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Abstract: In this paper, I analyze Dancing at Lughnasa, arguably Friel’s most
popular play, as a play heavily influenced by Brechtian dramaturgy. A memory play,
Dancing at Lughnasa nonetheless focuses on the fragility and fallibility of memory:
at the same time it dramatizes the ontological need for memory, it problematizes the
intricate relationship between personal and historical memory. A vast majority of
critical studies of Brian Friel, the most celebrated contemporary Irish playwright,
have placed him firmly and rather insistently in the Irish cultural and historical
context. In so doing, they tend to stress the local aspect of his plays and thus to
localize his dramatic contributions. This study will, I hope, help de-localize Friel’s
reputation and relocate him onto a more international/transnational plane of
contemporary drama.
Key words: Friel, Dancing at Lughnasa, Brecht, Verfremdungseffekt, memory and narration
Author: Hyungseob Lee teaches modern drama and literary theory at Hanyang University
in Seoul, Korea.
E-mail: sabby@hanyang.ac.kr
____________________________________

제목: 현대 아일랜드 드라마의 브레히트적 정경: 브라언 프리엘의 루나사에서 춤을
우리말 요약: 현존하는 가장 위대한 아일랜드 극작가인 브라이언 프리엘 비평의 대부
분은 그의 작품을 현대아일랜드의 역사/문화적 맥락에 굳게 위치시키고 그 맥락 아래
서 연구를 진행해왔다. 따라서 이들 프리엘 연구의 의도하지 않았던 결과 중 하나는
그의 작품들을 아일랜드 안에 가두고 지역화시킴으로써 현대희곡의 주변에 머무르게
했다는 점이다. 본 연구는 프리엘의 대표작 중 하나인 루나사에서 춤을을 아일랜드
로부터 탈맥락화시키고 브레히트, 테네시 윌리엄즈, 체호프 등의 작가들과 연계시켜
트랜스내셔녈한 관점에서 재조명하려는 시도이다.
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It is suicide to be abroad.
But what is it to be at home, Mr. Tyler, what is it to be at home?
A lingering dissolution.
Beckett, All That Fall

I

At

the very beginning of The Mundy Scheme that Friel wrote in 1969, a

“voice” asks a question “in a cultured accent”:
What happens when a small nation that has been manipulated and abused
by a huge colonial power for hundreds of years wrests its freedom by
blood and anguish? What happens to an emerging country after it has
emerged? Does the transition from dependence to independence induce a
fatigue, a mediocrity, an ennui? Or does the clean spirit of idealism that
fired the people to freedom augment itself, grow bolder, more revolutionary,
more generous? (Two Plays 157)

Although the play itself turned out to be rather a tame, weak piece of
political parody, Friel’s concern about the present and future of an
independent postcolonial nation had been the dominant theme for the plays
written throughout the 1960s and 70s up until his Derry-based Field Day
Theatre Company launched its first play, Translations, in 1980. If Friel can
be said to have been preoccupied with the “colonial” questions of Northern
Ireland in the Field Day decade of the 1980s, Dancing at Lughnasa, first
staged in 1990, signals his return to the “postcolonial” concerns of the
southern Republic.
At the same time, however, Friel’s return to South brings with it new
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features, technical as well as thematic. The writer’s view of language as
mendacity, when combined with his acute awareness of the impossibility of
writing a play about the past within the naturalistic, mimetic mode of
representation, compels him into searching for proper subjects of dramatic
writing and new ways of writing plays. In other words, he has relentlessly
pushed at the borders of conventional stage realism, searching for dramatic
structures that will embrace psychological and spiritual intensities, which
traditionally don’t find expression within that mode of representation.
Furthermore, Friel’s prolonged quarrel with historians over the question of
the “truthful” use of historical materials has led him away from public history
to private memory in his search of dramatic material. The question, now, is:
isn’t a playwright rightfully entitled to writing about his own personal
history? After all, doesn’t a writer have the exclusive claim and access to the
memory of his own life experiences? Dancing at Lughnasa is an
autobiographical work taking the writer’s personal memory as the medium
with which to dramatize his own past. However, even one’s autobiography
proves ultimately to be a fiction.
In Dancing at Lughnasa, memory’s authenticity is in danger of being
invalidated by the contradictory material evidence submitted by history, which
tends to make the narrator’s recount of his personal memory unreliable. The
narrator moves into the action but cannot, because he is only a disembodied
voice in the course of the drama, stamp his ownership on the memory
recollected. History’s overpowering presence over and its conquest of the

—

―

individual which was the major theme in Making History are strongly felt
even in the most personal moment of recollecting one’s childhood memories
in Dancing at Lughnasa.
The narrator, who is described to be “a young man,” recounts his
memory of the August of 1936 when he was seven (Friel is the same age
with the narrator). But the play was written in 1990, which makes the
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narrator (and Friel) sixty-one at the time of narrating, too old to be called a
young man. In other words, the narrator is re-membering the memory of his
past. This Krapp-like double distancing from the past is intended to show not
only the fallibility of memory but also the impossibility of preserving memory
in a fixed and finalized form unadulterated by the passing of time. By
demarcating the limits of memory, however, Friel also highlights its
possibilities: it can protect and preserve our individuality by resisting history’s
ruthless absorption of individual life experiences into its categorized and
typified narrative. Even more, if and when it succeeds in refusing to be
assimilated by history, memory becomes the constitutive experience of our
individuality.
In Dancing at Lughnasa, therefore, Friel attempts to protect memory from
the usurping history with his ingenuous appropriation of Brechtian techniques.
First, instead of dialogical interaction, non-linguistic expressive media such as
ritual dancing and singing become dominant carriers of dramatic action, as if
Friel is dramatizing Walter Pater’s aesthetic credo that all art aspires to the
condition of music. Second and perhaps more importantly, he uses the
alienation effect in order to interrupt the process of audiences’ easy
identification with the story unfolding in the play. Audiences’ desires and
expectations to identify with the Mundy family’s story, whether they are
aware or not, are mediated through the historical discourse that makes their
story look and sound familiar. Friel intends to disrupt the process of the
identification by heightening the disparity between what the narrator tells the
audience and what the audience sees on the stage. In the end, the audience
must decide for themselves which is the truer of the two: what they see or
what they hear.

