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from precolonial reality to postcolonial modernity. This essay reads these two national
playwrights by examining the poetics of decolonization in theatrical representations.
Yeats’s play Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902) depicts the suppressed condition of the Irish
peasantry that directly responds to Irish nationalism and decolonization of the Irish
mind. In Decolonising the Mind (1986) and other Gikuyu plays, Ngũgĩ examines how
cultural imperialism uses the colonialism as a psychological conquest in Africa and
beyond. Conceptualizing the African theater as a site for resistance, Ngũgĩ traces the
origin of drama in precolonial Kenya and contrasts the Kenyan theater with the
British theatrical regime that destroys the indigenous empty space. Both authors stage
politics and politicize the stage against British colonialism to bring their own heritage
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응과에 도잉고의 작품의 탈식민화의 시학
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우리말 요약: 에드워드 사이드는 예이츠를 아일랜드에서의 제국적 지배의 몰락에 즈음하
여 탈식민화의 작가로 보는데, 예이츠는 애국심과 민족주의로 아일랜드의 유산에 활력을
불어넣는다. 비슷한 탈식민적 접근을 하는 케냐의 작가 응과에와 도잉고는 식민이전의 현
실에서 후기식민기에서 현대성으로의 전환에 대한 글을 쓰는 작가이다. 본 논문은 그들의
극작품화에 나타난 탈식민화 시학을 점검한다. 예이츠의 극 캐스린 니 홀리한 (1902년)
은 아일랜드 정신의 민족화와 탈식민화에 직접 반응하는 아일랜드의 농민의 억압된 상황
을 묘사한다. 정신의 탈식민화 하기 (1986년)와 다른 긱큐유언어로 된 극에서, 도잉고는
문화적 제국주의가 어떻게 아프리카와 범아프리카에서 심리적 정복의 일환으로서 식민주
의를 활용하는 지 검토한다. 극을 저항의 장소로 개념화하여, 그는 식민이전의 케냐의 극
의 근원과 토착적 빈 공간을 파괴하는 영국의 극적 제국을 대비한다. 두 작가는 정치를
극화하고 영제국주의에 대한 극을 정치화하여 자신들의 유산과 언어를 되살린다. 두 작사
는 청중의 정신에게 귀한 유산을 강조하면서도 극공연에서 토착어를 조명하려 한다.
주제어: 예이츠, 캐스린 니 홀리한, 응과에와 도잉고, 탈식민화, 유산
저자: 베넷트 유싱 푸는 대만국립대학교 외국어문학과 교수이다. 그는 캐나다 문학,
민속과 종교연구, 후기식민 문학을 전공한다.
____________________________________

T he title of Chinua Achebe’s first novel Things Fall Apart (1958) derives from
Yeats’s poem “The Second Coming” (1919): “Turning and turning in the
widening gyre/The falcon cannot hear the falconer;/Things fall apart, the centre
cannot hold;/Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.” Achebe’s story chronicles
a precolonial tribal life in a fictive Nigerian village and the arrival of the
Europeans to the village in the late nineteenth century. As extraneous as it
seems to relate the Yeatsian pattern to an imaginary village Umuofia in lower
Nigeria that Yeats would have never thought of or connected with, if read in a
decolonized context, Yeats’s and Achebe’s works with reference to “things fall
apart,” however, share the similar mind and vision. Narratively speaking, Yeats
utilizes the gyre as a metaphoric instrument of prophecy to envision the
collapsing European civilization. For Achebe, who is not interested in prophetic
anticipation nor in Eurocentric empiricism, Things Fall Apart depicts
nonchalantly how things come and go, rise and fall, before and after imperialism
into the Dark Continent. But from another perspective of reading these two texts
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in a colonial relationship between Ireland and England and between Nigeria and
England, Achebe’s instrument of interpretation is not entirely different from
Yeats’s. Notwithstanding their ostensibly different styles and contents, Achebe’s
Umuofia is an epitome of a colony transiting from precolonial settlement to
colonial resistance, very akin to Yeats’s apocalyptic visions and revisions of
Sligo anticipating to decolonize herself from British dominion, dominance and
domination. These transiting chaotic flaws and collapses paradoxically form the
pivotal core of the “things-fall-apart” narratives in both their works.
