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Abstract: This paper discusses Yeats’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan and in part Riders to
the Sea to compare Yeats and Synge from a dual perspective: one is to investigate
what may have been going on in Yeats’s mind in relation with the political Maud
Gonne. Though Yeats claims that this play has originated in his dream, in view of
his infatuation with Maud Gonne the play sounds inclined to politics, in spite of
himself. In this situation, the main character Cathleen, this paper claims, must be a
double identification of a Maud Gonne-Yeats-Cathleen. The latter part of the paper
analyzes the art of Yeats in this play: the early use of singing is the beginning of
the use of choruses in later plays, and there’s a possible adaptation of Shakespeare in
the singing of the old woman. To Yeats, this play seems to be the earliest work
Yeats regards as a very good piece; the writer claims it is a masterpiece, despite the
claim that it is a co-work of Yeats and Lady Gregory.
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제목: 캐스린 니 훌리한 에서의 예이츠의 마음과 기교 그리고 레이디 그레고리와
존싱
우리말 요약: 본 논문은 캐스린 니 훌리한 을 논의하며 부분적으로는 예이츠와 싱을
비교하기 위해 바다로 가는 기사들 을 논의하는데, 두 가지 관점이 있다. 하나는 정치
적으로 활발한 모드 곤과의 관계를 맺고 있는 예이츠의 마음에 무엇이 있나 관찰하는
것이다. 예이츠는 이 극이 꿈을 꾸고 쓴 것이라고 주장하지만, 모드 곤에게 현혹되어
있던 점을 감안하면 이 극이 자신도 모르게 정치적 경향을 띄게 된 것이라고 필자는
* This work was supported by the National Research Foundation of Korea Grant funded by the
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주장한다. 이런 점에서, 이 논문은, 주인공 캐스린은 모드 곤, 예이츠가 투사된 이중적
동일화의 산물이라 주장한다. 논문의 후반부는 이 극의 기교를 분석한다. 초기의 노래
의 사용은 나중에 여러 작품에서 코러스의 사용으로 발전한다. 그리고 이 노래에는 셰
익스피어의 시를 번안한 점도 보인다. 예이츠는 이 극이 아주 좋은 것으로 간주하는
것 같다. 필자의 판단으로는 일부 이 극이 예이츠와 레이디 그레고리의 합작이라고 주
장하지만, 이 극이 이와 달리 예이츠의 초기의 최고의 작품으로 평가한다.
주제어: 예이츠, 레이디 그레고리, 존 싱, 캐스린 니 훌리한, 당나귀를 타고 바다로 나
간 이들
저자: 이보라는 제주대학교 영어영문학과 부교수이다. 그녀의 전문분야는 르네상스와
현대/당대 희곡이며 셰익스피어와 예이츠의 희곡을 집중 연구하고 있다.
____________________________________

I

W.

B. Yeats (1865-1939), Lady Gregory (1852-1932), and John Synge

(1872-1909) go together in the history of the Irish Literary Revival, who
paved the way for Irish literature to lead world literatures; and without them
global attention may not have been drawn as much to Irish literature. The
apprentice Yeats could write such an early masterpiece as Cathleen Ni
Houlihan, a one-act play with so marvelous a dramatic form, in such a
beautiful dialect; Lady Gregory was behind it.
In December 1923 Yeats became the recipient of the Nobel Prize in
literature; in his acceptance speech delivered to the Royal Academy of
Sweden, Yeats begins:
I have chosen as my theme the Irish Dramatic Movement, because when I
remember the great honour that you have conferred upon me, I cannot
forget many known and unknown persons. Perhaps the English committee
would never have sent you my name if I had written no plays, no dramatic
criticism, if my lyric poetry had not a quality of speech practised upon the
stage, perhaps even—though this could be no portion of their deliberate
thought—if it were not in some degree the symbol of a movement. I wish
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to tell the Royal Academy of Sweden of the labours, triumphs and troubles
of my fellow workers. (Au 378)

Of many of his fellow workers, Yeats mentions Lady Gregory and John
Millington Synge in an impressive way, closing his speech:
But certainly I have said enough to make you understand why, when I
received from the hands of your King the great honour your Academy has
conferred upon me, I felt that a young man’s ghost [Synge who died young
at the age of 37] should have stood upon one side of me and at the other a
living woman [Lady Gregory, 71] sinking into the infirmity of age. (Au 387)

