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No actor plays his part without having made a minute study, not alone of the character he plays, but also of the characters who appear with him. These characters in turn are developed by his fellow-actors as they interpret the playwright’s work. The play’s director has the choice of imposing his personal interpretations of characters on his cast or of harmonising his actors’ expositions of their roles. Either way this means a great deal of discussion between actors about their parts. One of the more memorable productions of The Playboy of the Western World of recent times was given in Belfast’s Empire Theatre where Éamonn Keane played Christy Mahon opposite Siobhán McKenna’s Pegeen Mike.


In the following introduction Éamonn Keane gives us the actor’s approach to The Playboy of the Western World and his own impressions of the play based on his wide experience of playing in the works of Synge.






Introduction






We each bring to the fine art of the theatre our own feeling, our own past experience, our own appreciation. For the romantic, the blood-and-fire intimacy between actor and audience may be the greatest love affair imaginable, while the dedicated realist, prior to curtain-up may mutter to himself above the chatter of the assembling audience, ‘The old foes stir outside, God bless their souls for that.’


And what is it like ‘outside’? What kind of a house? There are the newspapermen, who may, happily, record the merits of a play or a production or a performance for posterity, through the literature of dramatic criticism: the arid academics who may cut the skylark’s throat to see what makes that sensitive minstrel sing: the materially poor who come to this temple for the enrichment of their souls: and of course, the idle rich, some of whom come for the same purpose. But there, there in the cheapest seat of all is his imperishable, argumentative, properly eccentric self, The Odd Man Out, beholden to no one thank you, and as much alive today as he was in the Golden Age, when the butcher and the carpenter rubbed shoulders with the Earls and the Shakespeares in the old Globe Theatre. Aye! The Odd Man Out, and we haven’t lost him yet, the only play-goer of the western world. Emboldened by the memory of uncanny observation, instinctively blessed with imaginative insight, this natural enemy of the mediocre and the fake is a law unto himself. Thus, in a Dublin theatre some years ago, during a superb production of The Only Way, when an impeccable Sydney Carton was on the point of lowering his magnificent head to the guillotine, the raucous voice of Odd Man squawked sacrilegiously from the Gods, ‘Hey there, Mister-me-friend, tha’s not the way Martin Harvey done it!’ Maybe ’twas true for John Synge in the end of all – the theatre only instructs as it delights.


But – and this is the purpose of my antic introduction to the purest love story of the stage since Romeo loved Juliet and Cyrano worshipped Roxanne by proxy – what did Odd Man Out think of The Playboy of the Western World? I had just witnessed an Abbey production of the play some nights before and had been appalled by the spectacle of Christy Mahon and Pegeen Mike quite unnecessarily locked in a torrid Hollywood clinch punctuated by some idiotic osculation. My distaste was incurred first by the fact that Synge’s jewelled and searing language needed no such obvious embroidery, and secondly, that the clinch took from the piquant heartbreak of the lovers’ parting at the end. If Pegeen did not have the solace of even a kiss to remember her Christy by, her desolate cry of ‘Oh, my grief, I’ve lost him surely. I’ve lost the only playboy of the Western World’, would be the more desolate, and the parting more memorable.


Christy Mahon for me, is an essentially Irish character, something like Eoghan Rua Ó Súilleabháin. At his first entry, such a quiet docile entry, when Pegeen says to him, ‘You’re one of the tinkers, young fellow, is beyond camped in the glen?’, while he is docile he prepares us for his pride afterwards, when he says, ‘I am not then, but I’m destroyed walking’, and when Michael suggests that Christy may be wanted for robbing or stealing, he replies: ‘And I the son of a strong farmer, God rest his soul, could have bought up the whole of your old house a while since from the butt of his tail pocket and not missed the weight of it gone’. He shows his sensitivity that he could be mistaken for a tinker or a tramp. But then when he tells Pegeen about having ‘Wild and windy acres of rich Munster land’ he is developing the deception which his strange welcome in Mayo has aroused. Whether Christy be interpreted as a braggart or a coward at his first entry, for me there is a moment of great beauty when he looks at Pegeen and Pegeen looks at him, a moment which says without words that he is the answer to all her prayers and she the answer to his. This is what gives him the hope to say later on to her, ‘You’ve a power of rings, God bless you, and would there be any offence if I was asking are you single now?’ It was such a very pure remark and it shows how very much he was at heart a shy man. Later when he expresses his lonesomeness we are inclined to ask ‘Was it this that drove him out from Kerry?’ Was he looking for his true love like Don Quixote setting out to follow his dream? While present-day playwrights have to be very sensational about love in their plays, Synge, because he was such a shy man himself, put an awful lot of himself into the part of Christy.