Such a postcolonial or decolonizing rhetoric between Yeats’s Ireland and
Achebe’s Nigeria is further illustrated in Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism
(1993), where Said argues for Yeats as a decolonizing writer and for Ireland as
a postcolonial nation. Said introduces the notion of Yeats as an “indisputably
great national poet who during a period of anti-imperialist resistance articulates
the experiences, the restorative vision of a people suffering under the
domination of an offshore power” (220). He goes on to place Ireland in the
context of colonialism, and defines nationalism as the “mobilizing force that
coalesced into resistance against an alien and occupying empire on the parts of
people possessing a common history, religion, and language” (223). Other critics
such as Seamus Deane also find Yeats’s strong cultural nationalism and his
anti-colonial position as a postcolonial writer to decolonize the mind: “The
whole Irish Revival is a reaction against this attitude [towards Ireland and
England in a conflict], a movement towards the colony and a way from the
mother country, a replacement of ‘Englishness’ by ‘Irishness’” (Deane 48).1)
From the vantage point of reading Yeats and decolonization in comparison
with postcolonial Africa, I read the two texts on theater/play tackling the
conflation of staging politics and political staging in Yeats’s one-act play
Catheleen ni Houlihan (1902) along with Kenyan writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o
essay “The Language of African Theatre” from his critical essay collection
Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (1986).
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I. “Open Air Theatre” in Kamĩrĩĩthũ
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o is a scholar, novelist, essayist, and playwright noted for
his writings about the transition from precolonial Africa, to colonial realities and
to the crisis of postcolonial modernity of Africa. As Simon Gikandi, an
influential scholar on Ngũgĩ and his work, places this African writer’s position
in reading his work postcolonially and globally, “[o]ne of Ngugi’s major
achievements as a writer arises from his sensitive understanding of the complex
relation between aesthetics and politics in modern society” (12). The thoughtprovoking collection of essays published in 1986 is a deliberate attempt to reflect
on the postcolonial effects and the aftermath of British colonial educational
implementation in Kenya. Ngũgĩ traces in African literature how cultural
imperialism uses the colonial classroom and theater as a tool of psychological
domination in Africa and beyond. Over time, Ngũgĩ, swinging between his
upbringings of the Kenyan nature and the British nurture, worked to decolonize
his own mind and his people’s minds by first renouncing his baptismal name
“James” and Christianity and then by refusing to write in English but in his
mother tongue Gikuyu: “If I meet an English person, and he says, ‘I write in
English,’ I don’t ask him ‘Why are you writing in English?’ If I meet a French
writer, I don’t ask him, ‘Why don’t you write in Vietnamese?’ But I am asked
over and over again, ‘Why do you write in Gikuyu?’ For Africans, the view is
there is something wrong about writing in an African language.”2)
In his post-independence plays The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, co-written with
Micere Githae Mugo, and Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want),
co-written with Ngũgĩ wa Mirii, the English translations from his native language
Gikuyu are reputed to be localized both in form and content. Ngũgĩ appropriates
the traditional way of narration in composing a play, an imported western genre,
while staging the theatrical work to develop more non-verbal presentations to
deliver the political message of such important political backgrounds as the Mau
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Mau Rebellion.3) After the performance of Ngaahika Ndeenda the playwright was
arrested for his role in the writing and staging of this play starring local peasants,
who had no previous theater experience and had limited economic means.4) The
storyline of Ngaahika Ndeenda centers on a peasant farmer and his wife who are
tricked into mortgaging their home and land to finance a “proper Christian
wedding”: “The key figures, Kiguunda and Wangeci, are ageing peasants who
are painfully reminded that the sacrifices made by their generation in the struggle
for freedom have been followed by the disappointments of independence”
(Nicholis 156). Blending peasantry and wedding into the struggle between nation
and family immediately reminds us of the central theme about patriotism,
nation-state, and peasantry in Yeats’s Cathleen ni Houlihan that the essay will
analyze later. Ngũgĩ’s postcolonial plays protest against neo-colonial societies
and speak for the inner struggles of those who are oppressed and underprivileged.