A Brechtian Scene in Modern Irish Drama

135

II
Dancing at Lughnasa marks Friel’s return to the Abbey Theatre after
devoting his playwriting talents and personal energies to the Field Day
Theatre Company since its beginnings in 1980 with Translations. The play
has also been Friel’s best-loved and commercially most successful play. A
huge hit in West End as well as Broadway and winning the Tony Award in
1990, it has been a perennial favorite “among the American Irish” (Kiberd
305). The play immediately drew attention from the film industry, the result
of which is a film made by a group of internationally well-known members.
The play is dedicated “in memory of those five brave Glenties women,”
that is, Friel’s mother and her four sisters whose first names the Mundy
sisters in the play take after. The story as to how the play came about is
quite fascinating. On a 1987 evening in London, Friel was walking along the

―

Thames Embankment with his friend, Thomas Kilroy an eminent Irish

―

playwright and one-time co-director of the Field Day Theatre Company after
the National Theatre’s production of Friel’s dramatization of Turgenev’s
Fathers and Sons. As Kilroy remembers it:
It was Thatcher’s London. As we came down to the Embankment ... the
homeless were settling down for the night and Irish accents came out of
the darkness. [Friel] turned and said to me that he had had two aunts who
ended up like that.... [H]e told me the story of himself as a young man
setting off for London to search for the two aunts who had left Donegal
years before. What he found was destitution. I made the obvious, if cold,
remark that he would simply have to write a play about them. (qtd. in
Lojek 79)

Friel did listen to Kilroy and wrote a play about them. However, the
resulting work, despite its strongly autobiographical elements, cannot strictly
be called autobiographical or even documentary.
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It is not that Friel gives in to adulterating given facts to suit his dramatic
purpose. As has been also the case with historiography, there are no facts in
the autobiographical story-telling that are given, that is, no facts exist in
unadulterated form and can be grasped in all their pristine clarity.
Recollection of one’s own experiences is a precariously mercurial matter,
always filtered through the viewpoint in the present which is put under the
heavy pressure of continuously accumulating fragments of memory. One’s
own experience is, when told or written or just remembered, also a vicarious
one.
The play tells a story of five sisters who live highly circumscribed lives
in the fictional town of Ballybeg in the real county of Donegal in the
mid-1930s. The Mundy sisters, all of whom are unmarried and their
expectations dwindling day by day, struggle to keep the roof of their family
farmhouse over their heads. In terms of characterization, the play might have
been called “Five Sisters,” so closely is it modeled on Chekhov’s play about
women with great potential and almost no possibilities. Kate is an unmarried
schoolteacher, like Chekhov’s Olga. As the sole wage-earner, she’s become a
bit of a patriarch, ordering her sisters about, trying to regulate their erotic
lives, down to the last fantasy. Middle sister Rose is enamored, like Masha,
of a married man. Where Chekhov’s middle sister was a world-class neurotic,
Rose is just a bit “simple,” which makes her sisters fiercely protective of her.
Christina, the youngest, has borne a son out of wedlock, which makes her a
kind of fallen version of Irina. There are two other sisters, Agnes and
Maggie, whose characters are less well defined, due perhaps to having no
prototypes in Chekhov.
Echoing the words of the Irish Writer George Moore in 1911 that
“Ireland is a little Russia” (qtd. in Pine, “Friel’s Irish Russia” 107), Friel
himself wrote of his own affinity with nineteenth-century Russia in these
terms:
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Maybe because the characters in the plays behave as if their old certainties
were as sustaining as ever even though they know in their hearts that their

—

society is in melt-down and the future has neither a welcome nor even an
accommodation for them. Maybe a bit like people of my own generation in
Ireland today. Or maybe I find those Russians sympathetic because they
have no expectations whatever from love but still invest everything in it. Or
maybe they attract me because they seem to expect that their problems will
disappear if they talk about them endlessly. (Murray, Brian Friel 179)

—

The ominous sense of imminent collapse, the Mundy sisters’ desperate effort
to keep their family intact and the transcendental moment of frenzied dancing
that are so central to the drama of Dancing at Lughnasa all reflect Friel’s
Russian affinity. As Kate, the family’s patriarchal oldest sister, tells Maggie:
You work hard at your job. You try to keep the home together. You

—

perform your duties as best as you can because you believe in
responsibilities and obligations and good order. And then suddenly, suddenly
you realize that hair cracks are appearing everywhere; that control is
slipping away; that the whole thing is so fragile it can’t be held together
much longer. It’s all about to collapse, Maggie. (35)

Kate’s desperate sensing of impending collapse is then flatly denied by
Maggie who says, “(Wearily) Nothing’s about to collapse, Kate” (35). Maggie
tells this “wearily,” suggesting that Kate has been repeating herself for a long
time.
In

addition

to

Friel’s

strongly

Chekhovian

sensibility,

several

commentators have noticed similarities in theme and formal technique between
Dancing at Lughnasa and Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie
(Murray, “‘Recording Tremors’” 36; O’Toole 207-11). The fact that Chekhov
has been a presiding spirit guiding Friel’s writing from early on has been
fully acknowledged by critics such as Pine and York. Now that Friel turns
his attention from North to South, from the colonial questions arising from
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North’s political status to the postcolonial problems facing South’s
post-independent republic, the shift in association and referentiality has also
taken place alongside it. Not only do Americans appear more prominently in
Friel’s plays but the English are conspicuous for their absence. It is true that
Friel’s conscious effort to dissociate himself from the English drama of his