Yeats further talks about how he and Lady Gregory have come to work together:
But the great mass of our people, accustomed to interminable political
speeches, read little, and so from the very start we felt that we must have
a theatre of our own.... They were empty buildings hired by the English
travelling companies, and we wanted Irish plays and Irish players. When we
thought of these plays we thought of everything that was romantic and
poetical, because the nationalism we had called up—the nationalism every
generation had called up in moments of discouragement—was romantic and
poetical. It was not, however, until I met in 1896 Lady Gregory, a member
of an old Galway family, who had spent her life between two Galway
houses, the house where she was born, the house into which she married,
that such a theatre became possible.... Though my plays were written
without dialect and in English blank verse, I think she was attracted to our
movement because their subject matter differed but little from the subject
matter of the country stories. (Au 379)

And about Synge, he says:
I had met John Synge in Paris in 1896 [the same year he had met Lady
Gregory]. Somebody had said, “There is an Irishman on the top floor of
your hotel; I will introduce you.” I was very poor, but he was much
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poorer. He belonged to a very old Irish family, and, though a simple
courteous man, remembered it and was haughty and lonely.... I did not,
however, see what was to come when I advised John Synge to go to a
wild island off the Galway coast and study its life because that life “had
never been expressed in literature.”... When he found that wild island he
became happy for the first time, escaping, as he said, “from the nullity of
the rich and the squalor of the poor.” (384)

It is interesting that the two one-act plays, Yeats’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan
and Sygne’s Riders to the Sea, have been published at almost the same time.
But chronologically Yeats’s preceded Synge’s: Yeats published his Cathleen
Ni Houlihan in Samhain in October 1902, but it had already been produced
for the first time on 2 April 1902 in Dublin. Synge’s Riders to the Sea was
published one year later in 1903, and first performed on 25 February 1904
by the Irish National Theatre Society at the Molesworth Hall, Dublin. It
seems possible that Synge must have already read and/or seen Yeats’s
Cathleen Ni Houlihan when he began writing his own play Riders to the Sea.
Yeats’s play’s backdrop is political though he has claimed that the play itself
does not aim at any politics whereas Synge’s background is the Aran Islands
and their tough life in the islands. Both plays deal with the country people
and their life, but in different ways. What is common is that both make use
of their country people’s dialect beautifully. Yeats must have relied on Lady
Gregory for the dialect because he didn’t know it, while Synge studied the
Gaelic language in college and had a sharp ear for musicality in languages—
he played the violin: Synge first had landed on Inishmore, the largest of the
three islands, and when he heard an old man speak the beautiful Gaelic
language there, he decided to go to Inishmaan, the second largest island.
where Gaelic was more widely spoken.
First of all, the reason why I think them similar is that in both plays
Yeats and Synge take an identical attitude to a vision, and the moment the
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persons of both plays see a ghost is climactic. Yeats’s play in fact ends with
a boy’s words when he was asked if he saw an old woman, who has just
spoken with people and left them behind:
I did not, but I saw a young girl, and she had the walk of a queen. (CPl 88)

And in Synge’s play Maurya, the old woman who had lost all the men of
hers to the sea except Bartley, her last son, has gone out to catch up with
and hand Bartley, who rides to the sea to cross it, the bread, and comes
back and says:
I’m after seeing him [Bartley] this day, and he riding and galloping. Bartley
came first on the red mare; and I tried to say ‘God speed you,’ but
something choked the words in my throat. He went by quickly; and, ‘The
blessing of God on you,’ says he, and I could say nothing. I looked up
then, and I crying, at the grey pony, and there was Michael upon it—with
fine clothes on him, and new shoes on his feet. (24)

