한국예이츠저널

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14354/yjk.1998.9.95



Vol. 9 (1998) 95113
the lowest form of symbiosis:
deadbeat friendships in yeats, gregory,
synge, beckett

John Cussen (The University of Maryland-Asian Division)
The following half-paper appears as it was delivered at the Biennial
Conference of the English Language and Literature Association of Korea,
Kyongju, January 27, 1999. The paper’s second half will appear in the
next issue of the Yeats Journal of Korea.

This paper looks at four plays infrequently included in the list of
Godot’s theatrical antecedents: two by Yeats (On Baile’s Strand [1904] and
The Cat and the Moon [1926]) and one each by Synge (The Well of the
Saints [1905]) and Lady Gregory (The Workhouse Ward [1908]). Like
Godot, these four dramas feature pairs of destitutes, living together on the
margins of the social and financial mainstream, and surviving by virtue of
the lowest form of symbiosis. The chief benefit that comes of associating
Godot with the prior plays is the uncovering of the less estimable features
of Didi’s and Gogo’s friendship. Though Godot’s tramps are most often
remembered for their embraces and fidelity, looked at in the context of
these plays, they are also seen to be manipulative, exploitative,
self-serving, righteous, complacent, rivalrous, skilled at comeuppance, and
jealous each of his perquisites. Their alliance has some cute features one
of the pair presumes he is smart (Didi), while the other plays the fool

―

96

John Cussen

―

―

(Gogo) but the partnership is also like a deadly conspiracy of thieves
committed and trustworthy while the game is good, but also
forward-looking, to the inevitable day of reckoning when the last-ditch
plan of each is to betray his buddy. The prevailing Godot scholarship has
insufficiently noticed that these wiles are Didi’s and Gogo’s primary
relationship tactics and that they might have learned them from the Fool
and the Blind Man of Strand, from the Blind Man and the Lame Man of
Cat, from the Douls of Well, or from the paupers of Workhouse.
Of course, to cluster these four plays and to claim their connection to
Godot is to some degree to imagine the paired set of deadbeats as a
continuous motif in Irish literature. This paper does not wish to make
that large claim, though the resemblances between these tandems and
several other down-at-heels Irish literary duos is striking. Lynskey and
Bowes of “The Weaver’s Grave,” Corley and Lenehan of “Two Gallants,”
O’Boyle and Joxer of “Juno and the Paycock,” even Daedalus and Mulligan
of Ulysses come to mind. More important than establishing the continuity
of a motif, however, are the plays themselves and the insights that result
when light casts forwards and backwards from turn-of-the-century to
mid-century Irish theater. Early and mid-century, both are seen more
clearly in the other’s light. Though it would seem, for instance, that
physical disability in the Yeats and Synge plays and destitution in the
Gregory play destine the characters for one another and make necessary
their alliances, it turns out that their partnerships are no more required
than Didi’s and Gogo’s, which is gratuitous in pretence yet co-dependent
in practice. And what about the voluntariness of Didi’s and Gogo’s
relationship, so often contrasted with the master-slave contract that binds
Pozzo and Lucky together (Williams 75)? Does the fact that Didi and Gogo
choose one another make theirs a better relationship? If the answer comes
from the consensus of Beckett scholarship, the response is more or less
yes. On the other hand, if the answer is based on the thinking that drives
Synge’s The Well of the Saints, the answer is more complicated. In that
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play, a blind couple, at first cured of their blindness, choose to regress
into the disability that makes necessary their marriage rather than face
the societal challenges of the sighted. Their move alerts us that all
relationships, even Didi’s and Gogo’s, are a mix of motives high and low.
Similarly, if the tramp’s fidelity to one another were to be evaluated by
a woman like Lady Gregory (or, at least, by the censorious version of the
Coole widow who wrote The Workhouse Ward), we might expect an even
harsher judgment. In her play about two poorhouse pals, one turns down
a better life offered to him by a woman in order to stay with his
companion. At the play’s end, the sinking-together, bachelor buddies are
lastly pictured as two grown men hurling epithets and pillows at one
another from adjacent workhouse beds. The scene is as cutting an
indictment of Irish male ineffectuality as can be found in Irish drama, not
excluding O’Casey’s scathing report in Juno and the Paycock (1924). In
Lady Gregory’s matriarchal view, it would seem, the indigent males’ high
crime (Didi’s and Gogo’s as well as the wards’) is that they are not
married. And she would not be the only Irish woman to say so. In fact, to
see Godot in the light of Lady Gregory’s play is to see it in the context of
a lively and long-lived quarrel in Ireland that between the country’s
inordinately large bachelor and old-maid populations, and WHO’S TO
BLAME? Lastly, though Beckett’s work is widely perceived to be a play
without a plot “no plot, no climax, no denouement, no beginning, no
middle, no end,” writes Kenneth Tynan (63) the comparison with the
earlier pieces discovers in Godot the threat of at least one climax, the
dissolution of Didi’s and Gogo’s partnership. Beckett hints at disaster
up-script for the length of his play, but, in the end, the near-fatal moment
is farcically reached and averted when Estragon’s belt proves too flimsy for
hanging. In plays by Yeats, Gregory and Synge, on the other hand, the
moment of separation is both reached and breached. For what these plays
teach about Didi’s and Gogo’s steadfast relationship and its ineffectually
approached severence, Godot needs to be read in their context.
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William Butler Yeats, “On Baile’s Strand” (1904)
Life drifts between a fool and a blind man
To the end, and nobody can know his end.
First Woman, On Baile’s Strand