—

day to “shun the fashions of English theatre” in his own words (Murray,

—

Brian Friel 83) has resulted in his close association with American drama.
However, unlike Murray and O’Toole, my point in discussing below the
thematic and formal similarities between Dancing at Lughnasa and The Glass
Menagerie is precisely to throw into larger relief their substantive difference
concerning the function of narration, and consequently to show the ambiguous
time and space that memory occupies in Friel’s play.
Apart from the fact that both plays are rooted firmly in each author’s
own life and thus autobiographical, they are set in the same year of 1936
and thus are sprinkled here and there with nostalgic reminders of the
Depression era, evoked most atmospherically by musical means. In fact,
memory for both Williams and Friel is so ephemeral and impermanent that it
tends to escape the concrete confinement of visual images and language that
conventional drama offers. As Tom says at the beginning of The Glass
Menagerie, “[i]n memory everything seems to happen to music” (400). Friel
inherits this vein of thinking which associates memory with music. Thus
Michael, at the end of Dancing at Lughnasa, narrates that one lasting
memory always visits him in the company of music, the memory in which
“the air is nostalgic with the music of thirties”; and the music “drifts in from

—

—

somewhere far away a mirage of sound a dream music that is both heard
and imagined” (71).
At the same time, however, unbridled capitalism and an incessantly
totalizing modernity have begun to take hold of all traditional ties and set out
to dissolve them. As Michael, the narrator of Dancing at Lughnasa, looks

A Brechtian Scene in Modern Irish Drama

139

back on the decisive moments of his childhood, he begins and ends his
recollection with these words: “even though I was only a child of seven at
the time I had a sense of unease, ... of things changing too quickly before
my eyes” (2); “The Industrial Revolution had finally caught up with
Ballybeg” (59).
In “The Timeless World of a Play,” Tennessee Williams writes:
It is this continual rush of time, so violent that it appears to be screaming,
that deprives our actual lives of so much dignity and meaning, and it is,
perhaps more than anything else, the arrest of time which has taken place
in a complete work of art that gives to certain plays their feeling of depth
and significance. (647)

Williams insists in his production notes to The Glass Menagerie that this is a
“memory play” which, “because of its considerably delicate or tenuous
material,” justifies “atmospheric touches and subtleties of direction.” He
chooses the occasion to reject the “straight realistic play with its genuine
Frigidaire and authentic ice-cubes, its characters who speak exactly as its
audience speaks.” Everyone, he maintains, “should know nowadays the
unimportance of the photographic in art” because “truth, life, or reality is an
organic thing which the poetic imagination can represent or suggest, in
essence, only through transformation, through changing into other forms than
those which merely present in appearance” (395).
Williams’s example of “a complete work of art” in which “the arrest of
time” has consummately materialized was Arthur Miller’s Death of a
Salesman. O’Toole argues that an equally valid example would be Williams’s
own The Glass Menagerie or, as a matter of fact, Friel’s Dancing at
Lughnasa (209). However, by dwelling only on the surface similarities and
“reasonably obvious connections” between the two plays, O’Toole tends to
miss the more innovative and profoundly ambiguous nature of memory and
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narration in its relation to action in Friel’s play.
In the first place, narration works differently in the two plays in its
relation to dramatic action. In The Glass Menagerie, Tom’s narration works
mainly to carry action forward or clarify the situation for the audience, much
like what we find in a novel. To put it in other words, narration and action
are not only causationally ordered but also continuous in the flow of time.
Thus, for example, Tom begins Scene VI with a novelistic narrative, picking
up on where the previous scene ends: “And so the following evening I
brought Jim home to dinner. I had known Jim slightly in high school. In
high school, Jim was a hero” (432). It would not do too badly if the play
were turned into the novel form, with Tom’s narrative framing the dialogues
of the characters and the latter kept in double quotations. Furthermore, as the
sequences of action and narration are chronologically ordered without temporal
disruption, the distinction between the past and the present tends to blur and
dissolve into the nostalgic sense of guilt. The nostalgic guilt that Tom feels

—
family—percolates

now as he has broken free of that stifling entrapment of the Wingfield
into his memory of his heavy-handed mother and his

fragile sister. The feeling of impermanence dominates his view of the past,
thus leaving the memory itself impermanent.
The voice that narrates The Glass Menagerie is therefore not a confident
one. Tom is acutely aware of the gap between what he remembers now and

—

what happened then: “I didn’t go to the moon, I went much further for time
is the longest distance between two places” (464). He also is, in Bigsby’s
words, “as lost in the supposed present as he had been in the recalled past”
(47-48). The combination of past regrets and present losses in Tom’s
character binds him firmly with Amanda and Laura, a group of individuals
who are left helpless “behind the rush of history” (Bigsby 46). Williams’s
memory play is then a search for the redemption of those individuals “outside
of time” (Williams 647).
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What in Dancing at Lughnasa is striking at first in contrast to The Glass
Menagerie is the confident tone Michael apparently adopts in his recollections
of the past. In Philadelphia, Here I Come!, it will be recalled, Gar O’Donnell
wants to find the clue to his future direction by recollecting the facts of his
past memory. While Gar wants his memory of the details of the fishing trip
he had with S. B. O’Donnell confirmed by S. B., he is contradicted on
several important details and thus denied the confirmation (90-92). Not only
is there the Oedipus complex at work here, but S. B. O’Donnell’s forgetting
represents historical amnesia at the societal level which translates into his
son’s psychological repression at the individual level: Public Gar is a social
self constructed by what L. Althusser called the “ideological state
apparatuses,” that complex matrix of cultural, educational and religious
organizations effecting a pre-determined subjectivity in accordance with the
internal logic of the societal structure; whereas Private Gar is a repressed
subject speaking through its unconscious self and struggling hard to be heard
through pores and ruptures hidden in the societal structure. With his split
subject left unhealed and unreconciled, the uncertainty of Gar’s past memory
deeply frustrates him and, undecided as to where his future lies, Gar is left
at the end of the play caught in between the unenviable choices of
emigrating to Philadelphia and staying in Ballybeg.
Predominant in Gar’s way of reasoning and thinking is viewing one’s life
story as micro-history, that is, as a continuum of personal experiences
causally and chronologically ordered and bound, in which memory of the past
creates an understanding of the present which in turn indicates the future
direction. This historicist thinking also permeates through the realism of
Translations and Making History. By the same token, as we have seen, the
rejection of historicism is the central theme of the latter play. In Dancing at
Lughnasa, however, Michael the narrator has so sure a grip on his memory
of the past that he doesn’t need any external confirmation on the details of
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it, either by history or by other members of the family. Thanks further to the
autobiographical elements associated with the play, the audience tends to take