Pegeen would be in the same category as Nora in Synge’s play The Shadow of the Glen. Nora has married an old husband and is first attracted to the tramp, Michael Dara when she meets him driving ewes up the path. The tramp, because he weaves for her the beauty of nature and the heritage of an unencumbered future, can bring her off with him to hear ‘herons crying over the black lakes’ – ‘fine songs when the sun goes up and there’ll be no old fellow wheezing, the like of a sick sheep, close to your ear’. In the same way while Pegeen, as the daughter of a publican, has a sure match with Shawn Keogh, the very fact of his false and critical religiosity makes him fall short of her ideal of true love.


I look on Christy as a Kerryman and so my interpretation would emerge from going back into my own childhood and finding similarities in my behaviour to his especially when Christy tells the Widow Quin and the other girls about how his father tries to make a match between him and some old widow who had money because the old man only wanted ‘her hut to live in and her gold to drink’. Was it because his sense of what was beautiful and good in love was appalled by this match that he raised the loy and struck the first blow? Was he running off from the flavour of a money-match? I would also bear in mind that there was in him a lovable roguery that made him spin out his fantasy to the very end. Mayo was a new land to be conquered, like the windmill that Don Quixote saw. I would also see him as a poet who, like so many Irishmen, excels in conversation, and their genius for speaking is so often either spent in the pub or in late night sessions at the céilidhes and family houses. But I see that Christy did not have the ability to turn his gift to practical use. With this ability he might have been a higher civil servant. I always see him rather as a ‘spailpín fánach’, one who would not stay settled and, even if he won Pegeen, I think that he would go romancing throughout his lifetime. Pegeen did want him as a romancer, but also as a ‘loyal young lad to have working around’.


We do get a sense of Christy as a layabout at the beginning of Act II where, while cleaning Pegeen’s boot he says ‘well, this’d be a fine place to be my whole life,


talking out with swearing Christians, in place of my old dogs and cat, and I stalking around, and never a day’s work but drawing a cork an odd time, or wiping a glass, or rinsing out a shiny tumbler for a decent man’. But at the end of the play, when people jeer him, maturity is thrust upon him and he shouts: ‘Shut your yelling, for if you’re after making a mighty man of me this day by the power of a lie, you’re setting me now to think if it’s a poor thing to be lonesome, it’s worse maybe [to] go mixing with the fools of earth.’ They have goaded him on so much that he uses his father as the exorcising force to rid himself of his former timidity, and this is the sacrifice that he uses to achieve his manhood. The wonderful comicality of all this is that the Playboy does not see it as a crime at all because he says to his father, ‘Are you coming to be killed a third time, or what ails you now?’. His father, too, says, ‘For what is it they have you tied?’ and when Christy tells him that he’s being taken to the peelers for slaying his father the Kerry clannishness comes out and Mahon frees Christy and says, ‘My son and myself will be going our own way, and we’ll have great times from this out telling stories of the villainy of Mayo and the fools is here.’ And they go off together laughing their way to another county.


We are left in doubt as to whether the Playboy had a mother and this might account for the fact that he appeals so much to the Widow Quin to help him and says to her to ‘aid me for to win Pegeen’. I often wonder does he see her as the mother he had, or does he imagine her as the mother he didn’t have because we are left in doubt as to any maternal influence in his life. In fact, Christy can talk more sincerely to Widow Quin about his love for Pegeen than to Pegeen herself. He has to resort to lyrical flights to tell his love to Pegeen. It is to the Widow Quin that he opens his heart.