―

Yeats’s On Baile’s Strand went through numerous revisions and a
writing process that involved several years (1902-1906) before he arrived at
the finished product whose most remakable dramaturgical feature is a
perceptual frame involving a Fool and a Blind Man (added to the play in
1904). The larger interior story purports to retell the legend of Cuchulain’s
slaying of his son Connla, a boy fathered years before the play’s action
with the enemy queen Aoife. The original Book of Leinster legend is fairly
straightforward: The boy comes as an invading enemy; Cuchulain
recognizes him but makes the hard decision to slay him for the sake of
the tribe. Yeats, however, makes several changes in the story. Preoccupied
as always by what he perceived to be the inevitable societal struggle
between a great mans’ need for license and the majority’s need for
conformity, he subordinates the play about son-killing to a political
struggle between Cuchulain and High King Conchubar. In the first half of
the drama, the superior man Cuchulain balks at taking an oath of
obedience urged on him by the High King. For Cuchulain, the issues are
freedom and virility, which he feels will be curtailed if he submits. For
Conchubar, however, the issues are history and the preservation of the
kingdom. The warrior era is over; the epoch of law and order is about to
begin. After much balking, Cuchulain capitulates. In the play’s second
half, his good faith in taking the oath is tested by the High King’s
demand that he kill an enemy warrior, Cuchulain’s own son. Again, after
vigorous resistance, the hero abruptly consents to the king’s wishes. Thus,
on the same day, he twice stymies his passionate, heroic self in order to
accomodate reason and civil order. As the play is conventionally
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interpreted, Cuchulain’s submission is tragic, not only because it results
in the death of his son, but also because “he is false to himself and the
tradition of heroic honour which he represents” (Taylor 72). To the extent
that On Baile’s Strand can be read as a parable, Yeats seems to want to
say that a great man does well if he doesn’t go down easily before
society’s pressures, but that eventually, tragically, he will succumb. In the
play’s last scene, Cuchulain charges out to fight the sea, his bigger-thanlife though futile response to the frustration he feels.
The Fool and the Blind Man witness these events from a kind of
filched space. When the play begins, they have stolen into the assembly
house, left empty because Cuchulain and the lesser kings have gone down
to the sea to meet Conchubar. They carry a chicken, also stolen, which
they hope to cook on the hearth. While the bird cooks, the Blind Man
tells the Fool what he knows of the day’s main event the oath of fealty
that Conchubar plans to require of Cuchulain and of the approach of the
Young Warrior. As accords with his character (later in the play, Cuchulain
shall call the Blind Man “old listener at doors” [30]), the Blind Man has
come by this latter knowledge by stealthy means. While the Fool was
stealing the chicken, the Blind Man lay in a hole and overheard the
speech of three soldiers routed in the Young Warrior’s initial fight. The
Blind Man rightly adduces that the invader is Aoife’s son and that he has
come to kill Cuchulain. Lastly, the Blind Man knows that the boy is
Cuchulain’s son, a fact withheld from Cuchulain himself, but this
information he withholds as unspeakable: “I know who the young man’s
father is, but I won’t say. Ah, Fool, you would forget everything if you
could no who the young man’s father is” (16). Thus, the Blind Man
becomes the repository of the play’s deadliest truth.
The Blind Man and Fool serve other dramaturgical purposes also. Like
the gravediggers and footsoldiers in so many of Shakespeare’s plays, they
are low caste passersby, who, having no significant drama of their own to
debate, talk about the problems of their betters and, in doing so, lay out
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the story’s background material to the audience. Also, like a Greek chorus,
they chant horror, fear and awe at the appropriate moments. More
important than these functional roles, however, the pair stand as antiheroic simulacrums of the play’s main figures, Cuchulain and Conchubar
the Blind Man representing the High King’s manipulativeness and
cunning, the Fool epitomizing the hero’s ingenuousness and undisciplined
sexual energy. Their collusive interplay, moreover, points up in a darkly
comic way the seething dependency of opposites which characterizes the
Cuchulain-Conchubar relationship. For though the two kings debate and
take opposing views on all of the play’s major issues, the richer truth is
that they need one another. “I need your might of hand and burning
heart,” pleads Conchubar. “And you my wisdom” (20). As unlikely as the
kings’ alliance may seem, it will be achieved and built along the same
resentful and manipulative lines as the Fool’s and the Blind Man’s.
My thesis here is this: just as in their role as dummy shadows to
their play’s protagonists, the Fool and Blind Man bring out the more
complicated aspects of Cuchulain’s and Conchubar’s alliance, so too, if we
grant them the status of forebears of the Godot pair, their sinister
partnership casts light on the darker nuances of Didi’s and Gogo’s
friendship. What most strikingly becomes clear is that like the burgler
tandem of Yeats’s play, Didi and Gogo operate by the rules of a thieves’
conspiracy. Each looks forward to the inevitable day when the game will
be up and his best chance will be to turn in his partner. Neither plans to
go down for/with his friend. However, before I spell out the telling
likenesses between the two alliances, I need to acknowledge (and partially
set aside) the three obvious scholarly objections to my pursuit: Namely,
other than my arbitrary wish to pull these two plays together, there is
little justification for doing so. 1.) Strand is not normally recognized as a
source work within Beckett’s purview as he wrote Godot. 2.) Yeats’s play
is a tragedy; Beckett’s a farce. And 3.) Yeats wrote about the cruelties of
society; Beckett about surviving in absurdity.