—

—

it as it was the case with Tom Wingfield (Krasner 31) that Michael is a
likely stand-in for the author himself. Surely, though, there is a complex web
of problems involved here. In The Glass Menagerie, Tom’s easy
back-and-forth movement between the narrating present and the remembered
past effectively dissolves the barrier between past and present, giving an
ironic illusion that Tom is acting “outside of time” and that the whole thing
manifests itself much like Freud’s dream-work. The resultant feeling of
nostalgia that pervades throughout the play is positively embraced by
Williams: “Being a memory play, it is dimly lighted, it is sentimental, it is
not realistic” (400).
Friel is acutely aware of the intrinsic association memory has with
nostalgic sentiment in general and of how nostalgia can emaciate the
potentially liberating force that memory carries particularly in the Irish context.
A prominent example is Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village in which two
mutually repelling voices of nostalgia and protest sit together uncomfortably,
the fact that reflects the divided subjectivity of the Anglo-Irish poet. Nostalgia
triumphs over protest, the past is idealized in memory, and the poem
ultimately ends up being “a self-regarding poetic exercise” (R. Williams 76).
For Friel, then, nostalgia is an object of both evocation and suffocation.
In other words, it is precisely the kind of emotion that he resolutely seeks to
transcend in Dancing at Lughnasa at the same time he evokes in the play.
Instead of duplicating Williams’s model of narrator-actor, therefore, Friel
searches for an alternative device by which he can control the audience not
to immerse themselves in the flood of nostalgia. It is significant that Friel
opts for Brechtian distancing devices to provide for ironic interruptions which
contrive to alienate the audience from the illusion of the narrative.
To put it simply, the alienation effect (Verfremdungseffekt) is an
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—
Gestus or highly stylized delivery—deployed to interrupt a spectator’s process

assortment of distancing devices such as music, masks, projected images, and
of identification with plot and character. These devices are intended to disrupt
narrative flow, break audience-expectations, and alienate audiences from
dramatic illusion. Thus they help manipulate a spectator to concentrate not on
the content but on the process, that is, not on what the story is about but on
how it is told. In contrast to Aristotelian theater which depends on
conventional plot-devices of conflict, tension and resolution, Brechtian “epic
theater” deprivileges plot and instead focuses on narrating action in which
suspension of disbelief is broken and audience expectations are frustrated by
telling in advance what is going to happen at the beginning of scenes.
Brecht wanted spectators to reflect on the staged event, consider how it
took shape in reality, and explore what can be done to change the course of
the events. Therefore, Brechtian drama is intellectually oriented and politically
motivated: indeed, Brecht’s is in essence a “revolutionary art” (Barthes 336).
However, it is a moot point whether, as Barthes argues, “[t]o separate
Brechtian theatre from its theoretical basis would be as mistaken as to
understand the actions of Marx without reading The Communist Manifesto”
(338). In other words, the question is, can Brecht’s method be stripped of
and salvaged from his outdated or discredited politics?
I don’t think Friel has ever entertained Brechtian politics in any form.
Nor has he endorsed any propagandist or polemicist theater in which
didacticism is foregrounded: “I do not believe that art is a servant of any
movement” (Murray, Brian Friel 56). Nevertheless, in what is probably his
most

overtly

political

play,

Friel

created

a

Brechtian

“epic”

by

whole-heartedly embracing a variety of alienation device. The Freedom of the
City, first performed in 1973 at the Abbey, revolves around the killing of
three innocent underprivileged civil-rights marchers in Derry by British
soldiers, a scenario that parallels the event of Bloody Sunday on January 30,
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1972, when thirteen civilians were shot by British paratroopers. In the play,
the audience’s desire to suspend its belief and surrender to the tragedy of
three main characters is repeatedly frustrated when various interlocuters such
as the priest, judge, sociologist, balladeer, and reporter interrupt the core
narrative and employ the jargon of their respective fields in their attempts to
assert ideological control of the trio’s story.
Although Friel flatly denied that The Freedom of the City has anything to
do with Bloody Sunday and stressed that it is “a play which is about
poverty” (Murray, Brian Friel 58), the overall anti-British, nationalist tenor of
the play didn’t escape the audience and critics alike. As Richard Pine points
out, “it is clear that two separate truths are emerging during the play. The
final verdicts represent the two ways of living in Northern Ireland, either for
or against authority and its implicit oppression of minorities and the
individual” (Diviner 135). Thus, Friel’s first foray into Brechtian dramaturgy
was betrayed by its accompanying political effect which Friel himself didn’t
intend to promote at all. It seems that after all Barthes was right in that
Brechtian theory and practice cannot be separated and that the aestheticization
of politics and the politicization of art are two sides of the same coin.
Seventeen years later, and at the same theater, Friel makes another go at
creating a Brechtian epic, and this time, out of a uniquely Irish,
autobiographical experience. A brief comparison of the play’s narrative
structure with that of the film version of the play is useful in order to see
more clearly how Brechtian the play is. As presented through the film
medium, Dancing at Lughnasa is pure nostalgia: the film begins with the
narrator taking the spectator, through his childhood memory, back to a small
Irish village of Ballybeg in the 1930s. The narrator has absolutely no function
in the plot structure of the film except for the fact that his narration adds the
feeling of nostalgia on to the already sad story tinged with sentimental Irish
folk music and beautified rural scenery. Irish spectators, or for that matter,
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anyone old enough to have a distant past to have a nostalgic look back on
will easily identify with the narrator.
That the film completely travesties the play can be shown by the fact
that Brechtian distancing devices are deployed by Friel precisely in order to
interrupt, if not preempt, the process of identification. Even productions of the
play in which the Brechtian aspect is not properly considered can, as was the
case with the 1999 Dublin revival, thrive exclusively on the play’s
sentimental side: as Lonergan points out, “the Abbey Theatre’s productions of
Dancing at Lughnasa during the 1990s appear to have been received and
remembered in ways that are not only unsupported by Friel’s script, but
which also seem to conflict with the themes of the play” (Theatre 32).
Lonergan also sees the widely popular reception of the misplaced production
at the Abbey by Irish audiences as “evidence of Ireland’s newfound
self-assurance on the global stage” in the Celtic Tiger era and “a result of a
misplaced or inappropriate piety toward the past” (“Dancing” 148). To put it
rather bluntly, without the Brechtian elements, Dancing at Lughnasa would
end up being an Irish and much inferior version of The Glass Menagerie.
In the first place, Friel defiantly breaks the audience’s expectations of
remaining

