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Editors’ Note





There are few theatre books which allow direct access to the playwright or to those whose business it is to translate the script into performance. These volumes aim to deal directly with the writer and with other theatre workers (directors, actors, designers and similar figures) who realize in performance the words on the page.


The subjects of the series are some of the most important and influential writers from post-war British and Irish theatre. Each volume contains an introduction which sets the work of the writer in the relevant historical, social and political context, followed by a digest of interviews and other material which allows the writer, in his own words, to trace his evolution as a dramatist. Some of this material is new, as is, in large part, the material especially gathered from the writers’ collaborators and fellow theatre workers. The volumes conclude with annotated bibliographies. In all, we hope the books will provide a wealth of information in accessible form, and real insight into some of the major dramatists of our day.






















Chronology















	1950

	Brian Friel begins writing short stories.






	1958

	First radio plays produced by BBC Belfast.






	1959

	Regular contributor to The New Yorker.






	–

	
A Doubtful Paradise, first stage-play, at the Ulster Group Theatre, Belfast.






	1962

	
The Enemy Within, Abbey Theatre (then at the Queen’s), Dublin.






	–

	First collection of short stories, The Saucer of Larks.






	1963

	Spends six months with Tyrone Guthrie at the new Guthrie Theater, Minneapolis.






	1964

	
Philadelphia, Here I Come!, Gaiety Theatre, Dublin; Helen Hayes Theater, New York, 1965; Lyric Theatre, London, 1967.






	1966

	Second collection of short stories, The Gold in the Sea.







	–

	
The Loves of Cass McGuire, Helen Hayes Theater, New York; Abbey Theatre, Dublin, 1967.






	1967

	
Lovers, Gate Theatre, Dublin; Lincoln Center, New York, 1968; Fortune Theatre, London, 1968.






	1968

	
Crystal and Fox, Gaiety Theatre, Dublin; Mark Taper Forum, Los Angeles.






	1969

	
The Mundy Scheme, Olympia Theatre, Dublin; Royale Theater, New York.






	1971

	
The Gentle Island, Olympia Theatre, Dublin; Peacock Theatre, Dublin, 1989.






	1973

	
The Freedom of the City, Royal Court Theatre, London; Abbey Theatre, Dublin; Alvin Theater, New York, 1974.






	1975

	
Volunteers, Abbey Theatre, Dublin.






	1977

	
Living Quarters, Abbey Theatre, Dublin. 






	1979

	
Aristocrats, Abbey Theatre, Dublin; Hampstead Theatre, London, 1988; Manhattan Theater Club, New York; Abbey Theatre, Dublin.






	–

	
Faith Healer, Longacre Theater, New York; Abbey Theater, Dublin, 1980; Royal Court Theatre, London, 1981.






	1980

	Co-founder of Field Day Theatre Company.






	–

	
Translations opens in Derry; Hampstead Theatre and the National Theatre, London, 1981; Manhattan Theater Club, New York, 1981.






	1981

	His translation of Chekhov’s Three Sisters opens in Derry; Chichester, 2000.






	–

	Ewart-Biggs Prize.






	–

	American-Irish Foundation Literary Award.






	1982

	
The Communication Cord opens in Derry; Hampstead Theatre, London, 1983.






	1983

	Doctor of Letters, National University of Ireland.






	1986

	Editor of The Last of the Name.







	1987

	Adaptation of Turgenev’s novel Fathers and Sons, Royal National Theatre, London; Long Wharf Theater, USA; Gate Theatre, Dublin, 1988.






	1988

	
Making History opens in Derry; Royal National Theatre, London; Gaiety Theatre, Dublin.






	–

	Doctor of Letters, University of Ulster.






	1989

	BBC Radio devotes a six-play season to Friel.






	–

	
Sunday Independent / Irish Life Arts Award for Theatre.






	1990

	
Dancing at Lughnasa, Abbey Theatre, Dublin; Royal National Theatre, London.






	1991

	
Dancing at Lughnasa, Phoenix Theatre, London, and Plymouth Theater, New York, wins Tony Awards for Best Play, Best Director and Best Supporting Actress.






	1992

	
A Month in the Country, Gate Theatre, Dublin.






	1993

	
Wonderful Tennessee, Abbey Theatre, Dublin; Plymouth Theatre, New York.






	–

	
Dancing at Lughnasa, Abbey Theatre national tour, Australian tour.






	1994

	
Molly Sweeney, Gate Theatre, Dublin; Almeida Theatre, London; Roundabout Theater, New York, 1996.






	1997

	
Give Me Your Answer, Do!, Abbey Theatre, Dublin.






	1998

	
Give Me Your Answer, Do!, Hampstead Theatre, London; Roundabout Theater, New York, 1996.






	–

	Friel’s version of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, Gate Theatre, Dublin; revived Donmar Warehouse, London, 2002; transferred BAM, New York, 2003.






	–

	Film of Dancing at Lughnasa, screenplay by Frank McGuinness, is released.






	1999

	Lifetime Achievement Arts Award on the occasion of his seventieth birthday.






	–

	Friel Festival: including The Freedom of the City and Dancing at Lughnasa at the Abbey Theatre, Living Quarters and Making History at the Peacock Theatre (all National Theatre productions), Aristocrats at the Gate Theatre, the Royal Shakespeare Company’s production of A Month in the Country at the Gaiety Theatre and Lovers, Winners and Losers at Andrew’s Lane Theatre, all in Dublin; and Give Me Your Answer, Do! at the Lyric Theatre, Belfast. Other events included Brian Friel – A Celebration at the National Library, Dublin, an exhibition of letters, playscripts, photographs and posters presented by the National Theatre Literary Department and Archive in association with the National Library of Ireland.