―
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First, the traceable connection between the two plays is indirect, but
three-pronged. Scholarship generally points to The Cat and the Moon
(1926) as the Yeats play most like Godot. It’s protagonists are two beggars
one blind, the other lame (like boot-troubled Gogo?); and a tree marks
the play’s set, though it is not so prominent as Godot’s. Widely
acknowledged as precursors to the Cat and Moon beggars, Strand’s Fool
and Blind Man are thereby grandfathers to Godot’s beggars. Secondly,
when Beckett himself was asked about his Irish dramatic influences, he
offered to James Knowlson the information that the Irish dramas most
vivid in his memory were several of O’Casey’s plays, Yeats’s plays
(especially, the Sophocles “versions”), “most” productions of Synge in the
1920’s, and two plays by Lennox Robinson. Yeats scholars have generally
interpreted this to mean that Beckett was aware that the symbolic and
ritual qualities of his dramas were effects previously practiced by Yeats.
Lastly, we must take into account Beckett’s answer to the question about
his favorite Irish dramatic works: “What I would do is give the whole
upsettable applecart for a sup of ‘Hawk's Well,’ or ‘the Saints,’ or a whiff
of Juno, to go no further” (Knowlson 23). In naming the three plays that
loomed largest in his consciousness, then, Beckett included one by Yeats,
The Hawk’s Well which is not surprising, given that it may be likened to
Godot thematically. The Hawk’s Well focuses on an old man who has
wasted his life “waiting” in vain for a fountain of youth to fill. Those are
the traceable historical connections between Godot and the plays of W.B.
Yeats. The second and third objections to bringing these two plays
together can be more convincingly as well as more pertinently overcome.
It’s not true that Strand is solely tragic nor solely concentrated on society.
The play’s heroic tragedy incorporates an important anti-heroic, farcical
element, the darkly comic interaction of the Fool and the Blind Man,
which plays itself out, not within the confines of society, but in a
surrounding and simultaneous chaos. If Yeats’s larger intuition told him
that mankind works out her dramas within society, his second thought
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insisted that the primordial absurd was no less a psychic combat zone.
Consequently, as he rewrote Strand, he created a Fool and a Blind Man
and set them down in a dramaturgical space called the frame, a kind of
no-plot zone where characters need not be involved in an orderly action,
where goals higher than survival are not required, where there are no laws
and nothing to depend on save one another. In other words, Yeats’s two
burglars exist on a landscape and in a psychic zone anticapatory of Didi’s
and Gogo’s. When the Fool and the Blind Man slip on to Yeats’s stage,
they come in from the universal wilds, which, if Cuchulain’s and
Conchubar’s world may be presumed to be barbaric, must be shockingly
chaotic. Didi’s and Gogo’s purgatorial nowhere, of course, is the very same
place. Save for a country road, a barren tree, a mound, and a ditch (if
Gogo’s report of his sleeping place is to be trusted), it is unrelievedly
barren. Furthermore, if Gogo’s storytelling can be granted credence,
Beckett’s hobos, like Yeats’s Fool and Blind Man, live in a dangerous
world, where an unidentified “they,” in large numbers, beat the innocents
who sleep in ditches. Not so frightening but also telling: in the regions of
Godot, boots left untended are swiped (again, if Gogo can be trusted).
Clearly, then, both plays stake themselves out in perilous territory, where
the best hope of the weak is that they stick together. On the Yeats side of
the equation, it strikes us that his theme is chaos, no less than Beckett’s.
Although we will take up a full discussion of The Cat and the Moon