Christy’s father had an element of the playboy in him, too. When I played the part of Christy I first of all examined the character of Old Mahon. He has the same boastfulness as Christy talking of the ‘windy acres of rich Munster land’, and he says, ‘Amn’t I the great wonder to think I’ve traced him ten days with that rent in my crown?’ Christy was so impressed by the gargantuan image of his father: ‘I’d come walking down where you’d seen the ducks and geese stretched sleeping on the highway of the road and before I’d pass the dunghill, I’d hear himself snoring out a loud, lonesome snore he’d be making all times, the while he was sleeping, and he a man’d be raging all times, the while he was waking like a gaudy officer you’d hear cursing and damning and swearing oaths.’ Christy was strongly influenced by this from his early years. His description of his father is significant: ‘and he after drinking for weeks, rising up in the red dawn, or before it maybe, and going out into the yard as naked as an ash tree in the moon of May, and shying clods against the visage of the stars till he’d put the fear of death into the banbhs and the screeching sows’, Old Mahon must have been some very special sort of man in Christy’s eyes.


The element, too, of the spailpín fánach in Old Mahon is suggested when Christy talks of his brothers and sisters ‘walking all great territories of the world’ and that all of them would be only anxious to curse him, and we must remember that Christy had stayed alone in Kerry with Old Mahon. In Act III then, ironically, Old Mahon sees his son in a new light outstripping all the Mayo men in the races, and he speaks of himself with great pride reminiscent of Christy’s boastfulness, ‘I was a terrible and fearful case, the way that there I was one time, screeching in a straightened waistcoat with seven doctors writing out my sayings in a printed book. Would you believe that?’


The part of Christy gives the actor great scope from his almost timid entry when he is feeling his ground, and this sets up the air of mystery about him. Shawn Keogh has passed him by and showed his fear of him instead of doing the good samaritan, and this puts Shawn out of favour with Pegeen. The Playboy then has obviously got an inkling of the cowardice of this place so that when he makes his entry dark and dirty and nervous, it may be unconsciously that he makes himself this mysterious figure by asking about the law, preparing for the great disclosure about how he has killed his father and this has the effect on his listeners of a bomb exploding. This sets their minds working, the minds of people whose last storyteller would have been Marcus Quinn talking about Red Linahan who had a squint in his eye and whose stories made women shed tears about his feet. He brings in so much of the Irish social scene here that the actor should be alive to every question asked and have a different inflexion in his answers to Philly, to Jimmy and to all. While he is making sheep’s eyes at Pegeen he sees the effect his fantasy-weaving is having on her. Then when the men go out and Pegeen and Christy are left alone, the scene is set for these two soul-mates. My approach would be to see Christy then as a little bit embarrassed. He had always viewed women before this from the other side of the fence and now he finds himself in close contact with the woman he has always dreamed about, the one that matches up best of all the traditions he was born to. Then Pegeen tries him out. Apart from the fact that she is a shrew, a Catherine that is not tamed, and though he doesn’t get the chance to be her Petruccio because of the turn of events, she does tease him along by an invented story of a man that was struggling for two and a half hours at the butt of a rope. The Playboy gets frightened and when he says, ‘I’d best be going off maybe like Cain and Abel walking on the plains of Neffin’, only then does she say that she was fooling him. There is another beautiful little reunion when their loves meet and are almost finalised, when he says, ‘’Tis only fooling me you are’. He says, ‘I’ll have your words from this day filling my ears and that love is come upon you meeting my two eyes, and I watching you loafing around in the warm sun, or rinsing your ankles when the night is come,’ This prepares us for the next love scene where she again taunts him and he says ‘How would any be but odd men and they living lonesome in the world?’ Then he takes her for a tease when he said ‘I’d best be going with my wattle in my hand … and it’s little welcome only is left me in this house today’. She calls him back. They both have to vocalise their love as they never embrace in the play and they are probing each other for affection.


