universal, but Riders to the Sea is the. fight of the 
Irish people against the sea. In Well of the Saint s the conflict 
between the dream and the reality is a picturesque realism of 
an unspoiled life. In the language Synge has captured a 
feeling far from the scene of modern civilization, while Martin 
and Mary Dhoul become people of the Irish dream world. Playboy
of the Westerh World is pure creation of the imagination in-

_ 1 • 'tens!fled by the language of the characters. It shows a wealth 
of imagery and literary strength in the love-scenes between 
Christy and Pegeen Mike and the angry interchanges of the women. 
It is a work of imaginative reconstruction in which the central 
figures have an existence which is personal, national and human.
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The saooess of Deirdre lay in Synge’s ability to humanise the 
legendary figures. Deirdre in her realistie speech is not just 
a symbol or legend but a woman devoted to a life of beauty and 
happiness. Her untamed fierceness and primitiveness are rep
resentative of the Aran people shorn Synge grew to know so well.

With the works of W. B. Yeats, Bady Gregory, J. M. Synge
. ' • r

and their associates Ireland won a place in the modern world as 
a nation with a dramatic literature Which expresses the charac
ter of its people.
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