	2002

	
Two Plays After (The Bear and Afterplay), Gate Theatre, Dublin; The Yalta Game (as part of Three Plays), Gate Theatre, Dublin. Afterplay, Gielgud Theatre, London. 



































Introduction





Dancing with Brian Friel! by Paul Durcan


To Brian Friel on his 70th birthday






Dancing with Brian Friel!


Who lives in that part of the South of Ireland


Which is more northerly than the North;


Who lives far away up in the South –


In the South that’s far north of the North;


In County Donegal;


On the Inishowen Peninsula;


Who knows every millimetre of the road between Muff and Aught:


‘The North Road to the deep South’


By Brian Friel


Life begins at seventy!


The all-clear of death


Being sounded far out to sea


Beyond Tory and beyond


On a single key of black ivory with one blind young lady’s pink little finger.








A writer whose work is as rich in resonances and ideas as Friel’s justifiably attracts a sometimes daunting scaffolding of critical and academic commentary. This book sets out to distil some of this excellent work into more manageable form. What has been fascinating to me has been how much of the best commentary on Friel has been from other artists – actors, directors, poets and playwrights. This may be because Irish culture still retains traces of the old scholar-poet, the bardic Man of Art, who, centuries before Christ, folded together the analytic and the creative.


Friel is a properly rigorous artist who scorns the idea that personality is relevant to understanding his work, and views mere biography as vulgarity. If this book sometimes appears to stray from that piety (one of his favourite barbs), it is because I have tried to show how the historical stream in which he has lived his life both feeds his work and is changed by his work. Like the bards of old, he speaks to and from his community.


An important emphasis of this book has been to give voice to some of Friel’s artistic collaborators in the necessarily shared activity of theatre-making. Here, actors, designers, directors and other enablers of his work offer their insights and recollections. Of course, there is one grouping of collaborators largely absent from this book: the audience. Any play’s meanings and feelings are embryonic in scripts and are given birth in rehearsals; but it is in performance that they mature and fully justify their existence. I hope, therefore, that readers never imagine that reading scripts (worse still, reading books about them) can ever substitute for experiencing the plays in performance. Happily, Friel’s work is rapidly gaining a wider and wider audience as these words are processed and opportunities to see it are growing.


 


 



















1


Friel’s Roots





No play – and no writer, collaborator or audience – exists outside the complex web of dynamic connections that make up a society’s history. Art tends to function like a seismograph, sensitive to the huge shifts in social and political life that are daily in motion beneath our feet. The political and cultural entity of Ireland, in all its configurations, has felt these tremors more acutely than many, and Brian Friel has acted as an artist must by transforming the vaguely felt and partly understood into the felt images and actions of theatre.


Early Gaelic culture


Gaelic society, the soil that has nurtured so much of Ireland’s culture and writing, effectively begins several centuries before Christ when the Gaels, a European branch of the Celts, arrived in Ireland. For all the stereotype of the warlike and fractious Celt, this newfounded society was relatively stable. One of its defining characteristics was the absolute importance of the Artist in the way that society was governed and functioned. In the hierarchy of each tribe, the King was leader, supported by a warrior caste – the Military. Next came a stratum of society known collectively as Men of Art – what we might call an intelligentsia – lawmakers, healers, skilled makers and story-tellers. It was this latter group that acted as both the custodians of the myths and legends of the tribe, and also as elaborators and inventors of new stories. Their task was to fix the achievements of the leadership in popular imagination and thereby to create a stable society. On the other hand, they would attack the tribe’s enemies with scorn  and satire and were even credited with the ability to kill their enemies with well-turned curses. Assassination by poetry …


What also distinguished the story-tellers was their cross-border acceptability. Whereas ordinary members of the opposing tribes’ armies would be attacked at border crossings, the story-teller was invariably allowed free passage. There seems to have been an instinctive sense that the artist, as both educator and entertainer, had a necessary role in preserving the past and creating the future. Centuries later, the subject of this book, Brian Friel, was to reactivate precisely this free-ranging and cohering political role for the story-teller in his creation, with other artists and scholars, of the collective Field Day, in the midst of the tension and insecurity of late twentieth-century Ireland.


Though this world of tribal kings, warriors and respected artist-administrators was not to last for ever, it managed to absorb the challenge of Christianity for a while when, in the fifth century AD, missionaries arrived from across the Irish Sea and from across the Channel. The monks brought with them a revolutionary new tool, destined to shift Irish culture into a new dimension – the habit and craft of writing. Not only could the stories and orally transmitted history-myths of old be recorded now, but subtly infused with the didactic purposes of the new Christian ideology. By the twelfth century AD the monks had established themselves so well – and the Kings of Ireland had adopted Christianity so well – that the roles of story-teller, historian, place-lore-and genealogy-preserver, were handed back to the court bards of old. Now, though, they had to undergo a rigorous fifteen-year training. Over the centuries the Irish art of narrative – oral and written – grew into a powerful and complex grounding for Irish social and cultural life.


The colonial relationship begins


That relatively ordered political situation came to a sudden end in the late fifteenth century. Ireland had suffered its invaders before. The original Gaels were themselves incomers, as were the Christian missionaries. In the ninth and tenth centuries the more warlike Scandinavians had left their mark by establishing ‘towns’, a new institution at this time – in particular Dublin, Wexford and Cork. By the twelfth century Scandinavian power from the north rolled back, to be replaced from the east by the Anglo-Normans, in the wake of William the Conqueror. They, too, became effectively absorbed, in spite of efforts (not least the death penalty for inter-racial marriage) to resist new influences. The area of influence colonized by England alone amounted to an area around the port of Dublin called The Pale (‘The Fence’ – hence the expression ‘beyond the pale’, meaning something out of the question, offensive, dangerous – the supposed characteristics of those beyond the Pale).