later, it’s worth noting here that this later Yeats play also takes place in a
representational badlands a land where beggars give misleading directions
to strangers (Cat 296) and a territory so lacking in pity that the most
preyed upon are the blind. “Your own goods keep going from you because
you are blind,” (Cat 298) says the lame beggar to his sightless friend. The
invalid can say so with assurance because he himself is the thief. It’s an
appalling image the lame beggar stealing from the blind man who carries
him on his shoulders , and it is the reason this treacherous pair best
epitomize the me-first symbiosis which reigns among all these duos.
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However, they are not alone in their thievery. In Workhouse, the wards
recall having stolen from one another in the days when they had anything
to steal, and in Strand, the Fool and Blind Man are burglers of necessity,
driven to it by an unfortunate confluence of inclination and societal
rejection. The two come into the play as interlopers carrying a stolen
chicken; the Blind Man spends the day looking for an opportunity to eat
the bird that he ought by rights to share with the Fool; and, lastly, most
horrifically, when the play’s and the universe’s eyes are transfixed by
Cuchulain’s tragedy, the Blind Man urges the Fool into the unguarded
houses. “There will be nobody in the houses. Come this way; come
quickly! The ovens will be full. We will put our hands into the ovens”
(Strand 32). In the eyes of some commentators, more terrifying than
Cuchulain’s tragic slaying of his son is the blind man at the margins of
the world with no law other than expediency to guide him and no
sentiment higher than rapaciousness (Flannery 423).
Thus, half the reward of drawing these admittedly dissimilar plays
together: the recognition of Yeats’s thematic focus on chaos, a human
condition as well as a place, often thought to be Beckett’s exxclusive
domain. The other half of the reward is a rather startling insight into
Godot that Didi and Gogo may very well be thieves, or, if it cannot be
absolutely proven that they are a pair of angelic-looking muggers or
pickpockets, nevertheless and more importantly, the hint is strong that the
unstated arrangement which binds them is not “charity” (Times Literary
Supplement 84), but the conspiracy of thieves contract. Given the
desperation of their circumstances and the barrenness of their
surroundings, it should not surprise us that they would be robbers of
some sort. A similar situation has driven the Fool and the Blind Man of
Strand to monster survivalism, which scholarship and audiences quake in
front of. Perhaps because of their bowler hats and ingratiating civilities,
it’s assumed that Didi and Gogo are honorable and that the carrots that
come out of Didi’s pocket have been paid for. Yet, the text itself hints of
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robbery. Vladimir’s preoccupation about the Biblical track record of thieves
getting into heaven, for instance, suggests his identification with people in
that sinful category. Why, we ask, would he be so fixed on the salvation
ratio of thieves if he weren’t one himself? It’s undeniable, moreover, that
Didi and Gogo are interlopers. When Pozzo enters the stage and refers to
the land as his, the tramps, instead of defending their presence, act as if
they have been caught red-handed. Even more tellingly, later in the play,
when the pair comes across the blinded Pozzo, writhing on the ground
and pleading to be helped up, their first thoughts are not those of Good
Samaritans but of robbers: Estragon: We should ask him for the bone
first. Then if he refuses we’ll leave him there.
Vladimir: You mean we have him at our mercy?
Estragon: Yes.
Vladimir: And that we should subordinate our good offices to certain
conditions?
Estragon: What?
Vladimir: That seems intelligent all right (456).

