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Irish dramatists writing today have to contend not only with
contemporary criticism and current theatrical taste but frequently also

with the giant spectres of past dramatic literature in Ireland . . .!
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. . . the dominant image of Irish theatre remains that of a male-
authored literary drama—from the texts of Yeats, Synge and O'Casey
to the work of the present generation, which includes Brian Friel,

Thomas Murphy and Frank McGuinness.?
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In Dancing atLughnaSa he (Friel) employs the metaphoﬁcal danceasa
means of bringing onto the stage emotions that cannot be expressed in
words--elemental, chthonic madness and gaiety, a hovering . . . above
the mundane and its vocabulary —as a potential resolution of the

problem of translation. ¢
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I wash every stitch of clothes you wear. I polish your shoes. I make

your bed. We both do —Rose and I. Paint the house. Sweep the

chimney. Cut the grass. Save the turf. What you have here, Kate, are

two unpaid servants. (24)
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Irish women come under pressure from both Catholic and
Protestant ideologies to retain the domestic role as their primary
function. . . . Whether Catholic or Loyalist, the role of the woman is

to serve and to suffer. While her image is sublimated, her voice is
suppressed.®
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ROSE: You wanted to see Austin Morgan!

KATE: Every field along the road—they're all out at the hay and the
corn.

ROSE: Because you have a notion of that aul Austin Morgan!

KATE: Going to be a good harvest by the look of it.

ROSE: 1 know you have! She's blushing! Look! Isn't she
blushing? (10)
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And when the judges announced the winners—they were probably
blind drunk—naturally the local couple came first; and Timmy and
myself came second; and Brian and Bernie came third. . . .

She was right to be angry, Bernie. 1 know it wasn't fair—it wasn't



fair at all. I mean they must have been blind drunk, those judges,

whoever they were. . . (20)
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And although my mother and he didn't go through a convention form

of marriage, once more they danced together, witnessed by the unseen



sisters. And this time it was a dance without music; just there, in ritual
circles round and round that square and then down the lane and back
up again; slowly, formally, with easy deliberation. My mother with
her head thrown back, her eyes closed, hef mouth slightly open. My
father holding her just that little distance away from him so that he

could regard her upturned face. No singing, no melody, no words.

Only the swish and whisper of their feet across the grass. (42)
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Jack begins to shuffle—dance in time to his tattoo—his body slightly
bent over, his eyes on the ground, his feet moving rhythmically. And



as he dances—shuffles, he mutters—sings—makes occasional sounds

that are incomprehensible and almost inaudible. (42)
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When I remember it [the summer of 1936], I think of it as dancing.
Dancing with eyes half closed because to open them would break the
spell. Dancing as if language had surrendered to movement~as if this
ritual, this wordless ceremony, was now the way to speak, to whisper
private and sacred things, to be in touch with some otherness.
Dancing as if the very heart of life and all its hopes might be found in
those assuaging notes and those hushed rhythms and in those silent
and hypnotic movements. Dancing as if language no longer existed

because words were no longer necessary. . . (71)
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While many contemporary writers eschew the use of narrative and
find contact with their audience by use of disconnected images and
intense physical activity, Friel has never abandoned the central role as
storyteller. His methods of telling the story may change with each new

work, but the starting point is always rooted in a naturalistic reality. *
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. . . women are challenging the canon, both through their involvement
in non-traditional forms of theatre, and through the emergence of a

small but growing number of prominent individual writers.'®
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