The bloody arrival on the English throne of the Tudor family in 1485 sowed the seeds of a poisonous relationship between Ireland and England that is still being worked out at the turn of the twenty-first century. The consequences of what happened in the late fifteenth century have influenced so much of Irish art afterwards, and all of Brian Friel’s work shows its imprint. (Indeed, in plays like The Freedom of the City, Making History and Translations, he tackles the political consequences of the Ireland–England relationship head on.) The Tudor Henry VIII asserted total control over the governance of Ireland, largely by bribing the Irish kings with English titles. A dangerous precedent for English interference in Irish affairs was being consolidated.


Though this interference was first done in the name of English Protestantism, even the Catholic Queen Mary had begun a policy of ‘plantation’ – shipping over English and Scots people to provide a cultural and ethnic counterbalance to the native Irish. A pattern of the old-established ‘Gael’ and the imposed ‘Planter’ was instituted, a division that many feel exists still today, partly as a social fact, partly as an imprisoning myth. The Queen’s archbishop in Armagh even suggested that the native Irish should be ‘eliminated’ and wholly replaced by English colonists. The fundamentally racist attitude of the civilized’ mainland to the old Irish tribes was confirmed, and served to corrupt the attitudes of even those who thought of themselves as cultured. The great English poet Edmund Spenser, contemporary of Shakespeare and author of The Faerie Queene, took some, albeit patronizing, pleasure in Irish cultural achievements: ‘… and surely they savoured of sweet wit and good invention but skilled not of the goodly ornaments of poetry.’ More disturbingly, he also functioned as secretary to the Lord Deputy of Ireland, tasked by Queen Elizabeth to smash rebellion in the southerly Irish province of Munster. Spenser’s description of the victims of this mission carries echoes of defeated and refugee people down the centuries, but it surely reads as a description of a job, for him, well done: ‘Out of every corner of the woods and glens they came creeping forth upon their hands, for their legs could not bear them. They looked anatomies of death, they spake like ghosts crying out of their graves, they did eat of the dead carrions, happy were they could find them …’


If poets were at the heart of Irish politics in pre-Christian times, by 1583 this English poet exemplifies all too harshly a new state of politics. By 1601 a notable revolt of the Irish against the English collapsed in the Battle of Kinsale. Spanish military power was supposed to reinforce the Gaelic chieftains in their revolt against English Protestant domination. In the event it proved too little and too compromised politically, and the tenuous unity of the chieftains too unreliable to defeat aggressive and self-confident English power. This hugely significant moment of Irish history was to become the pivot for Friel’s 1988 dramatic meditation on the nature of history writing and the historical imagination, Making History. Centred on Hugh O’Neill, the most influential and thoughtful of Irish chieftains, the play dramatizes the choices available to O’Neill as effective Irish leader and, by extension, to Ireland as a whole. (Typically for Friel, he uses an historical pivotal point to allow a modern audience to reflect on contemporary positions.) From now on, the plantation of Ulster with (overwhelmingly  Protestant) English and Scots became a feature of Tudor rule, later continued by Oliver Cromwell and William of Orange. A culture of anti-Irish, usually anti-Catholic, racism had taken root and was carefully nurtured.


Seventeenth-century reckonings


The Great Rebellion of 1641 pitched Ireland and England into a yet more profound crisis. The Ulster Gaelic Irish, many of whom had had their land confiscated to be handed over to the new settlers from the mainland, formed an alliance with Catholic landowners deeply unsettled about what would happen to their land titles. This was also the year in which Cromwell’s London Parliament had decreed the absolute suppression of Catholicism. Cromwell, of course, had abolished monarchy and violently abolished an actual monarch, Charles I. The Irish rebel lords were thus victims of a terrible irony. In earlier years, many had pragmatically pledged allegiance to an English monarch in order to survive. Now the regicide Cromwell, self-styled defender of justice and democracy, turned on the rebellious Irish with a double fury. They were rebels against England and, so it seemed, rebels against Cromwell’s republican ideal. His ruthless political logic found its bloodiest symbol in the siege and massacre at Drogheda: ‘I believe we put to the sword the whole number of the defendants. [c.3,000]. I do not think Thirty of the whole number escaped with their lives. Those that did, are in safe custody for the Barbadoes’ (Cromwell’s letter to the President of the Council of State, Dublin, 16 September 1649).


The Restoration of the Catholic King Charles II in England seemed to relieve the pressure on Irish Catholics for a short while, but in turn increased the anxiety of the Protestant plantation Irish, who feared that it would be their turn to lose favour with England. English politics, however, moved on, dragging Ireland with it. In 1688, in search of a suitable monarch, Parliament invited the Protestant William of the Dutch House of Orange to be King of England, and he it was whose army finally defeated the Catholic James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. ‘The Boyne’ and the ‘Orangeman’ were firmly embedded in Protestant mythology as powerful symbols of Catholicism’s defeat, and they remain so today. Ireland effectively became a fully fledged colony of England.


Paranoia about invasion from Europe through Ireland gave a pseudo-strategic justification for the unequal and potentially unstable relationship now established (and continued to do so until the end of the Second World War). Ireland was increasingly dividing into an ascendant, mainly Protestant, minority with wealth and political power and a discontented and politically disenfranchised Catholic majority. The fundamental pattern of politics and social living so disastrously established in this period still characterized the world into which Friel was born in 1929.