My comparative analysis in this essay is not so ambitious as to interpret these
two plays in detail, but rather, I connect Ngũgĩ’s politics and language of the
Kenyan theater to facilitate my comparative reading of Yeats’s play of
decolonization and to read Yeats in broader global postcolonial parameters.
In the second chapter of the collection “The Language of African Theatre,”
Ngũgĩ mentions that the village center in Kamĩrĩĩthũ in Kenya would answer the
question about the substance of national theater—a space for the people and for
shared connections—which should be about the people/audience rather than about
the stage/place. Ngũgĩ describes their traditional theater as an “open air theatre,”
consisting of a small, mud-walled barrack and a grass stage, so that actors could
flow uninhibited into the space around the stage: “Theatre is not a building. People
make theatre. Their life is the very stuff of drama. Indeed Kamĩrĩĩthũ reconnected
itself to the national tradition of the empty space, of language, of content and of
form” (DM 42). While explaining the writing of his plays, Ngũgĩ gives a broad
overview of his plays in English—The Black Hermit, This Time Tomorrow, and
The Trial of Dedan Kimathi—remarking several contradictions in the performance
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such as the fact that the characters would speak in English until the moments
when they would sing. These contradictions gradually led him to change to write
plays in his mother tongue Gikuyu. For Ngũgĩ, theater is a site of resistance and
contestation, and the performing language carries these messages: “it was
imperialism that had stopped the free development of the national traditions of
theatre rooted in the ritual and ceremonial practices of the peasantry. The real
language of African theatre could only be found among the people—the peasantry
in particular—in their life, history, and struggle” (DM 41). These plays such as
Ngaahika Ndeenda depict the proletarian peasantry in a neo-colonial society. For
the peasantry (we also find peasantry as an important subject matter in Yeats’s
plays), the land question is basic to an understanding of Kenya’s history and
contemporary politics as the farmers’ land is “taken away by conquest, unequal
treaties or by the genocide of part of the population” (DM 44).
For Ngũgĩ “drama is closer to the dialectics of life than poetry and the
fiction” because “life is movement arising from the inherent contradiction and
unity of opposites” (DM 54). The language of these peasant plays is also part of
the people’s daily vocabulary and an integral frame of reference: “In its search
for an authentic heritage of African theatre, Kamĩrĩĩthũ had given palpable form
to a vision of Kenya’s future—a Kenya for Kenyans, a self-reliant Kenya for a
self-reliant people, a vision embodying a communal ethos of democracy and
independence” (DM 61). Simply put, writing about drama and performing the
drama about Africa in the African language does not create a binary opposition,
as seen in a traditional western/British theater, between an enlightened individual
and the masses. Rather, in the open air theater, close to the audience and about
the audience, the plays about Kenya’s history and culture are the usurpation of
individual identity by the enlightened collective will. The fluidity of
characterization and disruption of time not as movements rather than acts also
deliberately challenge “to call Aristotlean dramatic unities into question and to
destabilize the audience’s sense of time, place and character” (Gikandi 178).
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II. Cathleen Ni Houlihan
In reading Yeats’s plays from a comparative postcolonial perspective,
especially in its Ireland-England relational dynamics similar to the
aforementioned relations between Kenyan and British theaters, one can easily
associate the African decolonization in theater and in fiction with supporting
voices from writers and playwrights of commonwealth countries. One can also
notice that these playwrights with a decolonizing mind in their agenda write
from the position of conceptualizing the theater as a site of “cultural
renegotiation” where to develop cultural literacy and dramatic epistemology in
theater and performance. Christopher Balme’s “theatrical syncretism” or
“syncretic theatre” looks at “the performance forms of both European and
indigenous cultures in a creative recombination of their respective elements,
without slavish adherence to one tradition or the other” (210). Balme’s
syncretism is a form which mixes communicative devices to decolonize the
stage: dance, music, song, and indigenous languages. In both Yeats’s and
Ngũgĩ’s plays, it is noticeable that theatricality in words and in movements
presents multiple layers of history, language, and nationalism.