within

the

time-structure

of

the

play

through

Michael’s

unprecipitated announcements, in the middle of the play, of the future
histories of the characters. For example, at the end of Act 1, Michael tells:
Some of Aunt Kate’s forebodings weren’t all that inaccurate. Indeed some
of them were fulfilled before the Festival of Lughnasa was over.... But what
she couldn’t have foreseen was that the home would break up quite so
quickly and that when she would wake up one morning in early September
both Rose and Agnes would have left forever. (41)

The entire duration of the play’s action belongs to August of 1936 and the
narrator reveals to the audience just before the intermission what would
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happen to his aunts in September of that year.
Another example of Friel’s appropriation of Brechtian technique can be
found in the sequence evolving around the romantic rendezvous between
Michael’s mother and father. The heart-rending scene in which Chris and
Gerry dance together to the music remembered and heard only in their heads
is soon followed by Michael’s narration which reveals the eventual fate of his
father. Michael tells the audience that he received a letter in the mid-fifties
which informed the death of his father Gerry Evans, adding that the letter
was signed by a Welsh son of his father named Michael Evans! Michael the
narrator calmly goes on to say that “throughout his final illness he was
nursed by his wife and his three grown children who all lived and worked in
the village” (61). The romantic dancer who was soon to set out for Spain to
fight a heroic war turns out to be a bastard who, already married, is going to
leave Chris and his bastard son forever.
Secondly, unlike Tom in Williams’s play, there is a huge disparity, not
only in time but also in physical appearance, between Michael the narrator
who is described as “young man” and Michael the boy who is only seven:
there is simply no way Michael the narrator can effectively pretend to be
Michael the boy. The easiest and most conventional way of dealing the
situation would have been having a child actor play the boy part, just as the
film version would later do. Surprisingly though, Friel opts for a radically
new approach by having Michael the narrator play the boy’s part but only
vocally. According to the stage direction right before the boy’s first line is
spoken:
The convention must now be established that the (imaginary) BOY
MICHAEL is working at the kite materials lying on the ground. No dialogue
with the BOY MICHAEL must ever be addressed to adult MICHAEL, the
narrator. Here, for example, MAGGIE has her back to the narrator.
MICHAEL responds to MAGGIE in his ordinary narrator’s voice. (7)
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The boy is physically non-existent and disembodied when supposed to speak
his lines. Instead, the grown-up Michael speaks the boy’s lines on the
narrator’s stand with an adult voice and the characters accordingly react to
the imaginary boy. Friel completely turns around the cinematic convention in
which the Michael the narrator appears only as a disembodied voice and
Michael the boy has a clear physical presence on the screen.
If, as Willet suggests, “it is [for Brecht] the actor’s business not to
express feeling but to ‘show attitudes’ or Gesten” (171) and Gestus refers at
once to “gesture and gist, attitude and point” (172), Michael’s disembodied
voice surely is a Brechtian form of gesture that breaks the illusion of the
dramatic convention called the fourth wall which supposedly seals off the
space within which characters inhabit from the audience: Michael the narrator
speaks to both the audience and the characters with the same tone of voice.
Furthermore, Michael’s double engagement with the audience and the
characters functions to widen the distance between them, that is, to alienate
the audience from the characters, rather than mediating them. Finally, Friel’s
distancing of Michael the narrator from the site of memory he recollects is
further enhanced by the mise-en-scène the playwrights sets up. According to
Friel,
Slightly more than half the area of the stage is taken up by the kitchen on
the right. (Left and right from the point of view of the audience.) The rest

—

—

of the stage i.e. the remaining area stage left is the garden adjoining the
house. The garden is neat but not cultivated.
Upstage centre is a garden seat.
The (unseen) boy has been making two kites in the garden...
(Dancing unpaged)

Throughout the whole play, the (imaginary) boy is always in the garden and
never enters into the kitchen, which signifies that the boy is completely
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isolated from the conversations done and actions taken in the house by the
adults. The audience may realize without much difficulty that there are so
many facts and circumstances in the play that a seven-year-old boy simply
cannot have known or comprehended.
As if this were not enough, Friel uses the stage set so as to make double
sure, or rather to let the audience realize, that the boy indeed doesn’t get to
learn what is happening to the Mundy sisters. Indeed, Friel’s dramaturgy
“demand[s] productions which concentrate on the performances (actors) and
their precise relation to space” (Cave 140). The spatial separation of the
narrator-actor from the site of dramatic action points to a further assimilation
of Brechtian technique by Friel: when the action and the narration are
disjointed and the narration gives out the information and commentary outside
the temporal and spatial scope of the action, the play effectively becomes a
theater-within-the theater or meta-theater. Since most of the conversations
between the Mundys consist of their recollection of their own past, the play
can also be understood in terms of memory within memory.
These Brechtian devices all contrive to create an effect that Michael is
alienated from the very memory he recites, that Michael becomes a stranger
to his own past. Michael’s alienation from his past is further heightened by
the discrepancy between Friel’s stage direction and Michael’s narrative. For
example, Friel’s description of Father Jack in the opening tableau shows him