Republicanism rising


If the Republican Cromwell behaved little differently from assorted monarchs in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was the idea of an Irish Republic, separate from England–Scotland both in governance and in religion, that laid the final ground for the twentieth-century ‘Irish Question’. Two revolutions – the French and the American – provided models for this new set of dissident ideas. Many of Friel’s plays face westward to America – his first ‘breakthrough’ play is called Philadelphia, Here I Come! – in a way that his English contemporaries’ plays do not. This neatly symbolizes a pattern of relationships between Ireland and the United States that recurs throughout the centuries. It is appropriate, therefore, that the shifts to a republican, anti-monarchist vision enters Irish history largely because of events in America. If the French Revolution of 1789 scared the English ruling class, nervousness turned to fear when the Americans – in a British colony – declared their intention to become independent. This American Revolution, begun in 1775, affected Irish politics in two ways: it offered a model of how a newly established population could create a set of ideas and ideals about self-government, and then carry through that vision into practical action; more particularly, it demanded the use of British troops that would otherwise have been available for service in Ireland. France and, more particularly, America thus became both lure and model for dissent and rebellion.


Nineteenth- and twentieth-century diaspora


One consequence of this tendency for the Irish – both settlers and the ‘native’ Gaelic – to look to America was that, as life got more desperate for the poor (which meant in particular the predominantly Catholic Irish living in the west of the country), the prospect of moving to a new world, out of domination by England, loomed all the more invitingly. The horrific potato famine of the mid-nineteenth century hardened this pattern out of sheer necessity. The flight of the educated Catholic Irish (another narrative pivot of Making History) from English Protestant domination to continental Europe had already characterized the first phase of England’s colonization of the country. Now the economic serfdom to which thousands of the Irish had been reduced meant that survival could only be guaranteed abroad. (Friel was to write a TV drama-documentary, The Next Parish, on the great famine and emigration to the United States.) The famine, caused by potato blight, destroyed the staple diet of most poor Irish peasant farmers. To this day there is controversy about how culpable Britain was in allowing laissez-faire market forces to turn an agricultural disaster into a human tragedy.


As in more recent political disasters such as the anti-Semitic pogroms of Russia and, later, Germany, or the Balkans of the 1990s, the ports of the country filled with asylum seekers, refugees, emigrants. The Irish character began to take on a face of enforced internationalism. The missionary zeal of Irish Catholic priests had already made itself known in their God-appointed  task to take the gospel to unbelievers in Africa and the Far East. (There is a distinct echo of this Irish internationalism – unlike British internationalism, not conventionally imperialist – in Friel’s 1977 play Living Quarters. About the return to his home town of an Irish army general who has served with the United Nations abroad, the play is a reminder that Irish soldiery – perhaps because of a perceived neutrality and historical culture of opposition to imperialism – has frequently played important roles in United Nations actions.) Both his first ‘success’, Philadelphia, Here I Come!, and his next play, The Loves of Cass McGuire, are thoroughly involved in the relationship of Ireland with the United States. There is a consistency, therefore, in the discovery that Friel’s early writing career owes much to his early success as a short-story writer for the New Yorker magazine, whose readership had an appetite for stories about ‘the auld country’, as well as to the encouragement of a great Monaghan-descended theatre director, Sir Tyrone Guthrie, who went on to establish a new theatre in the North American state of Minneapolis.


Irish literature and Irish identity


By the nineteenth century Irish society was heaving with the opposing interests of two broad groupings. One wanted independence from England, and was largely Catholic in religion and nationalist (desiring an Irish homeland) in politics. The other interest was dependent on England, where lay its roots and culture, and it was largely Protestant in religion and Unionist (supportive of the Union with England, Scotland and Wales) in politics. The complex interrelationship between colonized Ireland and the different classes and religious affiliations within it created a cauldron of debate and political action that always threatened civil peace in the country.


By the late 1800s the built-in Anglo-Irish power base known as the Protestant Ascendancy was being slowly eroded. Agitation by poor tenants over unjust rents and general poverty threatened the comfortable life of the Anglo-Irish with angry rebellion and sullen resentment. Blatant class antagonism was fuelled by the harsh economic climate for a peasant agriculture that was outmoded in the increasingly industrialized, technology-driven world of the nineteenth century. Ironically it was an English Protestant prime minister, William Gladstone, who finally did for the Irish Protestant Ascendancy. Determined to hold on to Ireland, and conscious that blatant injustice could only create social chaos and increase support for nationalism, he introduced into Parliament a Land Act based on three ‘F’s – Fixity of tenure, Fair rent, and Freedom to sell holdings. The Anglo-Irish landowners were reduced to little more than rent collectors. The British Parliament continued to undermine the Ascendancy by providing financial support to landlords who simply wanted to sell up and get out. In a short space of time, the picture of land ownership was transformed. Yet the fires of Irish independence would not be extinguished. Home Rule was a constant aspiration and a Home Rule party spoke for all but the most militant nationalists. Unfortunately for that aspiration, Gladstone and his Liberal Party lost the 1886 election and his proposals for Irish Home Rule went with him. In the face of a Conservative Party determination to maintain the Union at all costs, the Home Rulers began to fracture into more political groupings, ranging from the constitutional to the openly insurrectionary.