Not too long ago, as I ambled up Moore Street, the colourful vendors to left and right of me were stringing gabble and adjectival felicities as wondrous in their O’Casey cadences as any I have ever heard in Kerry or the lonesome West. I halted in the midst of these Dubliners who had not yet been disinherited, listening to Rosie the Queen of Moore Street chanting an old heart-haunting verse about the little child that had died because it was ‘too finely wove’ and I contrasted her with Synge’s old woman in the Aran Islands, who had recited some verses from The Love Songs of Connaught, ‘with exquisite musical intonation, putting a wistfulness and passion into her voice that seemed to give it all the cadences that are sought in the profoundest poetry.’ (Presumptuous actresses please note.) The author of The Playboy had said that every speech should be as fully flavoured as a nut or apple, and Yeats had stated that actors lacking music did most excite his spleen. But then I halted in my tracks. Wasn’t there more to Synge’s great work than deathless poetry? Had not Yeats also said that The Playboy of the Western World, most of all, would be forever loved because it held so much of the mind of Ireland; and that it was the strangest, most beautiful expression in drama of that Irish fantasy which, overflowing through all the literature that had come out of Ireland itself, was the unbroken character of Irish genius.


The drama itself was based on an Aran folktale about a person who killed his father with the blow of a spade when he was in a passion and then fled to the island of Aranmore and threw himself on the mercy of the natives with whom he was said to be related. They hid him in a hole and kept him safe for weeks, though the police came and searched for him, and he could hear their boots grinding on the stones over his head. In spite of a reward which was offered, the island was incorruptible and after much trouble the man was safely shipped to America. (In the play, Shawn Keogh offers Christy the half of a ticket to the Western States.)


By drawing on the insight of the Gael, and by virtue of the ingenious self-dramatisation of the additional characters he unerringly centred around the father-slayer, Synge, with his uncanny theatrical timing, turned the simple folk-tale into what it is, for me at least, the most momentous experience, on every conceivable level, since Ibsen’s ‘Peer Gynt’. (I can never quite understand how Synge could have accused the great Norwegian of dealing with reality of life in joyless and pallid works. It is as incomprehensible to me as Yeats’ belittlement of George Fitzmaurice’s ‘Dandy Dolls’.)


Dr Micheál MacLiammóir, in the course of a memorable essay written in 1958, stated that the dramatist of genius was he who stood outside his age or, it may be, created it. John Millington Synge, the learned doctor opined, came close to creating an age in Ireland and that he more than any showed Ireland to the world, and it was an Ireland neither of fact nor of fiction but of a creative revelation. That Ireland, and indeed the rest of the world, chose to misunderstand him in the very moment of applauding him was not Synge’s loss or the world’s but Ireland’s.


Micheál’s words were, also, searingly descriptive of Pegeen’s attitude to Christy. With the plaudits of the mob ringing in his ears, she chose to misunderstand him. ‘What did I want, crawling forward, to scorch my understanding at her flaming brow?’ cried the Playboy who had become a hero in spite of himself. And we may be sure that that was the most heart-breaking cry to Dark Rosaleen that ever came from the heart of that meditative man, J. M. Synge.


In recent years, I have been reading some theories put forward by academic slitters of skylark’s throats, to the effect that Christy (Christ) Mahon (Man) – Christ Man – presents an analogy to the ministry and crucifixion of Jesus. I have no intention of hypothesising this new gimmick in the Synge Inductry. To do so would mean moving away from the beautiful love-story, a hilarious comedy classic, and a joyous theatrical adventure, into the realms of ludicrous conjecture, inventing a Playboy of the professional psychologist’s imagination that has nothing to do with the sweetest singer of Ireland’s dramatic literature. And anyway, I prefer to think of what Synge himself said when questioned about his work – ‘I follow Goethe’s rule to tell no one what one means in one’s writings’.


But perhaps it is best to leave the last word to Louis Mac Neice, that late, great and noble poet of the north. ‘John Synge’, wrote Louis, ‘was one more case of a genius appearing at the moment he was needed, and also perhaps at the only moment he could really be himself.’


Éamonn Keane,


New Radio Centre,


Radio Telefís Éireann,


Dublin 4


1974
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