The audience knows by now that what the old woman has just seen are the
ghosts of Bartley and Michael because both are now dead by drowning
according to the context of the play. When the audience hears Maurya
speaking to herself, they feel compassion for this helpless woman who has
just lost her last son, Bartley. This ghost scene is also at the end of the play
as in Yeats’s.
Second, incidentally the main character in each play is an old woman:
one a legendary woman Cathleen (or Kathleen, a variant spelling of the
woman) and the other the real island woman who has led a brave life despite
the hardships of Nature. If you compare both plays’ language, it is very
different, except that it is dialect. Yeats’s is simple and almost poetic, while
Synge’s is natural yet beautifully graphic and musical.
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Third, the props in both plays are the same: the clothes. Yeats’s Cathleen
Ni Houlihan begins with Peter (husband of Bridget, and father of Patrick,
12), Patrick, and Bridget. I consider this use of the props a masterful,
dramatic stroke in both plays: the wedding clothes of Michael and the wool
stocking that the dead Michael had worn when he drowned. I have already
quoted the beginning above, Bridget undoing a parcel of the wedding clothes
for Michael (incidentally Yeats and Synge call one of their characters Michael
in their play and call the other Cathleen in their play: Synge must have
recalled Yeat’s play unconsciously).
Here’s the part of Synge’s Riders to the Sea:
[CATHLEEN opens the bundle and takes out a bit of a shirt and a
stocking. They look at them eagerly.]
CATHLEEN [In a low voice] The Lord spare us, Nora! Isn’t it a queer
hard thing to say if it’s his they are surely?
NORA I’ll get his shirt off the hook the way we can put the flannel on
the other. [she looks through some clothes hanging in the corner] It’s
not with them, Cathleen, and where it will be?
CATHLEEN I’m thinking Barley put it on in the morning, ...
Give me that and it will do.
[Nora brings it to her and they compare the flannel.]
CATHLEEN It’s the same stuff, Nora; but if it is itself, aren’t there great
rolls of it in the shops of Galway, and isn’t it many another man may
have a shirt of it as well as Michael himself?
NORA [Who has taken up the stocking and counted the stitches, crying
out] It’s Michael, Cathleen, it’s Michael; God spare his soul and what
will herself [Maurya] say when she hear this story, and Bartley on the
sea? (Synge 21-22)

The audience that is watching this scene must feel tense holding their breath
to see if it is really the stocking of Michael who has drowned.
By reading both plays closely, we could see what lies beyond in Yeats’s
and Synge’s career after these plays. Yeats is to turn to poetic drama, which
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he feels freer compared with prose drama, whereas Synge keeps writing plays
in natural and musical prose, which itself sounds like poetry. Despite this
difference, Yeats seems to have regarded Synge as the best of Irish playwrights
in his time.

II
Yeats seems to have thought of Cathleen Ni Houlihan as one of his best
plays though it is one of the earliest plays of his. In his old age Yeats
questions in his poem “The Man and the Echo”:
All that I have said and done,
Now that I am old and ill,
Turns into a question till
I lie awake night after night
And never get the answers right.
Did that play of mine send out
Certain men the English shot?
(CP 393)

This play must be controversial at that time: was it a politically conscious
poem when Yeats wrote it? Whether he intended to make it so, the effect of
the play on the people must be strong enough; on Stephen Gwynn, for
instance: his account of the performance in Irish Times, 1936 is as follows:
The effect of Cathleen Ni Houlihan on me was that I went home asking
myself if such plays should be produced unless one was prepared for
people to go out to shoot and be shot. Yeats was not alone responsible; no
doubt but Lady Gregory had helped him to get the peasant speech so
perfect; but above all Miss Gonne’s impersonation had stirred the audience
as I have never seen another audience stirred. (Jeffares 30)
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And Yeats has also been aware of the danger of such drama as early as 1903:
I am a Nationalist, and certain of my intimate friends have made Irish politics
the business of their lives, and this made certain thoughts habitual with me,
and an accident made these thoughts take fire in such a way that I could give
them dramatic expression. I had a very vivid dream one night, and I made
Cathleen Ni Houlihan out of this dream. But if some external necessity had
forced me to write nothing but drama with an obviously patriotic intention,
instead of letting my work shape itself under the casual impulses of dreams
and daily thoughts, I would have lost, in a short time, the power to write
movingly upon any theme. I could have aroused opinion, but I could not have
touched the heart . . . (my emphasis; Italics 116; Jeffares 31)

But as I have emphasized above, Yeats is the kind of writer who lets his
work shape itself under the casual impulses of dreams and daily thoughts.
And he wrote it on the basis of the vivid dream he had one night. That is,
Yeats did not intend to write a political play, it seems.