The cult of Celtism


In this new climate of nationalist excitement, Irish (and some sympathetic English) artists and scholars began to generate a new source of imagery and ideas to fuel the nationalist struggle. Beginning as the ‘Celtic Renaissance’, the movement’s main impetus was first to discover, then to protect, then to elevate to mythical status the language and art of the old Gaelic culture. Histories – of the chieftains, and of the old pre-plantation feudal world – proliferated. The warrior-ballads, with their all-Irish heroes – Cuchulain, Queen Maebh and others – from the great Ulster cycle of myths, were rediscovered and translated into English (a paradoxical necessity given how dominant the language had become). An equivalent tendency in English culture amongst Pre-Raphaelites and others revived myths like that of King Arthur, and similarly expressed a distaste for industrialism and the emergence of mass society. The English movement represented an escape from engagement with the contemporary world in an effort to find some countercultural alternative. While this may have been partly true of the Celtic revival, it was far more important as a resource for national self-esteem, as if to say, ‘Look, we have myths and legends as potent, if not more so, than yours; why then don’t we have a homeland?’


Traditional sports, such as hurley and Gaelic football, enjoyed a turn-of-the-century renaissance, but most important of all, the Gaelic language itself was the focus of an intense effort of revival. Spoken overwhelmingly by poorer people in the west of the nation, it took on a symbolic significance for the metropolitan nationalists for whom the old language’s greatest attraction was that it was not English, language of the invader and colonizer. At the turn of the century, Irish language was the single strongest signifier of Irish nationalism, and placed at the heart of the web of ideas, passions and social realities that made up an Irish identity.


It has been almost impossible during the twentieth century for Irish writers not to be writing about Irish identity. Brian Friel is no exception. Even when he deals with other aspects of his own experience, he finds himself dealing, at some level, with Irish identity. In Philadelphia, Here I Come! and Dancing at Lughnasa he questions the nature of memory and exile, and in particular the way that language hugely influences personality and culture. Inevitably, he finds himself returning to the web of connections between language, national identity and personal identity. For a writer, concern with language is also concern with his or her own medium, and each encounter with it brings him/her face to face with his/her own identity as an Irishman/woman. As Paul Durcan’s seventieth-birthday present to him states, he is the man ‘Who lives in that part of the South of Ireland / Which is more northerly than the North …’ The landscape in which he grows up is transformed metaphorically (and, inasmuch as industrialized technology can be stimulated by political change, literally) by the political divisions and allegiances of society. The language he speaks and in which he writes is transformed, too, by politics. Yet Friel also knows, with the sophistication of a man very aware of twentieth-century scholarship about linguistics, semantics and culture, that language, in its turn, can transform politics – that language and politics participate in an endless dance, where one leads then the other, each transforming the other, sometimes to humanity’s benefit, often not.


Issues of social justice, of parental relationships, of the partiality of memory, of the temptations of self-deception – all Friel themes, all ‘universal’ – are still refracted through his own concern with what it means to be a north Irish citizen and playwright, and also what it means to work in the powerful tradition of other Irish writers.


Irish drama – ‘The Revival’


Most people know that Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw were Irish. We sometimes need reminding that many of the most quintessentially ‘English’ playwrights of preceding centuries were actually Irish – Sheridan, Farquhar, Goldsmith, the actor-dramatist Charles Macklin – and that perhaps the greatest satirist of England and the emerging modern world was Jonathan Swift, a Dublin man. That most made their names as comic writers may have had to do with their ability to look at England and the English with a wry outsider’s eye, both comfortable in and critical of English society. However, in a famously provocative piece of journalism called ‘Plays Peasant and Unpeasant’ (the title a sly parody of one of Shaw’s collections  of plays), Friel urged us to reject these men as having anything to do with Irish drama. Instead he proposed a definition of Irish drama as: ‘Plays written in Irish or English on Irish subjects and performed by Irishmen’. For Friel, the moment Irish drama revived was the evening of 8 May 1899. A group of enthusiasts called the Irish Literary Theatre put on The Countess Cathleen by the then current leader of Irish literature, poet and playwright William Butler Yeats.


The significance of that night was both immediate and long-term. Immediately, the play dealt with a quintessential Irish theme: famine. The Countess sells her soul to the devil in order to save her starving peasants. The theme was attacked in the Dublin papers as blasphemous and an air of scandal immediately developed around the playwright. In his next play, Cathleen ni Houlihan, Yeats addressed the colonial relationship with England in a play set in the 1798 rebellion, expressing support for violent action against the British, as well as invoking that mythical personification of the Irish nation, Cathleen.


The longer-term and far more important result of Yeats’s work was to establish a focus for ideas and debate about Ireland and Irish identity through drama. Collaborating with other theatre professionals and supporters, Yeats moved on to establish the Irish National Theatre Society, performing plays largely at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin but also committed to touring in other parts of Ireland. Thereafter, for a period of about twenty years, the ‘Abbey’ became a powerful nursery of writing and acting talent. Its first great discovery was John Millington Synge, an Irish Protestant playwright who had a strong awareness of the latest artistic developments on mainland Europe, but who also discovered an affinity with the peasant culture and language of the Western Isles of Ireland. He wrote his masterpiece, The Playboy of the Western World, about that peasant culture. In 1998, Brian Friel, John Arden and other writers with Irish connections marked the enormous influence that his writing had on Irish culture by attending the opening of Synge’s cottage as a cultural centre. In his opening address, Friel said: ‘He’s the man who made Irish theatre and he’s a man before whom we all genuflect.’