—

in “the uniform of a British army officer chaplain a magnificent and
immaculate uniform of dazzling white; gold epaulettes and gold buttons,
tropical hat, clerical collar, military cane.” He looks “resplendent” and
“magnificent.” However, Michael in his opening narration contradicts the
previous stage description, telling the audience that he remembers Uncle Jack
as “shrunken and jaundiced with malaria” (2). This disjunction between
Michael’s description of Jack and his physical appearance on the stage shows
up the incongruity between narration and action. The past and Michael’s
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memory of that past do not cohere.
In Michael’s personal time, present and past are thus radically
disconnected, and that even his disembodied voice has no place in the
kitchen, that is, in the actual site of his memory. Furthermore, the
disembodied voice representing Michael the boy gradually weakens and after
the very beginning of Act 2, the voice completely disappears from the play.
Thus, near the end of the play, Chris, Michael’s mother, has an ironically
funny line to say: “Michael! He always vanishes when there’s work to be
done” (70).
One final dramatic conceit, which seems to have escaped critics’ notice,
concerns the problem of situating the present. In the play, Michael the

—

narrator is supposedly recollecting events that happened when he was seven

and the year was 1936. This makes Michael the same age as Friel himself
who was born in 1929. As we all know, Dancing at Lughnasa had its
premier in 1990. If so we take 1990 as the present, Michael must be
sixty-one when he narrates. However, Friel describes Michael as “young man,
narrator” in the text. Wouldn’t it be stretching too much if we call a
sixty-one year-old man “young”? I don’t think as shrewd a playwright as
Friel would make such an obvious mistake. Nor do I believe that Friel is
asserting his romantically exaggerated youthfulness.
In his essay “The Theatre of Hope and Despair” written in 1967, Friel
gave a devastating verdict on the modern era in which “Everything has failed

—politics, art, science, religion, philosophy” (Murray, Brian Friel 21). Two
years later, he wrote The Mundy Scheme to see how the newly-independent

Irish state had fared since its troubled inception first as the Irish Free State
in 1921 and as Éire (Ireland), the name adopted by the de Valera constitution
in 1937. Friel found that it too had suffered “a fatigue, a mediocrity, an
ennui” instead of becoming “bolder, more revolutionary, more generous”
(157).
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I venture to suggest, then, that Michael the narrator is not a character “in
the present” (from the viewpoint of 1990) but a figure caught still, frozen
and fossilized at the end of what can be broadly called the de Valera era.
Michael is a man who doesn’t recognize himself in the past: he is alienated
from himself, as Marx would say in his Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts. This self-alienation takes place both temporally and spatially. In
Dancing at Lughnasa, we in fact have three Michaels none of whom have a
fully constructed human form: the seven year-old boy who has neither voice
nor body but owes his imaginary existence to other characters who react to
his imaginary being; the young narrator who re-imagines his past through
narrating his memory but who cannot get near to the actual site of his
memory to witness or eavesdrop on what is happening; finally, the old
Michael who is totally silenced and whose presence cannot be felt at all due
to the absence of the present in the temporal framework of the play and
because of his total alienation from his younger self.
Michael the narrator is emblematic of Friel’s fractured nationalist
affiliation with the ideal of de Valera. The absence of Michael in the present
in turn signifies the fact that Friel’s grappling with the Northern situation in
the 1970s and 80s has had little relevance or utility for the political reality of
the post-de Valera Republic of Ireland. Michael has no present which can
illuminate his past: he is effectively out of history, which has failed to hold
the two Irelands together in any politically tenable form. The old Michael
leaves his trace only by his absence in the present.
At the beginning of the play, Friel sets out immediately to impress the
audience that it is the dawn of the de Valera time that they are witnessing,
by having Maggie singing a tune with these words: “Will you vote for de
Valera, will you vote? If you don’t, we’ll be like Gandhi with his goat” (4).
Apart from highlighting Ireland’s postcolonial status by linking de Valera with
India’s Gandhi, the song represents the fact that de Valera’s political
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constituency consisted largely of rural Catholic women who were ironically to
become the heaviest victims under the de Valera Constitution of 1937.
Revered at home and abroad, the America-born de Valera came to symbolize
three dominant characteristics of post-independent Irish society: conservative,
nationalist, and Catholic. The ideal Irish society as “dreamed” by de Valera
was fundamentally a rural, backward-looking and God-abiding one. In his
famous speech broadcasted on St. Patrick’s Day, 1943, de Valera said:
The Ireland which we have dreamed of would be the home of a people
who valued material wealth only as a basis of right living, of a people who
were satisfied with frugal comfort and devoted their leisure to things of the
spirit; a land whose countryside would be bright with cosy homesteads,
whose fields and villages would be joyous with the sound of industry, with
the romping of sturdy children, the contests of athletic youths, the laughter
of comely maidens; whose firesides would be forums for the wisdom of
serene old age. It would, in a word, be the home of a people living the
life that God desires that men should live. (qtd. in Lee, Ireland 334)

De Valera’s Ireland would look very much like the Ballybeg of Bridget and

—

Maire, of Maggie, Rose and Chris even like Goldsmith’s village before it

—

was deserted had it not been for the fact that Ballybeg in Translations and
Dancing at Lughnasa is far from being blessed with “the laughter of comely
maidens.” De Valera’s dream Ireland is an economically self-sufficient and
culturally and socially conservative society under the sacred guidance of the
Catholic moral code. In other words, it would be inhabited by people like
Kate Mundy who “had been involved locally in the War of Independence”
(Dancing 8) and whose abhorrence at “pagan practices” such as dancing at
Lughnasa is deemed righteous because her house is “a Christian home, a
Catholic home” (Dancing 17).
De Valera’s Ireland in reality was an economically backward, politically
static, and culturally stultifying society which was also especially oppressive
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of women (Lojek 84-87). That the post-independent Ireland was especially
oppressive of and suffocating for women is most dramatically shown in the
play by the fact that the famous manic dance of the five sisters in the
middle of Act 1, although momentarily exhilarating, doesn’t have a
transcendental and liberating sense to it at all:
there is a sense of order being consciously subverted, of the women
consciously and crudely caricaturing themselves, indeed of near-hysteria
induced. The music stops abruptly in mid-phrase. . . They look at each
other obliquely; avoid looking at each other; half smile in embarrassment;
feel and look slightly ashamed and slightly defiant. (22)