The Irish poet Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill has argued that contemporary Irish
literature ought to rediscover its Gaelic origins. Her article “Why I Choose to
Write in English, the Corpse that Sits Up and Talks Back” published in The
New York Times in 1995 well articulates the decolonizing condition for these
writers: “Irish is a language of enormous elasticity and emotional sensitivity;
of quick and hilarious banter and a welter of references both historical and
mythological; it is an instrument of imaginative depth and scope, which has
been tempered by the community for generations until it can pick up and
sing out every hint of emotional modulation that can occur between people.”
If so, whether or not the British in Kenya truly believed in their enlightening
approach to civilizing “the dark continent,” the rise of English in place of the
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local tongue was programmed to deepen the colonial maneuver as well as to
strengthen its cultural (infra)structure in place.
Read in these broader global contexts and historical references, Yeats’s two
famous Cathleen plays, The Countess Cathleen (1892) and Cathleen ni
Houlihan (1902), depict the suppressed condition of the Irish natives with a
focus on peasant characters and their conditions, and as Barbara A. Suess
observes, these two Cathleen plays “exhibit overtly nationalist leanings” (58).
The Cathleen plays could represent the Irish nationalist drama and the
indigenous theater that directly respond to Irish nationalism and decolonization
of the Irish mind. Although Said overlooks Yeats’s protestant roots and elitism,
the arguments ignore the key role of culture in paving the way for either
colonization or (as in Yeats’s case) decolonization. Cathleen ni Houlihan, a
simple one-act play, particularly underscores Yeats’s idea of national identity
and cultural revival about Ireland written and performed by the Irish in Ireland.
Prior to the opening of the Abbey Theatre of Dublin in 1904, Yeats—
together with Lady Gregory and Edward Martyn—had published “Manifesto
for Irish Literary Theatre” (1897) where to claim clearly that the stage should
be set for confrontation and that the theater would be national in representing
the best of Ireland. Akin to Ngũgĩ’s attempt to use the open air theater for
such purposes and to regard the theatrical space as a pedagogical praxis in
Kenyan society, Yeats was eager to confront Ireland’s differences and to
diffuse these identity differences in what he perceived to be a safe space—the
stage. Despite the extremely difficult task Yeats set out for himself, the
unification of “art, patriotism, love and religion” in a form that would satisfy
the desires of a multifaceted Irish populace, the play’s plot is relatively
simple. The production of the play is often cited as a moment when ideas of
romantic nationalism radicalized a generation of rebels who would end up in
the General Post Office (GPO) in 1916.5)
The play itself is simple in structure as a one-act play, performed in a
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peasant family living in a “cottage close to Killala” (CH 33). Peter and
Bridget, the patriarch and matriarch of the family, are preparing for their son
Michael’s marriage. Then an old woman appears at the door of the house.
The peasant parents, still concerned first with their own domestic drama, think
that perhaps the Old Woman is a neighbor who is interested in the details of
Michael’s virtuous bride-to-be, Delia Cahel, who only appears until the end of
the play, and only then to be devastated by the loss of her betrothed to the
Poor Old Woman. The Poor Old Woman tells the family her sad tale,
interspersed with songs about famous Irish heroes who have sacrificed their
lives. She ultimately persuades the young groom to join in the failed Irish
Rebellion of 1789 against the British during the French Revolutionary Wars.