Artistic differences eventually pushed the Irish National Theatre founders apart, and Yeats’s plans for a more heroic dramatic style rooted in mythology gave way to smaller writers’ comedies and melodramas about rural Ireland – the ‘peasant plays’ that were to become characteristic of the Abbey’s output. In Synge, however, they had nurtured a writer who managed to use the ‘peasant play’ formula to create drama of real tragicomic greatness. Inevitably, some of the characteristic flavours of his work became clichés in the hands of later, lesser writers and, as if to balance that tendency to a smallness of vision, a rival theatre, The Gate, opened in 1928 with an enthusiasm for the more avant-garde developments in staging, lighting and play-writing from Europe. If the Abbey looked into the rural heartland of Ireland, the Gate looked to Paris and Vienna. When Brian Friel writes his 1972 piece, he once again addresses those polarities of introverted vision, the ‘plays peasant’, and more ambitious work, ‘plays unpeasant’. Contrasting the triviality, as he sees it, of the Dublin theatre scene in the early 1970s, he looks with a degree of envy to Europe and America:




Meanwhile, in Germany Hochhuth writes surrealistic documentaries about human responsibility. In England Edward Bond writes about the violent self-destruction of mankind. In France Planchon celebrates change in all its forms. In America Edward Albee writes of the impossibility of human communication. And in Ireland, as I write this, in the capital’s three largest theatres, Boucicault capers on the Abbey stage, Cinderella on the Olympia, Robin Hood on the Gaiety. Some entertaining impresario should book Nero and his fiddle for a long Irish season.





This piece also speaks of Friel’s characteristic debate with himself about how drama should engage with the community; how to avoid writing propaganda – ‘I do not believe that art is a servant of any movement’ – at the same time as responding to the convulsions his own country, like the rest of the world, was then going through. By invoking the Abbey and criticizing it for its triviality at that moment (1972 was the year of Bloody Sunday and a year away from the reimposition of Direct Rule from London) Friel implicitly invokes that exciting turn-of-the-century period of the Abbey’s leadership of Irish ideas. Here was a theatre, led by important artists and enthusiasts for drama who were prepared to deal with the big questions of nationalism and power and prepared to kick up a stink. Twice in his time with the Abbey Yeats himself stalked onstage to heckle back at outraged audiences who didn’t like the ideas being presented to them.


That the energy in that early flowering of Irish theatre eventually drained away amidst disagreements on artistic policy was unfortunate, but the Abbey Theatre experienced another revival in the 1920s with the Dublin plays of another great writer, Sean O’Casey, who combined nationalism with a clear sense of injustice that he expressed in his membership of republican and socialist groupings. (O’Casey also quarrelled with the Abbey, as he had quarrelled with Ireland, and took up residence in England.) For Friel, characteristically more wary about political movements than O’Casey, it was the meeting with the young Belfast actor Stephen Rea that was to give him, in Field Day Theatre Company, a real political purchase on his culture in a way that had not seemed possible in Ireland since that first decade at the Abbey from 1899.


Barricade to border: the die is cast


Ireland during this period was undergoing the final stages of that transforming wave that had been gathering force throughout the nineteenth century. The 1916 Easter Rising, a tactical failure but a profound mythological triumph (and the reference point for O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock and The Plough and the Stars), resulted in the execution of many of its surviving leaders by British soldiers, thus ensuring an overwhelming tide of nationalist feeling in all but the north-eastern province of Ulster. By 1919 Ireland was riven by civil war over control of the independence struggle. In 1922 Britain finally accepted the reality of Irish nationalism and agreed to the creation of the Irish Free State. However, the Anglo-Irish Treaty decreed an enclave of six counties in part of the old north-eastern province of Ulster that were to remain within the United Kingdom. Historically, Ulster had always been a rebellious region of Ireland, and had given successive centuries of English government a headache. Now the region was predominantly Protestant and also industrially the most developed part of Ireland. The possibility for a poisoned or a potent political future rested very much on how the minority Catholic/Nationalist community were to be treated in the Protestant/Unionist-dominated province. Sadly, jobs, political power and freedom of expression tended to flow inexorably towards Unionists and away from Nationalists. The Irish Question remained unanswered and in 1929 the newborn Friel found himself a child of a divided society.
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Friel’s Life and Work





Brian Friel was born in 1929 in Killyclogher, near the town of Omagh, County Tyrone, in the newly established province of Northern Ireland. His father’s father and his mother’s mother couldn’t read, and all his grandparents were Irish-speakers. Compared to many of his contemporaries, he is very closely connected to a much older, pre-literate peasant culture. On the other hand, his father Patrick – ‘a quiet and reserved man’, according to Friel – was a teacher and headmaster, full of the respect for learning and education commonly found in subordinated cultures. Young Brian attended Culmore Primary – his father’s school – and fondly remembers his father teaching the school choir a song: ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’, by Tom Moore: ‘… we won a cup at the Omagh Feis [festival] and he was inordinately proud of us – and of himself. And for months afterwards he would line us up and start us off singing that Moore song. Then he would leave the classroom and cross the school yard and go to the far side of the country road and just stand there – listening to us singing in harmony in the distance. And although I couldn’t see him standing there, I knew that we transported him.’


In 1964 he recalled for the BBC, being reduced to tears by his teacher-father’s rage over his son’s problems with algebra. It was the sound of Presbyterian chapel hymn-singing from the church next door that seems to have consoled him in his misery: ‘… although it may not have been the height of mystical experience, I can heartily recommend hymn-singing to all those who labour and are burdened.’ His mother’s influence was no less strong – ‘a dominant vivacious presence’. Her family came from Glenties, in County Donegal, in what, in 1920, had become the Irish Republic. Moreover, he had six aunties, whom he knew well, women who clearly influenced both man and writer. Just before the Second World War, two of them had suddenly moved away from the family home in County Donegal, and later died in poverty-stricken exile in London. This sad fact became the seed from which grew perhaps his most famous play Dancing at Lughnasa.