Indeed, the dance leads directly to full-fledged shame and defiance arising
between the sisters. Kate, the only wage-earner and on the brink of losing
her teaching job thanks to her (once proud) brother’s shameful adoption of
African paganism, condescendingly tells her sisters that they do nothing at all
to contribute to maintaining the household. Usually reticent and considerate,
Agnes stands defiantly up to Kate: “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). And, as we soon learn from Michael, it
is Agnes and Rose, the “two unpaid servants,” who “had vanished without
trace” (60) and would end up living destitutely in the ghetto of London. This
is the poetic imagination not just at its work but historically supported. As
Joseph J. Lee tells us, “Ireland would boast the highest rate of female
emigration of any European country between 1945 and 1960” (335). If they
did at all, de Valera’s “comely maidens” would laugh in some other places
and not in Ireland.
When Michael found them many years later, Agnes had been already
dead and Rose was on her death-bed “in a hospice for the destitute in
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Southwark”:
They had worked as cleaning women in public toilets, in factories, in the
Underground. Then when Rose could no longer get work, Agnes tried to

—

support them both but couldn’t. From then on, I gathered, they gave up.
They took to drink; slept in parks, in doorways, on the Thames
Embankment. Then Agnes died of exposure. And two days after I found

—

—

Rose in that grim hospice she didn’t recognize me, of course she died in
her sleep. (60)

Such was the fate of de Valera’s comely maidens. His “wisdom of serene old
age” would not allow for “frugal comfort” in the Mundy home.
In fact, the Mundy family are social outcasts with their home located two
miles outside Ballybeg whose people look askance at the Mundys for their
social deviancy: the Mundys are a composite of a frigid authoritarian teacher
called a “gander” by her students, her dishonored Catholic priest who adulates
the exotic pagan culture, and a couple of young but morally tainted women,
one with a child out of wedlock and another in love with a married man.
The sisters are all unmarried and their ages suggest that they are “past their
time.” In fact, the people of Ballybeg share the basically same values and
morals with those who thirty years ago turned the premier of The Playboy of
the Western World into fiasco in self-righteous indignation at what they
perceived as the outrageous frivolity of Christie the Mayo man and the
express violation of Irish women in Synge’s play.
Michael says that he tracked down his two runaway aunts “twenty-five
years later” (60), which would be 1961 when he was thirty-two, an age that
can properly be regarded as “young man.” Long before meeting him on the
stage, we learn from Michael’s opening narration that Uncle Jack the friar
would die soon after he came back home from Africa. Later, we also learn
that Michael’s mother lived a dreadful life spending the rest of her life as a
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laborer in the knitting factory which had previously taken away Agnes and
Rose’s domestic work, and that Kate got a meager job as tutor of a local
family.
As for Michael himself, “when my time came to go away, in the selfish
way of young men I was happy to escape” (71). However, we are not told
what has become of him since he left home. Although the nostalgic tone of
the narration gives the impression that he remembers his leaving home as
having taken place a long time ago, it is not so. Michael was a young man
when he left home and is still a young man when he narrates his memory.

—

There exists a huge void between the Michael of 1961 the time of

—

—

remembering and the Michael of 1990 the time of the play enacted. The
Michael of 1990 has no existence in relation to what happened to him up
until 1961. In other words, Michael is profoundly alienated from his past self
and has nothing to say about it.
It is not just that we don’t know anything about Michael in 1990. If we
understand Michael as a stand-in for Friel, we become able to know what he
has been doing all these years. The Michael qua Friel of 1990 is the one
who is just back to the south from the north, having grappled with the
Northern question through a series of plays from The Freedom of the City in
the 1970s to the Field Day plays such as Translations and Making History in
the 1980s. And he finds the south completely uninterested in or incapable of
coming up with possible solutions to the tragedy of the divided nation. Friel
finds himself an alien to both the north and the south in 1990: he is an alien
and exile at home.
The only way for the old Michael to retrieve his memory of the south
from social amnesia is by creating another persona for him: the young man
who narrates the story. Michael thus alienates himself and finds his alienated
self in the narrator, who in turn finds himself alienated from his still younger
self: as we have seen, Friel makes sure in his stage direction that “No
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dialogue with the BOY MICHAEL must ever be addressed to adult
MICHAEL, the narrator” (7), even though it is Michael the narrator’s voice
that is spoken in dialogues with other characters. Michael in 1990 is doubly
alienated from the seven year-old Michael remembered in the play.
Therefore, it is rather curious to hear from such an astute critic as Declan
Kiberd that
The narrating Michael, from the retrospect of the swinging 1960s, wishes to
rush the story he tells onto fast-forward, while the five aunts whose farm
life of 1936 he describes, struggle to prolong their moment, to slow down
the reel, to make their sweet but doomed world last just a little bit longer.
(277)

For Kiberd, Michael the narrator represents that recklessly exuberant young
generation of the 1960s’ Europe whereas the generation of his aunts signifies
the dying breed of tradition bearers. Kiberd’s is rather an interesting but
unlikely proposition. It is difficult to find the textual evidence indicating that
Michael belongs to “the swinging 1960s.” Nor is it any more convincing to

—

see the Mundy women as the reservoir of the fading tradition in what sense
is their “doomed world” also “sweet”? Not only does Kiberd repeat the much
cliched tension between modernity and tradition which in the play supposedly
takes on the role of carrying the drama forward, but he entirely ignores the
dramatic conceit Friel embeds in the ambiguous status in which the narrating
Michael is placed between the past Michael (1936) and the present Michael
(1990).
Dancing at Lughnasa is a tragedy because there is little available for
Michael to overcome his self-alienation and reconcile his past and present.
The only socially available means that may enable him to mediate the past
and the present is history especially in its institutionalized form. However, his
memory, instead of being supported and ascertained, is contradicted by
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historical evidence, just as Gar’s memory of the fishing trip was in
Philadelphia, Here I Come! However, Friel doesn’t want Michael to repeat
Gar’s frustration. By freeing Michael from the burden of the present which is
nothing more than the sum of accumulated past facts by history, Friel tries to
open up the possibility of remembering, retrieving and recuperating the past
in memory alone.
However, memory’s self-referentiality is a deceptive and misguided idea.
It is deceptive in that “Memory is never shaped in a vacuum; the motives of
memory are never pure” (Young, Texture 2). Also, there is danger that
autobiographical memory can be trapped in solipsism unless it is buttressed
and authenticated by the dialectical process “through which personal memory
becomes