The Ireland that Yeats and Lady Gregory show their audience is a woman,
a mater dolorosa in her most complex form: the aged, weary, disabled, wise
old woman who has faced hardship but has survived. The Old Woman,
Cathleen, an allegorical figure who represents Mother Ireland, has “travelled so
far” (CH 42) and lost her “four beautiful green fields” (CH 43), usually
representing the four provinces of Ireland. Marion Quirici proffers an insightful
interpretation of the crippled Cathleen-cum-Ireland: “If Cathleen is an allegory
of the Irish body politic, the Old Woman is crippled by colonialism rather than
inherently unﬁt for freedom: her fatigue is the result of dispossession and
exile” (81). She appeals to a young man to help her get them back, and
Michael is moved by this story and leaves his bride-to-be to help the old
woman. Michael, entranced by her songs, asks the Old Woman why his friend,
“yellow-haired Donough” (CH 44) has to die in Galway, and she replies that
“he died for love of me: many a man has died for love of me” (CH 44), and
that many have died and many will continue to die. In fact, it is implied in
her song that many men have died not because of the English, but because of
the Irish’s willingness not to object, not to “have pulled down the gallows”
(CH 44). Calling on people to revolt, the Old Woman proclaims blood-sacrifice
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as the only means to redeem the nation. In return she promises that the heroes
and martyrs “shall be remembered for ever” (CH 50). Those who have
sacrificed themselves for Ireland have not done so in vain as she tells the
young man that “They that had red cheeks will have pale cheeks for my sake,
and for all that, they will think they are well paid” (CH 50). She keeps
singing: “They shall be remembered forever,/They shall be alive forever,/They
shall be speaking forever,/The people shall hear them forever” (CH 50).
The Old Woman requests a blood sacrifice, declaring that “many a child
will be born and there will be no father at the christening” (CH 50). In the
end she reminds the supposedly Irish audience that revolution in theory and
in song is only a way to send more Irish to their deaths. Rebecca Lynne
Stout well pinpoints the ambivalent, intricate relationship between the Old
Woman, Yeats, Maud Gonne, and Lady Gregory and Ireland: “Yeats’s High
Culture and iconic worship come together with the politically famous Maud
Gonne and the real individual and national sacrifice expressed by Gregory in
order to demonstrate the Irish identity in its actual form, one that is
hopelessly fractured and fused together through nostalgia and performance”
(118). Yeats concludes the play with a transformation of the Old Woman into
a young girl with “the walk of a queen” (CH 53) as the French forces land
in Killala Bay. The idea of “rebirth” of transformation with the coming of
the end to British domination strongly reflects Yeats’s recommendation of and
commitment to a cultural revival for Ireland. The (re)birth of the Irish drama
is founded on the people’s suffering, born of the attempt to emancipate
themselves from oppression and to fight for their freedom from the fighting.
In the comparative vein of decolonization, both Yeats and Ngũgĩ, one in
Europe at the turn of the 20th century and the other in Africa after the
British imperialism and African independence, use theater/play as a site of
resistance, staging the politics and politicizing the stage, against colonialism
by bringing their own precolonial heritage and language for cultural revival.
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Ngũgĩ’s deliberate theatrical deliverance in his critical essay and his plays
demonstrates a “history of heroic struggle against colonialism and of the
subsequent monumental betrayal into neo-colonialism” (DM 45), whereas
Yeats uses the Irish Revival Movement as a “colonization in reverse” in the
short play Cathleen ni Houlihan, with a patriotic appeal of the play quite
evident in its acclaimed reception with a primarily nationalist audience. Both
writers highlight the vernacular in theatrical performance while stressing such
a precious heritage of their country and refusing to be co-opted into the
forces of colonization. A nuanced reading of Yeats’s poetry and drama in its
relationship between poetics and postcolonialism is further articulated in Jahan
Ramazani’s influential work The Hybrid Muse: Postcolonial Poetry in English
(2001).

Ramazani

places

Yeats’s

poetry in conjunction with other

contemporary postcolonial writers such as Derek Walcott, A.K. Ramanujan,
and Okot p’Bitek to analyze the linguistic ambiguity and cultural liminality,
which, according to Ramazani, forge “the metaphor of hybridity” of
postcolonial poetry—in figures, lexicons, and genres—in their writing (5-6). It
is precisely these manifestations of “mimicry, ambivalence, and hybridity”6)
that open up another vein of reading Yeats postcolonially.
To conclude, I return to the title of my essay, “My soul frets in the shadow
of his language,” from James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.
Stephen, who is Irish, is disturbed by a conversation about words with an
English priest: “He thought: ‘The language in which we are speaking is his
before it is mine. How different are the words ‘home,’ ‘Christ,’ ‘ale,’ ‘master,’
on his lips and on mine! I cannot speak or write these words without unrest of
spirit. His language, so familiar and so foreign, will always be for me an
acquired speech. I have not made or accepted its words. My voice holds them
at bay. My soul frets in the shadow of his language’” (210). Both Ngũgĩ and
Yeats must have their souls “fret in shadow of his language” while writing in
their MASTER’s language—English—that is “so familiar and so foreign.”