III
I would, however, like to pose a question, who is Cathleen in this play?
She is of course the very legendary woman, Cathleen Ni Houlihan, in the
play, which is a clear fact on the surface of the play and in the context of
the play. As Kiho Yun pointed out, the use of mythologies in Yeats’s works
helps speak not only to people in Ireland but also to those outside as they
have been considered to be archetypes of mankind (313). Yeats’s play
Cathleen Ni Houlihan is based on the Kathleen Ni Houlhan myth, in which
there is a necessity of blood sacrifice to free Ireland and those who are
killed are remembered for ever (Kearney 218), as Cathleen in the disguise of
an old woman sings in the play:
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They shall be remembered for ever,
They shall be alive for ever,
They shall be speaking for ever,
The people shall hear them for ever. (CPl 86)

Now that Yeats claims that he’s written this play based on his vivid
dream, we need to further think about the nature of the dream Yeats has had
under the influence of the politically active Maud Gonne. According to
Jung-Mook Yoon, Cathleen can be seen as a reflection of Yeats’s idealization
of her (14). When he wrote this play in 1902, Yeats was 37. Yeats, at about
24, first met Maud Gonne on 30 January 1889, who visited his father, in his
house, and he proposed to her in 1891 and again in 1899. For more than 10
years Yeats has been thinking of marrying Maud Gonne, and one day he has
had a dream and this is the play that he has written out of this dream. And
it seems that Cathleen in the disguise of an old woman is the very image of
Maud Gonne, who demands the sacrifice of young men’s blood in the cause
of Irish independence. Further, by this time, Yeats says he is now used to
Maud Gonne’s life as a fighter for independence, as he has already said in
1903:
I am a Nationalist, and certain of my intimate friends have made Irish
politics the business of their lives, and this made certain thoughts habitual
with me ... (Jeffares 31)

One of the friends must have been Maud Gonne, as in here Yeats uses the
word, intimate. Furthermore, more than 10 years has passed since he felt that
way toward Maud Gonne.
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IV
In order to read Cathleen in Cathleen Ni Houlihan, I would like to apply
a critical term, double identification, a new theory of Teresa de Lauretis, a
film theorist: this term seems to be useful in reading Yeats’s mind in relation
with Maud Gonne and Cathleen, the main character of the play. Double
identification can be defined as such an identification by a female [a male,
Yeats] as when “the female spectator may be understood to identify with the
‘figure of narrative movement’ (usually the active, male protagonist) and ‘the
figure of narrative closure’ (usually the female object of the action/gaze)”
(Pearce 17) In this analysis. instead of a female, a male, ie. Yeats, is to
identify with the “figure of narrative movement,” ie., Cathleen, the alter ego
of Maud Gonne, and with the “figure of narrative closure,” ie. the young
men who will sacrifice themselves for Ireland. As we have understood what
has been quoted above about Yeats’s dream and his awareness of the danger
of the plays of this kind, Yeats is now ready to identify with the female (a
Cathleen-Maud Gonne figure: first an old woman and at the end a young
girl). What we have by now realized is that Yeats and Maud Gonne could
never marry because what they see in each other is the opposite image of an
ideal male/female though they have been attracted to each other. In particular,
Maud Gonne has been unable to decide whenever Yeats has proposed to her,
four times between 1891 and 1901; and she goes to another man, first to
Millevoye, a French editor of La Patrie and then to a soldier Major John
MacBride. Considering this situation, the old woman who in the last part of
the play turns out to be “a young girl” who has “the walk of a queen” is no
other than the image of Maud Gonne. Yeats at this time must be the image
of “being stranded between incommensurable entities” (Pearce 17). That is,
Cathleen is both the images of Maud Gonne and Yeats himself, “being
stranded between incommensurable entities.”
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V
Though it is a one-act play, it is perfect both in language and dramatic
form. It seems to me an earliest masterpiece of Yeats. Though critics point to
the fact that Lady Gregory is the person who has given the persons in the
play the dialect. If you look at the overall structure of the play in general
and at each sentence in particular, it is so fine and poetic a form. That the
persons speak a perfect dialect testifies to what Yeats is as a poet in this
play. The idiomatic form of the dialect seems natural thanks to Lady
Gregory, and she also is a good dramatist. The cooperation between the two
could not last long, and were on their own ways; and Yeats is to go back to
poetic drama, as we see that he has struggled for a long time, making many
versions of a play, say, as in the case of The Shadowy Waters, in poetic
and/or prose forms.
In the same context I pay attention to Yeats’s choice of some key words
and wordings in the play. As it is a one-act play, for Yeats all that go into
the play should count toward the maximum dramatic effect. As Yeats uses
mythology in poetry for a maximum effect and for a context, here in this
play he uses the mythology and history of Ireland: the use of such a word as
“hurling” in “Peter. It might be a hurling1)” when Peter’s son is wondering
“what they are cheering about” (CPl 75). To look into how Yeats begins
with the use of history, let’s look at the opening scene:
Interior of a cottage close to Killala, in 1798. Bridget is standing at a
table undoing a parcel. Peter is sitting at one side of the fire, Patrick at
the door.
Peter. What is that sound I hear?
Patrick. I don’t hear anything. [He listens.] I hear it now. It’s like cheering.
[He goes to the window and looks out.] I wonder what they are
cheering about. I don’t see anybody.
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Peter. There’s no hurling to-day. It must be down in the town the cheering is.
Bridget. I suppose the boys must be having some sport of their own. Come
over here, Peter, and look at Michael’s wedding clothes.
Peter [shifts his chair to table]. Those are grand clothes, indeed.
Bridget. You hadn’t clothes like that when you married me, and not coat to
put on of a Sunday more than any other day. (CPl 75)