collectivized

and

collective

memory

is

instantiated

through

autobiographical recollection” (Kenny 420). Political action can be one such
process and historical memory another. Unfortunately, the fractured history
and the political impasse that Ireland has suffered don’t offer any prospect for
such processes to materialize.
The unbridgeable distance between Michael’s past and present selves
precisely reflects the irreconcilable rift that exists between the south and the
north. Michael’s southern clock stops at 1961 (or around that year). Michael’s
history ends there, so does de Valera’s homogeneous Ireland. Also gone are
anxious hopes for and nervous possibilities of an independent united Ireland.
For Friel who was born into a nationalist Catholic family and grew up in a
border town, de Valera represented his own fervent hope for an independent

—

and united Ireland Friel in 1968 admitted that “[t]here was a period in my
life when I was a violent Nationalist, an Irish Nationalist” (Delaney 62).
To Friel’s great despair, however, de Valera’s Ireland only turned out to
be “a twenty-six-county state with thirty-two-county pretensions” (Foster 537).
Friel’s subsequent endeavor to grapple with the Northern question,
symbolically as well as literally, moved his artistic base from Dublin to
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Derry, from the Abbey to Field Day. Now back at the Abbey, Friel finds the
Republic of Ireland as it has always been: the self-proclaimed eternal home
of a true Irish without knowing or endeavoring to find out what that Irish
identity might consist in and of.
From now on, therefore, history is no more. Michael’s personal time
collapses past and present into fragments of memory precariously hung

—

together by a fleeting glimpse of his experience what he saw, what he
heard, what he felt. Or in Walter Benjamin’s famous words, “[t]he past can
be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be
recognized and is never seen again” (255). However, when emptied of
historical timing and shaping, all that remains in Michael’s memory is a
series of vague impressions preserved in his consciousness. Scott Boltwood
picks up on this and argues that “Friel’s attempt [in Dancing at Lughnasa] to
liberate Benjamin’s Angel of History fails” (174) because in the play, there is
no present to illuminate the past, the present by which “every image of the
past” is recognized without “disappear[ing] irretrievably” (Benjamin 255). The
end-result of the missing present in the play, according to Boltwood, is that
“instead of illuminating the present, the drama declines into the sentimentality
of its ending” (174). By arresting time and freezing Michael’s narrative in the
time of the two aunts’ deaths, Friel eradicates the present. Thus, Michael’s
intangible memory, just like music, impresses but fails to render any meaning:
what is so strange about that memory is that everybody seems to be
floating on those sweet sounds, moving rhythmically, languorously, in

—

complete isolation.... 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 language no longer existed because words were no longer
necessary... (Dancing 71)
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The all-pervasive nostalgic sentiment, however misplaced, makes the play all
the more poignant an experience, just like music floating by from afar and
dimly heard.
Boltwood is certainly right to argue that personal memory needs to be
vindicated by something larger than the individual. However, he believes that
only history can offer the present by which the past can be illuminated and
personal memory authenticated. What he fails to see is that the present itself
is the accumulation of past facts and with the acceleration of history’s

—

—

conquest of time these days yesterday becomes history! the radical
distinction between past and present begins to collapse. Also, Boltwood
misses the fact that dramatic performance offers one social, communal process

—drama

—

is essentially a ritual by which personal memory becomes

collectivized and collective memory is instantiated. History comes into being
when people are no longer able to live in memory. They need written
documents to remember the past. However, history keeps its existence by
accelerating itself, that is, by absorbing every instant past and instantly
erasing space for memory. To recuperate memory which has been usurped by
history, it is necessary to revive the oral tradition which has long been
replaced by written literature. The opposition between orality and literacy can
be overcome by dramatic performance, into which orality and literacy are
combined and speech and writing are married.

III
Memory is a precarious thing, as difficult to hold on to as Michael the
boy’s kites. In the play, the boy is always working on his kites. The irony is
that we see only the kites and not the boy. Without Michael’s hands, the
kites cannot fly. Furthermore, Michael is not making one but two kites,
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which signifies that memory, instead of being singular and unified, is multiple
and fragmentary: Michael’s narrative is framed at both ends by the same line:
“When I cast my mind back to that summer of 1936 different kinds of
memories offer themselves to me” (1; 71). The kites then represent memory’s
precarious and unstable relation with the very person who recollects it.
Nevertheless,

we all

share the need and desire to get

some

self-ingratiating hold upon our memory, however random and contradictory in
form it may come back to us. Memory can be true or false or, in Heaney’s
words, “the guide” or “the misguider”: “False memory sends the quester into
the land of self-deception, into the limbo of meaningless invention; but true
memory gives access to the dancing place, the point of eternal renewal and
confident departure” (240). In the end, the truth of our memory of what we
experience is not an evidential one, but has to be authenticated by our own
story-telling: everyone has a story to tell and needs to tell it. In Heaney’s
appreciative words, “By telling his fable and his truth, he [Friel] has given
his audience access to their own possibilities and reminded them also of their
limitations” (240). By telling it the most personal way and elevating it to the
dramatic level, Friel imbues his story with universal significance and validity
in the sense that our own stories are all worthy of telling.
Not all our stories make into literature, of course, because not everyone is
endowed with the imagination and narrative skill to tell good stories. But our
lives are all potentially good stories or good materials for those literary
alchemists who can spin out great drama out of them. We owe them for
enriching our lives and experiences and they owe us for providing those
experiences. That is why we value arts and literature. Also, we can at least
become aware, as Friel is at pains to show in Dancing at Lughnasa, the
danger of assimilating our life experiences to historical thinking, of
historicizing our stories and rendering them anonymous and ultimately
alienating. Once we begin to historicize our life experiences, history robs us
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of our rightful claim to them and we are forgotten by history.
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