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Notwithstanding the focus of this essay on the similar connections between the
two authors and on the emphatic exposé of their linguistic and political
resistance, I am cognizant of the thorny issue of differences in both authors’
language and approach to British colonialism. The difference and similarity lie
paradoxically in both writers’ colonial ambivalence. Ramazani notices Yeats’s
avoidance of the “Irish” language in Yeats’s language: “Too anglicized to be
Irish and too ‘gaelicized’ to be English, the Anglo-Irish Yeats typified the
intersticial [sic] writer of the postcolonial world” (37). As for Ngũgĩ, the shift
from writing in English to later plays in Gikuyu reflects an anxiety about the
use of the English language and its cultural inheritances, and as Nicholls notices
that such crisis of legitimacy “may well be an unconscious way of
acknowledging the deeply compromising act of writing against colonialism in
English: one of colonialism’s primary legacies” (150). We may also infer that
these complicated debates about language, nativism, nationalism in both Yeats’s
and Ngũgĩ’s concept about language—perhaps in the linguistic adaptation to
theatrical performance too—also demonstrate certain postcolonial irony about
their inconsistencey to a “nationalism” that both could persuasively advocate and
adhere to. Rajeev Patke’s insightful reading and reminding of such postcolonial
irony of the nativism in modernist works should call our attention to a naïve
assumption of reading Yeats and other postcolonial writers in a singular
dimension: “Meanwhile, since the 1970s, nativists like Ngugi wa Thiongo from
Kenya and the Marathi novelist Bhalchandra Nemade from India have continued
to promote the argument typified by George Moore: a national culture cannot be
founded on the language of the former coloniser, whose alien modes displace
the native into a position of permanently mimetic secondariness” (66). Patke
continues to argue that “Yeats never saw himself as a colonised sensibility in
relation to the English language” (66) and that “[p]eople could master English
without having to be British or Anglo-Irish” (66). This important reminder
points to an awareness of both writing and reading in the global age to be
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“grown to look at the large world as part of us” (qtd. in Patke 66).
Despite these relevant differences, situating Yeats’s plays in the
comparative theatrical productions by the African authors further pushes
reading Yeats to the forefront of global Yeats studies. As Chi-she Li wraps
up in his recent essay on Yeats’s dramaturgical influence on the Australian
playwright Louis Esson, “global Yeats invites comparative studies to yield
more contextualized analysis in the future to assess the entirety of Yeats’s
historical influences over the globe” (159). In the very contradictoriness of the
“so-familiar-and-so-foreign” aesthetics or imagination, we trace a contextual
trajectory that delineates a shared decolonization of linguistic liberation in
Irish, Kenyan, and more other commonwealth theaters and stages in the
world, thereby allowing us to rethink and redefine cultural reformation,
revisionism, and subjectivity in today’s complicated global world.

Notes
1) See Deane’s two essays of comparing Yeats with V.S Nipaul and Yeats with O’Casey in Celtic
Revivals.
2) See Mikanowski’s broader discussion on the English language in global dominance from his
interview with Ngũgĩ.
3) The Mau Mau Rebellion (1952-60) happened in the British Kenya Colony, an incident considered
to be an important step for Kenya natives to gain independence from the British colonist. For
Ngũgĩ, the Mau Mau Rebellion as both background and subject matter to his fiction and drama
has a symbolic significance. Gikandi claims that “his ‘Mau Mau’ novels, most notably Weep
Not, Child and A Grain of Wheat are attempts to come to terms with a traumatic past, sort out
its conflicting meanings and emotions, and give voice to a hitherto repressed discourse” (26).
4) See more in Marshell’s interview with Ngũgĩ.
5) See Githens-Mazer’s in-depth analysis of the broader issue on nationalism and the GPO in
Yeats’s work.
6) See Homi Bhabha, 85-92.
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