Cathleen Ni Houlihan is set in a specific time and place: “Interior of a
cottage close to Killala, in 1798.” That is the present references to the past2).
This skillful cross-referencing deepens and intensifies what is to happen in the
play by contextualizing it, which grabs the audience’s immediate attention. At
the outset the stage direction sets the time and place of the play in Killala
and in 1798. The year the play is performed is in 1902. This contextualizing
makes this play controversial.
Second, Yeats makes the old woman use such words as “strangers” and
“four beautiful green fields”:
Bridget. What was it put you wandering?
Old Woman. Too many strangers in the house.
Bridget. Indeed you look as if you’d had your share of trouble.
Old Woman. I have had trouble indeed.
Bridget. What was it put the trouble on you?
Old Woman. My land that was taken from me.
Peter. Was it much land they took from you?
Old Woman. My four beautiful green fields.
. . . . .. . . . . .. . . . . .. . . . . .. . . .
Peter [to Old Woman]. Did you hear a noise of cheering, and you coming
up the hill?
Old Woman. I thought I heard the noise I used to hear when my friends
came to visit me.
[She begins singing half to herself.
I will go cry with the woman,
For yellow-haired Donough is dead,
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With a hempen rope for a neckcloth,
And a white cloth on his head, — (CPl 81-82)

It seems that the audience has already understood the old woman as the
legendary Cathleen and further knows by now what she is talking about,
except Bridget and Peter; the audience comes to know that the “strangers”
are the English in Ireland and that the “four beautiful green fields” mean the
four provinces of Ireland, Ulster, Munster, Leinster, and Connaught.
Yeats begins making use of the singings by the old woman; later on he
is to use the singing in the form of a chorus in many of his plays. When
she begins singing, she sings “half to herself” (82); then she sings louder:
I am come to cry with you, woman,
My hair is unwound and unbound;
I remember him ploughing his field
Turning up the red side of the ground,
And building his barn on the hill
With the good mortared stone;
O! we’d have pulled down the gallows
Had it happened in Enniscrone! (CPl 82)

The second time the old woman sings, it is a song3) made for her this morning:
Do not make a great keening
When the graves have been dug to-morrow,
Do not call the white-scarfed riders
To the burying that shall be to-morrow,
Do not spread food to call strangers
To the wakes that shall be to-morrow;
Do not give money for prayers
For the dead htat shall die to-morrow . . . . (CPl 86)

And then she adds:
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They will have no need of prayers, they will have no need of prayers. (CPl 86)

The old woman keeps singing, going out, and her voice is heard outside; the
audience understands why they “have no need of prayers”:
They shall be remembered for ever,
They shall be alive for ever,
They shall be speaking for ever,
The people shall hear them for ever. (CPl 86)

Finally Michael breaks away from Delia, his fiancée, to join the French.
And the audience could still hear the old woman singing outside and
probably wonder what they could do, should they be a Michael in the present
day Ireland. Could they feel the same as Stephen Gwynn did?