The Friels were Catholics, which now placed them on the fringes of Northern Ireland society. In the south, in the Irish Free State, for all the felt mistrust of Protestantism, there was still a degree of respect for that minority belief. The Free State, for instance, supported both Catholic and Protestant schools. Not so in Northern Ireland, where to be Catholic was to be excluded, either by direct ostracism or by structural means such as vote rigging. The suspicion in which the Catholic community was held was extreme – ‘traitors’, either actual or potential. As a child, Friel remembers:




there were certain areas one didn’t go into. I remember bringing shoes to the shoemaker’s shop at the end of the street. This was a terrifying experience, because if the Protestant boys caught you in this kind of no-man’s-land, they’d kill you. I have vivid memories when I was twelve or so of standing at my own front door and hoping the coast would be clear so I could dive over to the shop; and then, when I’d left the shoes in, waiting to see was the coast clear again. If you were caught you were finished. It was absolutely terrifying. That sort of thing leaves scars for the rest of one’s life.





Friel also recalled stealing red glass reflectors from air-raid shelters: ‘I think we were vandals. I know we had no civic sense whatever … we were just thieving little street urchins, and the only therapy we needed was a kick in the pants.’


In his 1972 Self-Portrait Friel reflected on what he described as the ‘bizarre’ process of his education:







For about fifteen years I was taught by a succession of men who force-fed me with information, who cajoled me, beat me, threatened me, coaxed me to swallow their puny little pies of knowledge and attitudes … the little grudge I bear is directed against those men who taught me the literature of Rome and Greece and England and Ireland as if they were intricate pieces of machinery, created for no reason and designed for no purpose. They were called out of the air, these contrivances, and planked in front of us, and for years we tinkered with them, pulling them apart, putting them together again, translating, scanning, conjugating, never once suspecting that these texts were the testimony of sad, happy, assured, confused people like ourselves.





Perhaps it is unsurprising that when he himself takes up his father’s profession, Friel chooses to teach Maths rather than English! Yet it is also true that Friel’s whole writing career can be seen as a project precisely to speak for and through the ‘sad, happy, assured, confused people’ amongst whom he has lived. So much of Brian Friel’s childhood experience seems to ripple out into his art – the strong, beloved authoritarian father, the imminent danger posed by sectarian division, the quietly rebellious refusal to conform to a ‘nice’ stereotype, the consoling powers of music …


Inevitably, the sectarian atmosphere served to increase the Catholic community’s flight towards nationalism and allegiance to the Free State, later the Republic of Ireland. Friel’s father was a committed nationalist, member of the Nationalist Party and a councillor for the Catholic Bogside and Creggan districts of Derry City, where the family had moved in 1939. Known to the Protestant Northern Irish as Londonderry, this piece of politically inspired city-renaming clearly sensitized Friel early to the way Irish names reflect history as much as geography. Indeed, his own name poignantly symbolizes the issue. His birth certificate has him as Bernard Friel because the Protestant authorities in the newly established Northern Ireland province were not-so-subtly keen to eradicate traditional Irish names. Brian Friel, however, went on to St Columb’s school in Derry. (The school also educated Seamus Heaney, perhaps the best-known Irish poet of the post-war world, and John Hume, a leading activist in the later Civil Rights movement in Ulster, and later a prominent Nationalist politician.)


From his Derry life there seems to have grown a strong sense of local attachment that also sings on in his work. Speaking of Derry, Friel recalls that ‘every going away was a wrench and every return a fulfilment’, but goes on to pinpoint the contradictions that in some senses he identifies for all Ireland and on whose horns the whole nation sits: ‘The inquisitiveness of villagers; the complacency of a market town. In one sense it’s an easy atmosphere to live in, and in another sense it imposes its own rigid rules of conduct because respectability here is equated with virtue, and the trouble is that respectability is not an absolute standard, but dependent on what people respect here and now.’


It is a sign of the absolute centrality of Catholic religious culture that so many young men of Friel’s generation and earlier seemed almost automatically to train for the priesthood. For the vast majority of these young men, St Patrick’s seminary at Maynooth outside Dublin was the training ground and, aged sixteen, it was here that Brian Friel came. The experience was not a happy one – ‘an awful experience, it nearly drove me cracked. It is one thing I want to forget.’ Friel does not speak publicly about this time. Whatever the precise triggers that brought about disillusion, it is reasonable to speculate that a mind as questing and as willing to entertain uncertainties would not have found a regime of unquestioning faith either easy or congenial. At the very least the warmth and female companionship of his aunts and sisters would have seemed achingly absent in the austerity of the all-male priest college. He told one interviewer: ‘It’s a very disturbing thing to happen to anyone. I don’t know if one ever recovers totally from an immense experience of this nature … I wasn’t very happy at the time, but I was sixteen or seventeen and these are carefree years. If one has to have a “tragedy” in one’s life, they are the best years to have it in.’


His education now continued, following in his father’s footsteps to St Joseph’s and St Mary’s Teacher Training College, to do a one-year course: ‘… another blunt instrument. It was a crude place.’


Whatever the difficulties, Friel’s path was conventional enough for the academic child of a teacher and a civil servant. He began teaching in schools run by an influential religious order called the Christian Brothers, originally set up to educate talented boys of limited means. Their educational philosophy was always conservative and traditional. In the Self-Portrait he reflects on his teaching years with some regret: ‘… what I was doing was putting boys in for maths exams and getting them through. In fact I fancied myself as a teacher because I worked hard at teaching the tricks and the poodle dogs became excellent performers. And I regret, too, that I used a strap. Indeed, I regret this most of all.’ Later, Friel moved on to more congenial work in a primary school: ‘It was a kind of epiphany, you know. It was something different. It wasn’t the kind of Christian Brothers stuff.’ It was during this ten-year period that Brian Friel began to produce creative writing.