The spirit of farce that controls this section of the play and the
euphemistic language employed by Vladimir in laying out his play
undercuts the seriousness of their intentions; nevertheless, if one is
disposed to think of them as robbers, the leap to the conclusion that they
mean what they say is a short one. Certainly, that’s Pozzo’s suspicion. He
experiences the long delay in their reaching out to help him as the torture
of extortionists. As a result, when they finally do pick him up and have
him in their grips between them, he asks nervously, “You are not
highwaymen?” (464). Gogo’s answer to the blind man is clever, though
decidedly not forthcoming, “Do we look like highwaymen?” (464) In the
end, of course, Didi and Gogo do pick Pozzo up and send him and his
servant on their way unmolested. Moreover, because the rest of the text
does not specifically tell of their robbing anyone or anything, it’s

the lowest form of symbiosis

105

impossible to paste the label thief on either Didi or Gogo. However,
although the absolute criminal conviction is impossible, other incriminating
information comes to light during the investigation. That Didi is a robber
is only one of the suspicions that results from his preoccupation with the
salvation rate of thieves. The other is that he is constantly imagining a
final critical moment when someone is going to get punished, and, like a
thief in the classic conspiracy of thieves, he hopes that his partner gets
caught but not him. Or, worse still, in the most extreme of all possible
eventualities, he plans to turn in his partner in exchange for leniency. Of
course, this theory of thieves’ conspiracy flies in the face of all the
wholesome things scholarship imagines of their enduring relationship. “If
they did not cling to each other desperately,” says Gunther Anders in the
name of many of the play’s interpreters, “if they could not rely on the
never ceasing to and fro of their conversation, if they had not their
quarrels, if they did not leave each other or reunite...they would actually
be lost” (86). No! This theory answers. The truth is the opposite. Didi and
Gogo are like any pair of thieves, allied and cooperative while the game is
good, though interiorly each looks ahead to the inevitable moment of
capture when the hand over of the partner becomes the most valuable
bargaining chip.
Their several approaches to simultaneous suicide indicates that such is
their ulterior thinking. Every time they approach the tree, for instance,
each has reasons why the other ought to go first.
Vladimir: Go ahead.
Estragon: After you.
Vladimir: No no, you first.
Estragon: Why me?
Vladimir: You’re lighter than I am.
Estragon: Just so!
Vladimir: I don’t understand.
Estragon: Use your intelligence, can’t you?
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Vladimir: (finally) I remain in the dark.
Estragon: This is how it is. (He reflects) The bough... the bough...
(Angrily.) Use your head, can’t you? Vladimir: You’re
my only hope.
Estragon: (with effort). Gogo light bough not break Gogo dead. Didi
heavy bough break Didi alone. Whereas (381)

―
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The most common way of reading this scene is of two incompetents
stymied by the competing complexities of death and friendship. Another
way, however, and perhaps a more realistic way, is of accomplices,
committed to one another right up until the point of no return, when the
partnership will be immediately dissolved and the object of the game will
be to line up second when the hangman lowers the noose.
The larger play, moreover, seems to delight in this theme of “either my
friend or me.” At the end of the first day, while Gogo nurses his feet, Didi
questions the boy who has come from Mr. Godot. As is his preoccupation,
he wants to know what kind of existence he can look forward to in Mr.
Godot’s kingdom:
Vladimir:
Boy:
Vladimir:
Boy:
Vladimir:
Boy:
Vladimir:
Boy:

Is he good to you?
Yes Sir.
He doesn’t beat you?
No Sir, not me
Whom does he beat?
He beats my brother, Sir.
Ah, you have a brother?
Yes Sir.
.............
Vladimir: And why doesn’t he beat you?
Boy:
I don’t know, Sir.
Vladimir: He must be fond of you.
Boy:
I don’t know, Sir.
............
Vladimir: You’re not unhappy? (The Boy hesitates.) Do you hear me?
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Yes Sir.
Well?
I don’t know, Sir.
You don’t know if you’re unhappy or not?
No Sir.
You’re as bad as myself (424)

Vladimir’s last comment is certainly true. Should Gogo and he get to
the next world, and should Gogo get punished and he not, Vladimir will
not know himself to be unhappy either. So much for their absolute
friendship! Lady Augusta Gregory’s “The Workhouse Ward” (1908)
At the end of Lady Gregory’s The Workhouse Ward, two grown men
hurl epithets and pillows at one another from adjacent poorhouse beds.
The image is as harsh a denunciation of the Irish male animal as one will
find in all of Irish literature. In many ways, Lady Gregory’s Workhouse is
the feminist version of Beckett’s Godot. Seen from a woman’s perspective,
Waiting for Godot is about two good-for-nothing Irish bachelors whose
friendship with one another “is a mistake” (Wilson 67). If the bums were
of any use, they would be married and haggling toward salvation with a
woman rather than talking nonsense to one another; they would be
pulling their weight in society rather than aimlessly tramping. In
Workhouse just such a female attitude is represented by a Margaret
Thatcher look-alike who offers to one of the play’s idlers the chance to
improve himself by abandoning his friend and joining up with her. When
he refuses, she curses both him and his friend as thoroughly as she
knows how, “I will leave you there the same as God left the Jews!” (625)
It’s a curse that Beckett’s bachelors might have gladly heard. For the
license it gives them to do nothing, they rather seem to like waiting.
Transparently, they are a couple who have construed the New Testament
prescription, “The Lord is coming, prepare yourself,” so that it means “The
Lord is coming. Let’s wait for him.” And if someone like the Margaret
Thatcher look-alike of Lady Gregory’s play were to push them even further

108

John Cussen

―

back in the waiting line back as far as the Jews who, because they failed
to recognize the first coming, continue stubbornly to live in the expectation
of something that has already happened (along with the niggling suspicion
that they had missed out on something) that would suit them just fine.
They have one another with whom to wait, and waiting in their play is the
privilege of the innocent.
Clearly, then, the two plays are built along different ethical lines. In
this writer’s opinion, the female perspective that undergirds Workhouse is
built on two premises: that marriage is society’s fundamental contract as
well as the male’s coming-of-age ceremony; the male, consequently, is a
child until he enters into that contract. Lady Gregory’s wards have refused
to enter into the contract; hence, she pictures them as two overgrown
children hurling pillows at one another. Godot’s premises are the exact
opposite: Yes, Beckett’s play admits, marriage is indeed society’s
fundamental contract. But marriage is also man’s undoing, condemning
him to a long life of domesticity and petty trade-offs. Consequently, that
male is shrewdest who can avoid the wedding contract and find a “buddy”
(Williams 75) instead of a wife. The relationship between two buddies is
far simpler than that between man and wife. By the ethic of Godot, Didi
and Gogo are sharper than most males in this one regard that they
haven’t gotten married.
Relatively little Beckett scholarship has picked up on Didi’s and Gogo’s
bachelorhood and their idleness. Of the twenty-five or so articles excerpted
in Gale Publishers’ survey of Godot criticism (Contemporary Literary
Criticism, Vol. 57), only woman scholar Katherine M. Wilson comes down
hard on the fact that in this play “no one does anything to help himself”
(Wilson 67). Predictably, Norman Mailer makes much of the fact I think
too much that Didi and Gogo why Gogo? are blatantly impotent, and
he finds in that impotence both motive force for the play and the
characters (Mailer 70). But the consensus of scholarship seems to let the
vagabonds off the hook in terms of their sex and work motors.
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Presumably, it’s morally enough that they are old and committed to one
another; indeed, more than enough because the relationship is so
humanly real. As Beckett’s first biographer Deidre Bair has pointed out,
they behave like man and wife, specifically like Beckett and his partner
Suzanne Deschevaux-Dumesnil (385). That judgment would be laughable
in Lady Gregory’s view, which seems to hold that a man who is not
working is an impostor and that the link between a man and a woman is
the only adult connection, infinitely more worthy than that between two
cronies. Given that so much scholarship has gone easy on the vagabonds,
her view is bracingly helpful in arriving at an objective estimate of the
characters.
Similarly, scholarship has gently handled her play, overlooking the fact
that in the context of Irish history it seems to be a parable against
bachelorhood. Admittedly, the parable is obscured by the fact that the
woman who comes to rescue the ward is a sister not a wife; nevertheless,
if one has heard of the multitude of the country’s aging bachelors and
maids (a phenomenon demographically remarkable at least through the
mid-1970’s), it’s almost impossible to disconnect her play from the
historical fact and the resultant contention between the parties. The
women, I believe, are the first in the quarrel, accusing their counterparts
of immaturity, lack of ambition, fondness of drink, mother-worship and
abhorrent, unnatural behaviors. The men who bother to defend themselves
usually claim that their best attentions have been spurned. The women
counter that a man ought to buy a car or, at least, shine his shoes,
before knocking on the door. The men next accuse the women of
impossibly high expectations... and so on. If one has heard this argument,
it’s hard to see Lady Gregory’s portrayal of the wards as anything but the
encapsulation of the Irish woman’s complaint about her too-lazy-tobe-amorous male counterpart.
The play, one of Lady Gregory’s many folk farces, features an
impecunious pair of old- bachelors, Michael Miskell and Mike McInerney,
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confined to the local workhouse for failure to meet debts. The day is
Sunday, but instead of joining the community in worship as the other
warders have done, the two Michael’s have stayed in their beds, nursing
their pains and quarreling with one another. The principal subjects of
their debate include which has the greater and more honest pains, which
has fallen from a more respectable past, which has suffered the more
difficult life, which is more to blame for their current misfortune, and,
most importantly, which suffers most by their current yoking. It is an
agreed principle of their long-term relationship that the heaviest feature of
either’s punishment is that it forces him to be bed by jowl with the other.
“Chained I am and tethered I am to a man that is ram-shacking his mind
for lies” (623) [about me].
On the Sunday of the play’s action, the debtors are visited by
McInerney’s widowed sister, who for lack of a husband has come to the
workhouse to claim her brother. She envisions for him a life of domesticity
and small chores. “Sure you could be keeping the fire in, and stirring the
pot with the bit of Indian meal for the hens, and milking the goat...”
(624). At first, McInerney seems to like the plan, jumping from his bed
and reaching for the pants that his sister has offered him. But when
Miskell objects to being left behind with no one to talk to, McInerney
slows in his dressing and asks that his companion be released also. He
pleads that two are better than one, holding up to his sister the pants
that she has just presented him: “Sure if you had an old trouser was full
of holes... wouldn’t you put another in under it that might be as tattered
as itself, and the two of them together would make some sort of a decent
show?” (624) Immediately disinclined to the idea of taking home two men,
Mrs. Donohoe becomes dead set against it when she recognizes the other
warder is their old neighbor Michael Miskell with whom her brother has
been quarreling the whole of his life. McInerney scolds his sister for being
“unnatural and disobliging” (625), and declares that he will not leave the
workhouse without his companion. On her way out, the woman damns
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her brother heroically: “I will leave you there the same as God left the
Jews!” (625) Finally, in the play’s brief denouement, the men go back to
their childish quarreling, made more puerile in its effect by their hurling
pillows and personal belongings at one another.
As collaborator with the extraordinary Yeats, Gregory’s reputation has
long had to overcome the false impression that in all cases she was the
lesser of the partnership. Typically, this play is usually recommended for
superficial virtues: its faithful rendering of Irish peasant dialect and for its
deftly satiric handling of the Irish peasant mind (particularly for exposing
the absurd snobbery that goes on at the lowest levels of Irish society).
However, when juxtaposed with Godot, the play seems strikingly modern.
Like Godot, Workhouse tackles the ontologically complex issues of waiting
and absurdity. It does so, however, in a societal context. Whereas Beckett
assigns his two bums with the absurd task of waiting for Godot on a
barren plane, Gregory found in her own society a penal institution so
counterproductively conceived that it made waiting usually the prisoner’s
equity and his means of earning release a null value. Incarcerated for
failure to pay debts, the prisoner was deprived of his one legitimate means
of possibly dispensing his obligations work. It was an absurd institution,
a purgatory without exit, save in those instances in which a prisoner’s
family intervened on his behalf by paying his debt. That the jail was
misnomered a workhouse is another weird, modern effect employed by the
play.
In a writing culture that recommended distinct names for characters,
Gregory called hers Michael Miskell and Mike McInerney. One is reminded
of the Murphys, Molloys, Morans and Malones that make it impossible to
remember which book is which in the Beckett canon. Beckett’s vagabonds
wear bowler hats and threadbare suits; they are mannerly and patently
educated beyond their status. The play doesn’t say that they have class in
their bloodlines or in their personal histories, yet it’s clear that they have
a touch of it. In fact, no small portion of Godot’s humor derives from the
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dissonance between Didi’s and Gogo’s actual condition and the airs they
don’t seem to be affecting. Similarly, Lady Gregory’s deadbeats find
themselves in circumstances beneath those into which they were
presumably born. The humor, however, is oppositely created, deriving from
the dissonance between the wards’ situation and their obvious affectations.
Both plays work the impotence theme: Didi forgets to keep his zipper
shut; the wards live like children in their beds.
There are also, however, several significant differences between the two
plays. Beckett’s touch is light, his characters affecting despite their
rascality. By and large, in the struggle between man and futility, audiences
have been glad that Didi and Gogo represented us. Lady Gregory’s humor,
on the other hand, is mordant, brilliant and relentless. She seizes every
opportunity to snuff out the virility of her characters. The title of the play
itself, calling the protagonists wards, is an insult to their self-dependence.
One would have to go far in Irish literature to find an adult pair as
shockingly useless. Beckett’s play’s attitude is that the pathetic
protagonists do no harm to anyone, just as they do no harm to one
another in their failed suicide. Gregory’s play probably envisions two old
maids who never had a chance because these two misfits never grew up.
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