Notes
1) It is an old Gaelic game, which Irish people have played for 3,000 years.
2) See Jeffares: “Killala is in Co. Mayo, in the West of Ireland, where a French force of a
thousand republican soldiers commanded by General Humbert landed inland to Castlebar, where
they defeated a body of yeomanry. They were surrounded by Lord Cornwallis at Ballinamuck
and forced to surrender. The Hoche, a French ship, later arrived in Lough Swilly and had to
surrender to an English squadron. Wolfe Tone was on board. As a leader of the United
Irishmen, he had earlier despaired of altering the position of the Irish Parliament and joined in
the creation of a revolutionary movement which began in the mid-1796. Tone went to America
and then arrived in Paris in 1796, where he rapidly became friendly with Carnot, who gave him
the rank of adjutant-general in the French army. ...
The play draws upon memories of the period when great numbers of the population,
according to Edmund Curtis, ‘now preferred a “union with France” to a “union with Britain”. ...’
(Jeffares 32-33)
3) Particularly, the second song the old woman sings is much like Shakespeare’s supreme poem,
“The Phoenix and the Turtle.” Though a close comparative reading of these two songs by Yeats
and Shakespeare is yet to be done, structurally and in terms of the mood, the second and third
songs the old woman sings sound like Shakespeare’s:
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Shakespeare’s begins and ends as follows:
Let the bird of loudest lay,
On the sole Arabian tree,
Herald sad and trumpet be,
To whose sound chaste wings obey.
But thou, shrieking harbinger,
Foul precurrer of the fiend,
Augur of the fever’s end,
To this troop come thou not near.
...... ...... ...... ..
To this urn let those repair
That are either true or fair,
For these dead birds sigh a prayer. (1-67)
In Yeats’s adaptation, if he were inspired by this poem, the “shrieking harbinger” becomes “the
foreigners” meaning the English in Ireland. For the dead Yeats’s Cathleen says, “They (those
who died for Ireland) will have no need of prayers,” because:
They shall be remembered for ever,
They shall be alive for ever,
They shall be speaking for ever,
The people shall hear them for ever.

Works cited
Knowland, A.S. W.B. Yeats: Dramatist of Vision. with a preface by Cyril Cusack.
Totowa, New Jersy: Barnes and Noble Books, 1983.
Kearney, Richard. Transitions: Narratives in Modern Irish Culture. Manchester,
UK: Manchester UP, 1988.
Pearce, Lynne. Women, Image, Text: Readings in Pre-Raphaelite Art and Literature.
Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1991.
Shakespeare, William. “The Phoenix and Turtle.” The Arden Shakespeare: The
Poems. Ed. F.T. Prince. London: Methuen & Co LTD, 1960.

56

Beau La Rhee

Synge, J.M. The Complete Works of J.M. Synge: Plays, Prose and Poetry. Ed and
introduced by Aidan Arrowsmith. Ware, Hertfordshire, UK: Wordsworth
Poetry Library, 2008.
Yeats, W.B. The Autobiography of William Butler Yeats. New York: Collier Books,
1974. (Au)
___. The Celtic Twilight. Yeats’s Poetry, Drama, and Prose. Ed. James Pethica.
New York: Norton & Company, Inc.. 2000.
___. The Collected Plays of W.B. Yeats. London: Macmillan, 1972. 1st published
1934. (CPl)
___. The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. London: Macmillan, 1976. 1st ed. 1933.
___. The Variorum Edition of The Plays of W.B. Yeats. Ed. Russell K. Alspach.
Assisted by Catharine C. Alspach. London: Macmillan, 1965. (VP)
Yoon, Jung-Mook. “A Study on the Political Aspects of Yeats’s Plays.” The
Yeats Journal of Korea 10 (1999): 11-40.
Yun, Kiho. “An Introduction to W.B. Yeats’s Plays.” The Yeats Journal of Korea
40 (2013): 301-327.

Manuscript peer-review process:
receipt acknowledged: 5 Mar. 2017.
peer-reviewed: 2+1.
revision received: 20 Apr. 2017.
publication approved: 25 Apr. 2017.
edited by Seongho Yoon