Some writers feed voraciously from their own biography and experience. Others follow the American writer Gore Vidal’s advice to ‘write what you imagine, not what you know about …’ Usually the best writers strike a balance between the two, taking the raw material of experience and transforming it through imagination into art; this seems particularly true for Friel. Dramatists also act like magnets for the ideas and passions that are vibrant in any moment in history. They focus them and give them tangible form so that audiences can better understand and work with them in their own lives. In Friel’s case, as he begins his creative life in the late 1940s, he symbolizes and expresses a range of historical, political and social matters – largely to do with Ireland.


Geographically, he starts adult life living in a county and a city that are contradictory – more Catholic than Protestant, but ruled by Protestants. At the stroke of a pen on a treaty in London, he finds himself ‘British’, while his mother’s family and friends a few miles away are now, constitutionally, ‘Irish’. His family has Nationalist affiliations and his father takes them into public life as a town councillor. Like so many Irish people, Northern or Southern, Brian Friel is aware of the two great national forces to the east and west of his country, stretching and pulling him away from his roots: America, the most potent pole of attraction down the centuries for Irish citizens determined to survive, or to drag themselves from poverty to prosperity; Britain, the other economic safe haven but also, until the twentieth century, the political master, the cultural big brother, imposing its language and world view.


Personally, this Brian Friel is an intelligent, creative young man who begins to see the contradictions between Irish society’s innate conservatism and the first intimations of a rapidly changing world. He is also aware of the damage in these. He teaches to earn a living, and though he enjoys it well enough, his real creativity is poured into the writing of short stories. A career begins.


Writing on the border


Friel’s work began and blossomed in a country and a culture that often seemed rigid, undynamic and futureless. The fraught colonial relationship with England had left a complex legacy for the 1950s. In the Republic, a peasant, largely agrarian culture combined with the Catholic Church’s dominant position in public life to maintain a stifling conservatism. Writing in 1972, Friel characterized ‘the two allegiances that have bound the Irish imagination – loyalty to the most authoritarian church in the world and devotion to a romantic ideal we call Kathleen … Faith and fatherland.’ Yet this was now the world of nuclear weapons, accelerating technology and a resurgent Europe. In Friel’s Northern Ireland/Ulster, its dominant Protestant religious culture differed largely in that industrialisation had taken a firmer hold than in the agrarian South. It was certainly as culturally conservative, perhaps more so, than the South. The communication channels between England and Northern Ireland should have ensured a quicker transition into post-war society. In practice, the defensiveness of that culture in regard to the South meant that change was not on the social agenda, from whatever source it came. In the South the gaze of writers and artists, anticipators and seismographers of cultural change, was habitually more focused on Europe than in the notionally more ‘modern’, industrialized North. Writers like Friel found themselves trapped in a kind of cultural no-man’s-land – exiled from both communities by their creativity and their sensitivity to the profound psychological and social damage caused by patterns of living and feeling that failed to match up to the contemporary world.


Born in Omagh, raised in Derry, hemmed in by Northern Irish political realities, the writer Friel invented a location as the setting for much of his imaginative writing. However, Ballybeg, as he named it, is nominally in County Donegal, the part of the Irish Republic that is due west of Northern Ireland and therefore as much a part of ‘the North’ as, say, Belfast. Ballybeg is the anglicized form of the Irish ‘Baile Beag’, or Small Town. (He also occasionally refers to Ballymore – ‘Baile Mor’, or Big Town – when he needs to write about a larger community.) For Brian Friel, the border has always been more of a tripwire nuisance than a reality. Yet its presence in the personal and political mythologies of the Irish nations could hardly be ignored. The Catholic, nationalist writer who grew up in a Protestant, Unionist state embodied, even as he became an adult, all the contradictions of his country.


Fortunately, Friel was a talented writer and the 1950s were a period in which the short-story readership flourished, particularly in America. Two magazines, the New Yorker and the Saturday Evening Post, solicited material from a range of writers.


From 1952 Friel was under contract to the New Yorker to write stories. Not all were accepted. Rapidly learning professional writers’ guile, he managed to sell much of the rejected work on to the rival Saturday Evening Post. Looking back on this period in 1964, Friel states: ‘If it weren’t for the New Yorker I couldn’t live. Couldn’t live at all. And they’re so – I hate to use the word – they’re so respectful. It sounds a pompous thing to say, but you know what I mean in the context. They have such respect for work and for their contributors.’


Introducing some of Friel’s collected interviews, Christopher Murray evocatively outlines the tradition of Irish story writing in which Friel first worked: ‘… a world where authority was taken for granted; a patriarchal and religiously conservative society, dependent on mild eccentricity and occasional bouts of passionate revolt for its repertoire of stories … a world peopled by well-fed, ruminative priests, schoolteachers sporting immortal longings, copious inadequate fathers, wistful mothers and a seemingly endless succession of adolescent children poised on the threshold of disillusion’.


Speaking in 1982, Friel spoke of one overwhelming reason for his stopping short-story writing: ‘It was at the point when I recognized how difficult they were. It would have meant a whole reappraisal. I mean, I was very much under the influence, as everybody at the time was, of [Sean] O’Faolain and [Frank] O’Connor, particularly … I think at some point round about that period [came] the recognition of the difficulty of the thing, you know, that maybe there was the need for the discovery of a voice and that I was just echoing somebody else.’





OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
it

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571282661_cover_epub.jpg
Tony Coult

Friel:






