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Foreword


Fintan O’Toole


IN THE EARLY 1980S, Dublin-based theatre critics didn’t bother going to Galway. I suppose I had the additional excuse that In Dublin, the fortnightly listings magazine I wrote for, was explicitly centred on the capital. It still feels in retrospect rather shameful that I first encountered Druid out of their native habitat in the Peacock theatre in Dublin in June 1981. The production was Island Protected by a Bridge of Glass and it had opened at Druid Lane in May of the previous year.


Apart from Mick Lally, this was pretty much the core of the original Druid repertory company featuring bold and fluent actors I had never seen before: Ray McBride, Maelíosa Stafford, Seán McGinley and Marie Mullen. They had a fierce, direct, unabashed presence that seemed utterly self-confident without being self-conscious. They seemed in the best sense very sure of themselves.


The director was called Garry Hynes and, in telling the story of Gráineuáile and Elizabeth I, she was drawing with aplomb on almost every trick in the theatrical book, from modernist estrangement to the old rhythms of Irish music (played live by Dé Danann). She could speak in several dramatic tongues at once. It was, as I wrote in my review, ‘a triumph not only for Garry Hynes’s mastery of technique and language but also for Marie Mullen’s strength and depth as an actress.’


 Galway people already knew this, of course. Druid, as Patrick Lonergan narrates in this wonderfully vivid history, already had a previous life of which I was largely ignorant. The craft and coherence I was experiencing for the first time had been forged over the previous six years of hard labour by a group of young people who had committed themselves completely to their art and made what then seemed highly improbable – a professional theatre company in Galway – not merely possible but imperative.


Yet ignorant as I was of the company’s past, I did have inklings of the future. In my review I wrote that ‘Hynes has achieved a dramatic language which encompasses fully the poetry of speech, the rhythm of movement and the direct visual impact of physical objects. She has done so in such an original and essentially native way as to suggest that if there is to be a revitalization of Irish theatre it is most likely to be inspired by Druid.’


In retrospect revitalization was not a fortunate choice of word. For if the sheer accomplishment of this young company was the first surprise, the second was that Druid was also profoundly and authentically traditional. Hynes was committed, among other things, to a revival of the Irish Revival, a contemporary reconnection with the wild and ferocious energies of the early years of the Abbey.


W.B. Yeats and John Synge and Augusta Gregory had the radicalism of artists who are having to start from scratch. Galway, though by no means a theatrical tabula rasa, had for Druid something of that same frontier freedom. But it was also part of a real, disillusioned, unmagical West of Ireland. The poetry of the tradition had to find its voice in a place and a time where many of the promises of Irish modernity were proving, in the grim 1980s, to be hollow.


The crossing of these currents had its immediate electrifying effect in Druid’s landmark 1982 production of Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World. I had seen the play before. It was overripe – it had gone soft. The tension between the beauty of Synge’s lyrical language and the violent ugliness of the action had slackened into a colourful romanticism. Druid’s staging was like being jolted back into 1907 when this play was so shocking, so mind-blowing in its dizzying shifts between farce and tragedy, that it provoked riots. This production was itself riotous. It smashed through all the layers of over-familiarity that had become encrusted, not just on The Playboy but on the whole Revival repertoire.


That Playboy was a moment of revelation but also of liberation. It freed up the great legacy of early twentieth-century Irish theatre by cracking open its apparent realism to release its inherent surrealism. It opened the way to the company’s astonishing later engagements with that legacy in DruidSynge, DruidGregory and DruidO’Casey and. It also, oddly enough, made possible a thrillingly distinctive approach to the English Renaissance tradition that flowered in productions like Hynes’s great staging of John Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore, the DruidShakespeare history cycle and the staggering fiftieth anniversary staging of Macbeth.


There was a false opposition between tradition and modernity that was playing out at many levels of Irish culture and society – we must either accept the given forms of religion and politics or walk away from history (often, in the 1980s, by literally moving away from the island). Druid refused to be bound by that binary: it found the avant garde within the old guard. It grabbed history and translated into the only kind of time that matters in the theatre – the eternal present tense of now.


It struck me, when I was reviewing The Leenane Trilogy in 1997 that ‘the company’s veterans – Marie Mullen, Maelíosa Stafford, Mick Lally – have often been at their very best when exploding naturalism from within, starting with the apparently familiar and making it very strange’. Successive clusters of great actors have stayed true to that Druid aesthetic of building performance from the ground up. The ground (as in Druid’s Shakespeare productions) is often the dirt and at least one foot is always on it even if the rest of the body is reaching for mythic heights.


Thus, Druid’s distinctive magnetism is a reversal of polarities – the ordinary made mysterious, the outlandish given a local habitation and a name. If a cliché is language worn down into hollowness, Druid’s existence can be seen as a half-century war on cliché in which the cutting edge of language (verbal, physical and emotional) is hammered back into razor-edge sharpness.


If, then, Druid has functioned in one dimension as a great reviver of Irish tradition (including half-forgotten plays like M.J. Molloy’s The Wood of the Whispering, Seamus Byrne’s Little City and George Fitzmaurice’s The Ointment Blue) it has also forged new classics. It made complete sense that Druid recognized Tom Murphy for what he is: a master among the great playwrights. Murphy’s ability to pitch a drama between the earthy and the operatic – so breathtakingly realized in 1985 in Siobhán McKenna’s astounding performance as Mommo in Bailegangaire – dovetailed perfectly with Hynes’s own style.


And that collaboration in turn created the template for fruitful relationships with John B. Keane, Martin McDonagh, Marina Carr, Enda Walsh, Sonya Kelly, Mark O’Rowe and others. Druid has kept faith with the idea of the literary play as a unique artform that can hold its nerve amidst the waves of great cultural change. The space where words become acts is still its sacred ground.


This living tradition has been one of the great arenas in which the whole idea of Ireland has been tested, weighed, taken apart, remade, exposed and confirmed over half a century. The founders of the Abbey believed that a theatre was as important to a nation’s consciousness as a parliament and there have been times in Druid’s life when it has seemed considerably more so. Much of the public world over the last fifty years has been characterized by violence, betrayal, evasion and dishonesty. Druid has enacted all of those things on stage while standing out against them all.


‘Mad Ireland’, wrote W.H. Auden of W.B. Yeats, ‘hurt you into poetry’ – and this might have been written over the door of the Mick Lally Theatre. Druid is where we have gone, sometimes to laugh and forget, but mostly to be hurt into poetry, to pass through pain into transcendence.


There is a line in one of Murphy’s great plays The Gigli Concert, spoken by a man who can scarcely believe of his lover that ‘you and I are alive in time at the same time’. All through its first half century, Druid has been alive in our time, a constant, pulsing counterpoint to the tumults of a transforming society. In dark periods, that pulse told us that we were not dead yet. In more euphoric interludes, it throbbed with the energy of contest and challenge. It has been a wonder to be alive in Ireland at the same time as Druid. Patrick Lonergan’s feat in this gloriously vibrant history is to reanimate those marvels and leave us hungering for the ones to come.
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		The Foyer of the Mick Lally Theatre.


	








Introduction


THERE’S a TINY side street in Galway that has had many names during the last thousand years. It used to be called Red Earl’s Lane, taking its name from an Anglo-Norman earl called Richard de Burgo. He had built a hall there sometime during the 1200s, using it as a courthouse and tax collection office, but also occasionally hosting banquets there.


The street fell into ruin during the 1400s, when the De Burgos were forced out of the city after the Tribes of Galway seized power. But its name stayed in place for hundreds of years, both in English and in its Irish form, Bóthar an Iarla. By the nineteenth century, it was going by two new names – sometimes called Courthouse Lane, and sometimes Chapel Lane. And then, finally, in 1996 Galway City Council decided to rechristen it yet again – as Druid Lane.


This change was made to celebrate the twenty-first birthday of Druid Theatre – the company that had been founded in the city in 1975, with the initially modest aim of bringing professional theatre to the west of Ireland. That company had gained so much international acclaim by 1996 that, it was often said, it had ‘put Galway on the map’ as a centre for Irish culture. By renaming the lane in their honour, the Council were returning the compliment by literally putting Druid on a map, writing them into the city’s history – and into its geography too.


That lane is now home to the Mick Lally Theatre, Druid’s home venue. If you walk into that building, you’ll see several traces of the company’s history.


On the wall just inside the front door is a shelf that holds many different chairs – one that’s made of wood, another made of clear plastic, another of chrome – and each of them originally created as a set piece for a Druid production.


There are also posters on the walls – including one of The Threepenny Opera, the Brecht play that Druid chose when they opened the venue in 1979, having spent the previous six months building it.


And there are often photos hanging on the wall, from some of Druid’s most iconic productions. You might see Siobhán McKenna in the role of Mommo in Tom Murphy’s 1985 play Bailegangaire, which had premiered in that very building. Or you might catch sight of a picture of Anna Manahan from Martin McDonagh’s The Beauty Queen of Leenane – the show that brought Druid to international acclaim when it won four Tony Awards on Broadway in 1998. And often you’ll see photos of the company’s three co-founders: Garry Hynes, Marie Mullen and Mick Lally.


But you might also get into a conversation with someone who has a story to tell about Druid’s past. Some of those people have been there from the beginning. They can tell you that they saw Marie Mullen in a Drama Society play directed by Garry Hynes when both were students at the University of Galway; or maybe they remember Mick Lally acting in amateur productions at the nearby Taibhdhearc theatre when he was still working as a teacher in Tuam in the early 1970s.


Or maybe you’ll meet someone who first encountered the company in the early 1990s, when its second Artistic Director, Maelíosa Stafford, had brought in new audiences by staging innovative productions such as The Midnight Court, which was more like a late-night traditional music session than a play.


Or they might tell you stories about how Garry Hynes’s return to Druid in 1995 gave rise to memorable events such as The Leenane Trilogy in 1997 or the 2005 DruidSynge project that saw all of J.M. Synge’s plays being performed in a single day. 


Or perhaps they’ve never seen a Druid show before; perhaps they are looking forward to seeing what the company is going to do next.


––––––––


A theatre history can be forged in many ways – in the naming of a street, through exhibitions in a building’s foyer, and through the memories of audience members young and old.


This book is one such attempt to tell the story of Druid, from its foundation in 1975 to its fiftieth birthday celebration in July 2025. The stories that it gathers are drawn primarily from the Druid archive at the University of Galway. That resource includes press cuttings, production files, videos and photos – and also features an invaluable Oral History, carried out by Thomas Conway and Ciara O’Dowd in 2015 and 2016, which includes extensive interviews with almost thirty people who worked with the company.


To listen to those recordings makes clear that there is not one single ‘history’ of Druid Theatre. Partly that’s because of the simple fact that people everywhere remember the same events in different ways. But it’s also because the life of a theatre has so many different strands that it might be possible to write a Druid history that focuses exclusively on the experiences of actors, or designers, or audiences.


In writing this book, I’ve tried to create space for those different Druid memories to be recorded, letting the voices speak for themselves as much as possible. I’ve also drawn sometimes on my own memories of Druid productions. I first saw their work at the Town Hall Theatre in 1997 when I travelled to Galway to see The Leenane Trilogy – and having moved to the city soon after that I’ve been to almost all of their productions since then. I’ve also been helped by written records of the company’s life, with David Burke’s essay in Druid Theatre: The First Ten Years being particularly important as a record of the company’s origins.


But a written history is like a theatre’s repertoire – it’s a work that is endlessly in progress. Countless stories remain to be told, not just from the archives, but also about Druid’s ongoing life as one of Ireland’s – one of the world’s – most vital theatre companies.













Chapter 1


Opening Night, 1975


IT WAS THE third of July 1975, shortly after eight o’clock in the evening, and Marie Mullen was standing alone on a stage in the Jesuit Hall in Galway, waiting for a play to begin.


Marie had turned twenty-two just a couple of days earlier, and had also recently graduated from University College Galway (UCG), where – like many an aspiring actor before her – she had discovered her passion for theatre not in the classroom but in the student Drama Society. But this moment was unlike any she’d experienced before now: she was about to perform in her first professional role, in a company that she’d just co-founded with the aim of bringing professional theatre to the west of Ireland.


In those minutes of anticipation, she wouldn’t have been able to see the audience clearly, but she would have heard them talking as they filed in for what (to everyone’s relief) was a well-attended opening night for their first production – The Playboy of the Western World, the classic Irish play by John Millington Synge that had famously caused riots on its own opening night, in Dublin in 1907.


The set that she was standing on was faithful to Synge’s stage directions. Behind her, there was a counter with bottles and jugs; nearby, there were some barrels and benches; over there, a fireplace, and beside it some tools – all authentically representing the Mayo shebeen where the action happens. Marie was playing the part of Pegeen Mike (one of the great roles in Irish theatre), and she’d also designed all the costumes – including her own, which, as Synge writes, imagines Pegeen as a ‘wild-looking but fine girl, of about twenty … in the usual peasant dress’.




		[image: A young woman standing behind a bar, looking thoughtfully into the distance.]

	

		Marie Mullen as Pegeen Mike, Playboy of the Western World, 1975.


	





The audience gradually hushed, a signal was given, and Marie picked up a pencil, took a deep breath, and began:


Six yards of stuff for to make a yellow gown. A pair of lace boots with lengthy heels on them and brassy eyes. A hat is suited for a wedding-day. A fine tooth comb. To be sent with three barrels of porter in Jimmy Farrell’s creel cart on the evening of the coming Fair to Mister Michael James Flaherty. With the best compliments of this season. Margaret Flaherty.
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		The set for The Playboy of the Western World, 1975.


	





In that opening speech, Pegeen is writing a shopping list for her own wedding – but what she doesn’t realize is that all her plans are about to be upended by the arrival of a mysterious stranger.


The history of Druid thus began with a scene that now seems emblematic of its own future: it was a moment of apparent calmness that would soon give way to something excitingly and unexpectedly new.


––––––––


Earlier that year, another UCG student had been winning awards at amateur drama festivals around the west of Ireland. Her name was Garry Hynes (not Gary, she would explain then, and many times again in the future, but Garry – short for Gearóidín), and she’d been noticed in part because of her bold decision to direct the Irish premiere of a new American play, Elizabeth I by Paul Foster. Like many Irish university students in the 1970s, Garry had been spending her summers working in New York, where in her free time she’d immersed herself in the thriving Off-Off-Broadway scene (years later, her friends would remember her, full of excitement, coming home each year with a pile of scripts by writers she’d encountered there). Her decision to stage Foster’s work gave her a chance to put into practice the ideas that she’d been absorbing in America.


Elizabeth I is a sprawling, funny play. It needs a big cast – ideally as many as eleven performers – and it also has a big theme: it’s about a group of travelling actors who run into trouble when their performance of the life of England’s queen is seen by Elizabeth herself. Foster considers how theatre can speak truth to power, while also showing how women in positions of leadership must perform, theatrically and in other ways, in order to survive. Although those themes might seem to anticipate much that Druid would do later, this was not an obvious production for a young director to take on in mid-1970s Ireland.


Speaking to the Connacht Sentinel in her first ever press interview, Garry explained her motivations:


I found this play a refreshing change and I think the audience will agree with me, considering the dearth of comedy on the theatrical scene in recent years.


The journalist was impressed by the simplicity of that response, adding that Garry’s previous productions, for UCG’s DramSoc, had been ‘sombre and perturbing’, but that she was now ‘breaking new ground’.


The festival judges tended to agree: this was a director who was doing something new, they thought – someone who wanted to resist trends rather than follow them, who insisted on giving her audience a ‘refreshing change’ rather than more of the same old thing.
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		Tiny Alice, one of Garry Hynes’s productions for the UCG Drama Society.


	





The lead actor in Elizabeth I was Marie Mullen (she also won a number of awards for that production, including at the All-Ireland finals in Athlone). By working together on this production, Garry and Marie were deepening a partnership – and a friendship – that had begun two years earlier at UCG. Garry would later recall how they’d met:


When I originally came into DramSoc, we first-year directors were given a one-act play to direct and I was given The Browning Version by Terence Rattigan. I didn’t know any of Rattigan’s language at the time, and I didn’t know how I was going to cast this play set in an English public school. So I went over to the university library and found The Loves of Cass McGuire by Brian Friel, and I thought ‘that sounds interesting’ – and then I did auditions. We were down to two people for the role of Cass, Marie and somebody else, and although that somebody else could do a better American accent, some instinct said ‘Marie’.


They went on to work together many times at university and, by the time Elizabeth I had finished its run, it was apparent to both that they had an important choice to consider: find a way to continue making theatre together, or go their separate ways. The idea of setting up a professional company began to form.


––––––––


While Garry and Marie were working on Elizabeth I, Mick Lally was going to work every day at the Vocational School in Tuam, in east County Galway. He’d been employed there since graduating from UCG in 1969 – and although he enjoyed teaching, he seemed to find much more satisfaction from acting with An Taibhdhearc, the national Irish-language theatre.


The Taibhdhearc had been established in Galway in 1928, with the remit of producing and promoting the Irish language, a key priority of the newly independent state. Although most of its productions were performed by amateur actors, it had launched some important careers – notably that of the actor Siobhán McKenna, who had played the lead in an Irish-language version of George Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan (translated by McKenna herself) at the Taibhdhearc in 1950. She went on to gain international acclaim when she performed the same role (in English) on Broadway just seven years later. Mick might not have imagined that he would follow McKenna’s pathway into professional acting – not at first, anyway – but he certainly threw himself into the life of the Taibhdhearc, sometimes appearing in as many as eight productions a year there. He quickly became well known in Galway as a talented and distinctive actor.


In later years, local theatregoers would recall their first impressions of Mick: that he was surprisingly tall but also surprisingly nimble; that he had a voice that could move imperceptibly from gruffness to a melodic soulfulness; and that he had a firm but open gaze that seemed to imply an easy empathy with the people around him. It’s possible that some of those memories were recalled under the influence of Mick’s subsequent fame in Ireland but, even so, reviews in the local newspapers from the early 1970s make clear that there was no one quite like him on the Galway stage at that time.


As he looked forward to his school’s summer holidays in 1975, Mick had been thinking about travelling to London to work on the building sites there (but also – although he wasn’t saying it to many people – there was a question about whether he might be able to find acting work in England). He was in the Cellar Bar in Galway City on an evening in May, towards the end of the school year, when Garry and Marie approached him.


That was not necessarily an easy thing for them to do. Marie had been in school with Mick’s sister but they didn’t know him well: he was a few years older than they were, and he was also much more experienced on the stage. He could easily have laughed them off and continued making his plans to go to London. But they explained that they were going to stage The Playboy of the Western World, that they’d secured a venue and some funding to do so, and that they wanted him to play the lead male role of Christy Mahon, the stranger who shows up in Pegeen’s shebeen, claiming to have murdered his father with the blow of a loy.


Mick said he’d think about it.


––––––––


By early June, Mick had joined the company. The trio now had a plan (to stage a summer season in Galway), and they had a venue: the Jesuit Hall on Sea Road, where some of Garry and Marie’s earlier DramSoc productions had been staged. They also knew what plays they were going to put on, three of them altogether: first would be The Playboy, then a contemporary English drama called It’s a Two Foot Six Inches Above the Ground World by Kevin Laffan, and then a revival of Garry and Marie’s DramSoc production of Cass McGuire. Mick and Marie would be in all three, Garry would direct them all, and they would be premiered on three successive days. They filled out the company by drawing on their contacts from DramSoc and the Taibhdhearc – and began an intense schedule of rehearsals that involved tackling one play in the morning, another in the afternoon and the third at night.


Their last major task was to choose a name for themselves. Many options were considered until someone caught sight of a cartoon of Asterix, a long-running French comic strip which, in those years, was serialized in The Irish Times. Describing the adventures of the eponymous hero and his sidekick Obelix, Asterix is about a village in Gaul that successfully resists occupation by the Roman Empire by using a strength-inducing magic potion that is made by a man called ‘Getafix’, the local druid. Despite being found in a non-Irish source, the word ‘Druid’ seemed like it might be a good fit for this new Irish company: it provided a link with the country’s heritage but also seemed appropriately professional. And if they thought of something better later – well, they could just change the name.
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		Mick and Marie, rehearsing The Playboy.


	





As rehearsals continued, a genuine sense of expectation began to set in, with enthusiastic anticipatory press coverage appearing both locally and nationally; Druid even appeared in The Irish Times’ popular ‘Irishman’s Diary’ column on 17 June, which was an unusual achievement for a company that at that time had done nothing other than announcing its plans for the future. What seems to have captured the imagination of local and national reporters alike was not just that Druid were staging three plays that summer, but that this ‘experiment’ (as Garry had carefully described the season in press releases) might lead to the establishment of a full-time company in Galway, provided that local audiences supported the productions in sufficient numbers.


From the outset, then, Druid were not just presenting Galway theatregoers with the promise of a single evening’s entertainment. Instead, they were offering a long-term, two-way relationship – one that would allow the company and its audiences to grow together.
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		The first Druid show programme.


	





If an audience member at that first performance of The Playboy had glanced through the show programme while they were waiting for the play to begin, they would almost certainly have been impressed by its size and substance. On its cover was an image of a Galway hooker (a kind of sailing boat that had been built on the west coast of Ireland since the late eighteenth century), and along the top of the page are the words ‘Druid: the Repertory Theatre of Galway’.


In a sign of the young company’s multitasking ethos, that illustration had been provided by Mairead Noone, another recent UCG graduate, who was also playing the Widow Quin in The Playboy. Mairead would later become better known by the Irish version of her surname, Ní Nuadháin – and would go on to occupy an influential role in the development of Irish-language media, her career exemplifying how the cultural vibrancy of Galway in the 1970s reverberated for decades – and not just in the theatre but in many other art forms too. Mairead’s image of the hooker did much to capture the attention of those first audiences, and Druid would continue to use the logo she had designed well into the 1980s.


The written description of the company on the programme’s cover would also have struck a chord with many of those first Galway audiences. There had been a previous Galway Repertory Company, which had performed a season of plays in the summer of 1969 before folding; and in 1971 a director called Frank Bailey had established a ‘Celtic Arts Theatre’ in the city which, despite the best efforts of its founder, closed less than a month after it began (Bailey himself tragically died in a car accident soon afterwards). Druid’s description of itself as the repertory theatre of Galway was a confident assertion of its own ambition – but that phrasing must also have reminded their audiences that Druid were trying to do something that had failed twice already in the previous six years.


That might explain why, in her opening programme note, Garry addressed that recent history:


There has always been a strong theatre consciousness in Galway. An Taibhdhearc can claim a great deal of the credit for this. English-language production by local and professional groups alike have always been well-attended. However, in the last few years, this interest has grown to such a degree that the need for a theatre on a more permanent basis was clearly seen.


Thus, in May of this year, DRUID, with much enthusiasm and a little trepidation, was established.


Taking a moment to thank the company’s first funders – the Irish tourist board and the local Junior Chamber of Commerce – Garry went on to explain what Druid would do in and for Galway, while implicitly making clear what would be different about their approach:


Theatre has for long been regarded as a night-time fancy of the elite. I feel it must be a means of expression for the community in which it is rooted, serving its educational, recreational and creative needs.


If it fails in this it will not survive. Thus, we hope to be continually aware of, and respond to, our social environment.


And she concluded with a quotation – not from Friel or Synge or any other Irish writer, but from the American dramatist Tennessee Williams:


Make voyages. Attempt them. There is nothing else.


––––––––


A picture of a Galway hooker, a quotation from Tennessee Williams and a season of productions that balanced the old and the new, the Irish and the international: while it would be some years before Druid’s core identity would come into focus, it’s remarkable how that first season anticipated so much of what would follow.


In The Loves of Cass McGuire by Brian Friel, Druid were staging a relatively new Irish play. It had received its world premiere in New York just nine years earlier, in 1966, where it had been an unexpected flop – though it fared much better when it opened at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin the following year, with Siobhán McKenna playing the lead role. Like most of Friel’s plays from that time, it soon became a popular fixture on the Irish amateur and student production circuits – but in choosing to stage Friel’s work, Druid were signalling a commitment to professional Irish playwriting that would continue during the years ahead.
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		The Loves of Cass Maguire, 1975.


	





In the play, Cass is a woman in her seventies who has returned to Ireland after spending most of her life working in the United States. Scorned for her Irishness in America, she is also rejected by her family when she returns home, because they find her American accent and mannerisms to be alienating and embarrassing. As well as dramatizing the interplay of Irish and American cultures that was already a strong element of Garry’s theatrical imagination, the play explores an idea that would soon become one of Druid’s key themes: that the tragedy of the emigrant is that, wherever they go, they cannot escape from themselves – which means that a sense of ‘home’ is paradoxically always present yet always elusive. 


Laffan’s It’s a Two Foot Six Inches Above the Ground World also allowed audiences to think about Ireland and Irishness, but at a safe remove. It’s about a Catholic mother whose determination to use the contraceptive pill is resisted by her husband and local priest. The play is set in England in 1969, and is presented in the form of a comedy – but its seriousness and relevance in Ireland in 1975 would have been unavoidably evident. The sale of contraceptives in Ireland had been banned in 1935 but, from the early 1970s onwards, Irish women had been campaigning vigorously for a change to that law. A government bill to reverse it was defeated in 1974 (with the then-Taoiseach Liam Cosgrave one of several members of the government who voted against the proposal), leaving the problem unresolved for many years thereafter. The mother’s dilemma in this play was not theoretical for Druid’s audience: it was a part of the everyday life of everyone in the country, an ongoing injustice that reinforced the sense that Irish women would never be treated equally by the Irish state.


The play had been staged by Frank Bailey in Dublin in 1970 without much protest, and Laffan’s reputation as the originator of the popular English soap opera Emmerdale Farm might also have softened reactions to his work. Nevertheless, Druid’s decision to stage this kind of drama – and to do so in a hall owned by the local congregation of Jesuits – offered one indicator of what Garry might have meant when she wrote that Druid would be aware of and responsive to their ‘social environment’.


And then there was Synge’s Playboy. In later years, Garry, Marie and Mick would all recognize that they had underrated this play when they started rehearsing it. It had been chosen for the season, they admitted, because as an Irish classic it seemed like the kind of work that might attract the audience of tourists who were expected to the city that summer, Americans mostly. It was a museum piece, they thought – hokey, old-fashioned, harmless. But, as they quickly recognized, The Playboy could be dangerous if played as written. Upon its premiere in 1907, it had been greeted with a week of riots by Irish nationalists, who were offended by its presentation of the country’s western people. The Abbey also brought it in 1911 to America, where it again drew protests in New York, while in Philadelphia the actors were arrested for obscenity (though the charges were later dropped).


It quickly lost its power to shock, however. Somewhat ironically, the Abbey founders’ determination to resist all attempts to censor and suppress the play meant that it was instead very quickly canonized, especially after Synge’s untimely death in 1909, at the age of only thirty-seven. That canonical status meant that its provocative elements were quickly set aside, ignored and eventually forgotten – until the play became a caricature of itself, mostly revived at the Abbey in productions that were intended for tourists who, it was assumed, wanted to have their ideas about Ireland confirmed rather than challenged.


Synge’s plays had been presented in Galway many times before – most recently in Frank Bailey’s Celtic Arts Theatre season, which had included Synge’s 1904 masterpiece Riders to the Sea. But as Druid rehearsed The Playboy in June 1975, they discerned that something different was happening this time. The original Abbey production of The Playboy had been written by an Anglo-Irish playwright who had travelled to the west in search of stories. He was a sympathetic and respectful observer – but he was still an outsider. And when his play was first performed, it was acted mostly by Dubliners: the first Pegeen Mike, for example, was played by Synge’s fiancée Molly Allgood, an actress born in innercity Dublin; and the first Christy Mahon was played by Willie Fay, who had been born in Rathmines, then a wealthy suburb of Dublin city. The west of Ireland setting that was presented on the stage of the Abbey in 1907 was created and watched by people who in most cases didn’t know very much about that part of the island – not from direct practical experience anyway.


But as Garry, Marie and Mick rehearsed the play, they started to understand that they were coming to it as insiders rather than outsiders. Garry was originally from Ballaghaderreen in County Roscommon, Marie from Drumfin in Sligo and Mick from Tourmakeady in Mayo – which meant that the landscape described in Synge’s play was the landscape that they had all grown up in, that the accents in the script were accents they knew intimately from the people around them, and that the stories in the play belonged not to the Abbey in Dublin but to their own communities in the west. A couple of years would pass before they would articulate these thoughts more clearly, but they all knew that they’d discovered something unexpectedly familiar in Synge. They resolved to return to his work as soon as possible.


From that opening night onwards, The Playboy would prove the most popular of the three plays, but to drum up sales for the other two, the company set up a rota to send members out to sell tickets on Shop Street, Galway’s main thoroughfare – offering early evidence of their determination to go to their audiences rather than waiting to be discovered by them.


Reading the press reviews of that first season, it’s apparent that the critics were impressed mostly by the excellence of the acting, with Marie and Mick both being singled out repeatedly – though there would also be praise for others who would soon become Druid regulars, such as Pat Connaughton, who played Pegeen’s fiancé Shawn Keogh. But what stands out from the reports is the tone – there was no condescension, no making of allowances: Druid were being held up to high standards and had met them.
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		The Playboy, 1975. Mick Lally (centre); Garry stands second to Mick’s right.


	





The company also had to address occasional changes and challenges: Garry stepped into the role of Sara Tansey for a short time when someone else had to step out, for example. But as the weeks moved on, there was a confirmed sense that this experiment was working, and that audiences wanted to see more.


As July shifted into August, the group decided to introduce lunchtime theatre to Galway – which was presented in the form of a double bill of the Spanish dramatist Fernando Arrabal’s Orison and Samuel Beckett’s Act Without Words II. That initiative was also successful in drawing in an audience – but as the summer tourists began to drift away, it was time to make a decision about whether Druid could have a viable future beyond its first season.


As Garry would later explain, there were different things at stake for each of the three co-founders:


Myself and Marie just decided not to look for a job, which at that time was an easy enough decision to make. But it was different for Mick. He actually had to decide whether to leave teaching or not, and throw his lot in with Druid.


That was indeed a consequential choice. Although Ireland in 1975 was beginning to see a promising reversal in high rates of emigration from the country, it was still in a deep recession at the time, with unemployment running at close to 10 per cent. By leaving teaching, Mick was giving up a permanent job, with a pension and guaranteed salary, for the insecurity of an actor’s life.


Unsurprisingly, he decided initially just to take a year’s leave of absence – and thus had to make an appointment with the head of Galway’s Vocational Educational Committee to ask for permission. As it happened, his boss was Oliver Hynes, Garry’s father.


Mick’s request to go on leave was granted.


The three co-founders were now living together in a rented house in Renmore, in the Galway suburbs. They had enough money to pay themselves a small salary – £12 each per week, roughly equivalent to about €100 each today. And they had a plan for the coming months: they were going to stage The Glass Menagerie, a play by Tennessee Williams.


It remained to be seen if Galway audiences would come out for theatre as the days grew shorter and darker, wetter and colder – but Druid had started something; they were on their way.
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		Garry Hynes, 1975.


	


















		[image: The printed cover of Druid's Anniversary Programme 1975–1976. The image features the Druid logo within a box with broken lines against a grey background.]

	

		Druid’s First Anniversary Show Programme, July 1976.


	








Chapter 2


Die or Go All the Way, 1976–1978


SHORTLY BEFORE Christmas in 1976, Garry stepped off the train at Ceannt Station in Galway, where she found Marie waiting for her on the platform, looking worried.


Garry had just spent a week at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, completing a course for young directors that had been organized by Tomás Mac Anna. She had left Marie and Mick Lally back in Galway, where they were performing in a new production called Mother Adam, a 1971 play by the English dramatist Charles Dyer. 


That play has mostly been forgotten now, though its plot (about an old woman who forces her adult child to care for her) would reappear in modified form in many future Druid works, probably most noticeably in Martin McDonagh’s The Beauty Queen of Leenane in 1996. But Dyer was ahead of his time in showing a willingness to tackle topics that would have been seen as mildly controversial in the 1970s, such as the fact that the son in the play was conceived outside of marriage. No one was going to start a riot at the theatre in response to his treatment of that theme, but Irish dramatists at that time were often comparatively reluctant to tackle those kinds of issues directly – which meant that Druid’s choice to take on this play was a subtle signal of intent. They had already shown, when they included Laffan’s It’s a Two Foot Six Inches Above the Ground World in their premiere season, that they were unafraid to stage international dramas in order to scrutinize Irish taboos. With Mother Adam, they were doing it again.


But their biggest challenge as they’d prepared for the production was actually about make-up – specifically about how to ensure that the 23-year-old Marie could be made to look like the old woman in Dyer’s play. Years later, Garry would laughingly recall that, in her early twenties, she had often tried to straighten her hair by putting Sellotape into it before she went to bed, hoping that it would be flattened by the time she woke up. As a haircare routine, that approach wasn’t particularly effective – but it did inspire an idea for Marie’s performance. ‘We bought Sellotape that was the same colour as Marie’s skin,’ explained Garry, ‘and we stuck it all over her face and hair. We then got surgical gloves, and filled them with lumps to look like her hands had been withered by age’.


Viewed in retrospect, those techniques seem likeably improvisational – but they worked well in practice. Archival photos show that Marie looked both formidable and ancient in Mother Adam, perhaps even a little frightening. She certainly doesn’t look ridiculous: audiences probably would have been more unnerved by her than anything else. Mick was playing her son Adam, and as rehearsals finished, the company’s core trio were looking forward to another successful run. The production would open on 20 November and was due to finish three weeks later.


But when Garry stepped off that train, she soon learned that they were going to have to change their plans completely. Mick had been injured, Marie told her, and had been rushed to hospital with a suspected hernia. The run of Mother Adam could not continue but – with Mick out of the company for the next few weeks – their plans for 1977 were also suddenly in doubt. ‘There was only me and Marie left,’ recalled Garry. ‘I thought that was the end.’
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		Marie and Mick in Mother Adam, 1976


	





Gradually, though, a plan started to form. As Marie often explained later, Garry’s theatrical imagination had been deeply influenced by her time in New York in the early 1970s: ‘She was fortunate because the American scene was so healthy at that time – and her talent was lit up by what she experienced there.’ Those experiences had already inspired the two of them to bring the American drama Elizabeth I to the All-Ireland finals in Athlone in 1975 – one of their first shared successes. Now they were talking about staging another Paul Foster play, and it would be bigger, more ambitious and about a topic that (for Irish audiences) was much less familiar: the life of Thomas Paine, the American revolutionary. Years later, Marie would recall Garry’s exact words when they finally decided to produce it:


‘You know what?’ Garry said, ‘I’m going to make this happen. We’ll give it one last spurt, and if we can pull it off… We’ll either die, or go all the way.’


So Garry and Marie staged Tom Paine in the Spring of 1977 – and it became the first Druid show to sell out.


––––––––


By the time Druid staged Mother Adam, they had already presented eighteen plays in Galway – most of which had been critically well received, and most of which had also been moderately well attended, bringing in just enough money to keep the company afloat. Their financial worries had been eased slightly in early 1976, when the Arts Council awarded them £1,500. That wasn’t a huge amount of money to cover a year’s work, but it was unprecedented, given that Druid were based outside Dublin and had been in operation for only six months. The Arts Council’s Theatre Officer, David Collins, seemed to believe in the company, and he quickly became a major supporter.


But of course, Druid weren’t doing it only for the money. ‘We did it because we wanted to keep on doing it,’ Garry explained. She, Mick and Marie quickly fell into a pattern of rehearsing from midnight until about 6 am in the Jesuit Hall, which was in use by the nearby school and was thus out of bounds to them during the daytime. After that they’d return to the shared house they were renting, sleep for a few hours, and then do another day’s work, building sets, making costumes and always – always – trying to find new ways to drum up support for the company.


Bringing in money – that was one of Druid’s earliest challenges, but they stuck at it tenaciously and inventively. In May 1976, for example, their production of Christopher Hampton’s Treats was accompanied by a campaign to recruit a group of ‘Friends of Druid’. Donors would be given names based on how much money they had donated: £10 would allow you to call yourself Aeschylus, £6 would get you the name Sophocles, £4 for Euripides and £2 for Aristophanes. As part of that campaign, Druid also told their audiences that a local businessman had promised to donate £100 – provided that nine other businesses would match his pledge. No one else was doing this kind of thing in Ireland at the time.
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		From the Treats show programme, 1976


	





Many of the company’s early press interviews – especially in the national newspapers – focused on their need for funding, and Garry showed an exceptionally canny understanding of how media coverage could be harnessed for Druid’s benefit. Speaking to the Irish Independent in July 1975, for example, she had described the company as ‘alive but on a week-to-week basis only’ – conveying the idea that their ability to produce artistically daring work with limited resources was a minor miracle.


That regularly repeated narrative – that Druid were achieving success against the odds – was absolutely accurate, but it also created a sense that something special was happening in Galway. The word ‘miraculous’ appears in countless newspaper articles and profiles during Druid’s first decade, mostly when they were being profiled by the Dublin newspapers. And, as everyone in Ireland knows, people will travel very far to witness a miracle.


It was never easy though. In that Irish Independent article about the company’s first season, the journalist reported that Garry’s attempts to gain support from local businesses had been unsuccessful, suggesting that her ‘diminutive size and youthful appearance seem to militate against her’. Garry told the journalist that she was finding that tough: ‘It is a bit annoying when people tend to write me off because of my looks or age.’ It probably goes without saying that, within a few years, no one in Galway would write Garry off under any circumstances.


Druid proved similarly adept at devising ways to build an audience for English-language theatre in the west of Ireland. Lunchtime theatre, they discovered, could be an effective vehicle for tempting in would-be theatregoers. Galwegians might baulk at the idea of going to see a full-length play in the evening, Druid knew – but perhaps they could be persuaded to pay 50p for a short performance during their lunch break? After all, even if the play wasn’t good, it would be short – and the price of entry included a sandwich anyway.


Those lunchtime performances didn’t always work out as planned, however. In October 1976, Druid had decided to stage Samuel Beckett’s Happy Days, which would have been an unusual choice for lunchtime theatre anywhere, given that the script is so dense and its mood so bleak. But, to make things even more challenging, Garry, Mick and Marie realized only when they were halfway through rehearsals that the play was much too long, running for at least two hours when performed in its entirety.
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		Mick and Marie in Happy Days.


	





Press reports show that Marie’s performance as Winnie – for which she was buried up to her waist in the first act and then up to her neck in the second – was admired, but she found the experience much too stressful. ‘There were only eleven days of rehearsal,’ she said, ‘and I was so insecure about my performance.’ Unsurprisingly, the play itself was mostly unloved, and there was some mild criticism in the local press about the decision to stage it at all.


‘We were so innocent then,’ Garry later recalled – though she also often pointed out that their naivete gave them a kind of freedom: it meant that they were willing to try anything, that they could be fearless. Some of their production choices were therefore very adventurous, and maybe even a little reckless. Early on, there is the example of their staging in November 1975 of John Peacock’s Children of the Wolf, a strange and somewhat disturbing thriller that touches on the themes of abortion and madness. That production featured a young actress called Sabina Coyne, who was making her Druid debut. Sabina had moved to Galway when she’d married the local Labour Party senator Michael D. Higgins – later to become President of Ireland, with Sabina as First Lady.
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		Marie Mullen and Sabina Coyne in Children of the Wolf.
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		Gai Matthews, Marie Mullen and Mick Lally in The Glass Menagerie, 1975.


	





Even Druid’s seemingly safe choices were potentially risky. One of their first major critical successes came in October 1975, when they staged Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, with Mick and Marie being joined by Pat Connaughton and Gai Matthews. That play is now regarded as a classic – so much so that a theatre producing it today might be accused of conservative or even boring programming. But in 1975 in Ireland, Williams remained a somewhat dangerous figure. The printed editions of many of his plays had been banned upon publication, and at least nine different film adaptations of his work had also been banned or severely cut by the Irish censors. And as the Druid co-founders also knew, it was the production of a Tennessee Williams play – The Rose Tattoo – that had infamously brought about the closure of another small Irish theatre, the Pike, in 1957.


Similarly, Druid’s production of Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? in the spring of 1976 was critically quite well received, but the company knew that they were staging a play that would have been viewed as morally suspect by at least some people in Ireland. After all, the film adaptation featuring Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton had been limited to audiences aged twenty-one or older upon its release in Ireland in 1966, becoming one of only four films ever to be granted so limited a classification (and even then the censor had insisted upon cuts). Unlike books and films, the Irish theatre was not subject to censorship in the 1970s, and in any case the society was gradually liberalizing. But in choosing plays like The Glass Menagerie and Virginia Woolf, Druid were not exactly playing it safe.


Nevertheless, their successes were beginning to accumulate, and they were more urgently in need of a venue of their own. Having a venue in which they could rehearse during the daytime was essential, and they also knew they were pushing their luck by staging controversial plays in a building owned by the Jesuits. They therefore made a new home for themselves at the Fo’castle, a tiny function room at the back of the Coachman Hotel on Dominick Street.


It wasn’t a perfect venue. There were only about fifty seats in it (and they had to take some of those away when they were serving sandwiches); there was no changing room or backstage area, and the performances were sometimes interrupted by the sound of a toilet flushing in one of the flats above them. But Druid’s occupation of their own space was an important statement of their seriousness and their status. As Garry explained:
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		Druid at the Fo’Castle.


	





Moving into our own theatre meant that we were a real professional company. We weren’t doing the amateur run of staging plays only from Friday to Sunday; in our first productions at the Fo’castle, we ran for three weeks. Now we were a proper theatre company.


––––––––


Tom Paine opened in April 1977. By then, Mick had recovered fully and was able to join the cast, which was one of Druid’s largest up to that time. As well as Mick and Marie, it also featured Michael McMullin (who played the eponymous lead), Moya Henry, Noel McGee and Michael O’Sullivan – and between the six actors, they played more than thirty roles.


But Druid had almost been blocked from staging the play altogether. Having finally decided to put it on, Garry was shocked when Foster’s agent refused to grant them the rights to perform it. But – in another example of how youthful innocence can sometimes manifest itself as fearlessness – she made the decision to contact Foster directly; she had met him by chance a couple of years earlier, and hoped that a personal appeal might make a difference. So she phoned La MaMa, his theatre company in New York, only to be told that he was on a lecture tour somewhere in South America – but no one was sure exactly where. So, naturally enough, Garry decided to call all the American embassies in that continent, drawing a blank with the first five before finally tracking him down in Brazil. She and Foster spoke; she explained the urgency of the situation – and he granted the rights. They could go ahead after all.
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		Promotional poster for Tom Paine.


	





That determination to produce the play no matter what was based on the fact that it had so thoroughly captured Garry’s imagination: she knew exactly what she wanted to do, and she knew that it would mark a major step forward for Druid’s staging style. Marie would later describe Tom Paine as a turning point in the company’s life. ‘With that production,’ she recalled,


Garry kept coming up with these amazing styles of theatre that no one in Galway had ever seen before. It was so exciting for us. There was scaffolding all around the Fo’castle, on all levels – and it was terribly physical.
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		Show programme, Off Obie.


	





It was also one of the first Druid productions to feature live musical accompaniment, with Foster’s songs being performed by Lily Cooke and Mike Arrigan on piano and drums, respectively.


The resultant sense of excitement quickly filtered out into Galway City, especially to younger audiences. For the first time, Druid were turning people away from the door each evening.


Soon after Tom Paine, Garry and Marie would themselves go to Dublin when they staged a Druid show there for the first time, in May 1977. The play was Leonard Melfi’s Birdbath, a one-act American drama that they had originally presented in in a programme called Off Obie, which showcased Druid’s ongoing indebtedness to contemporary American influences.


They performed Birdbath at Dublin’s Project Arts Centre, then a fringe venue that was drawing in younger audiences by hosting exciting theatre, music and visual art. As usual, Garry and Marie were broke – so they slept in the Project after the performances and had breakfast in the nearby Bewley’s Café.


Garry later described Birdbath as being the occasion of Marie’s ‘first great performance’ – it was, she said, ‘a stunning performance and I’ve never forgotten it’.


––––––––


With the success of Tom Paine and the first stirrings of a national reputation, there was now no doubt about it: Druid was here to stay.


But Mick wasn’t. Although he’d returned to Galway to be in Tom Paine, by the summer of 1977 he had reached a decision: he was going to move to Dublin and would try to make a living as an actor there. He reassured Marie and Garry that he wanted to continue acting in Druid productions – and he would keep that promise, appearing with them regularly until his untimely death in 2010. But he told them that he wouldn’t be part of the day-to-day life of the company in the way that he had been.


We now know that Mick made the right decision. Within a year, he was picking up film work (appearing in Bob Quinn’s Poitín in 1978), and soon after that he gained the role that made him famous in Ireland, playing the character of Miley Byrne in the RTÉ serials Bracken and Glenroe, the latter of which ran for eighteen seasons. He also got married in 1979, to a nurse named Peige Ní Chonghaile, who was originally from the Irish-speaking Aran Island of Inis Meáin. They settled down together in a house off the South Circular Road in Dublin and started a family, with three children, Saileog, Darach and Maghnus.


For Marie and Garry, Mick’s departure was less of a shock after Tom Paine than it might otherwise have been. As Garry later explained, when the company began,


Mick did kind of behave older, even though he was only six or seven years older than me and Marie. At the time he had left college and he was acting in the Taibhdhearc and was teaching in Tuam. So Mick was very much the eminence grise at the ripe old age of twenty-eight or twenty-nine when we started Druid together.
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		Mick in The Playboy of the Western World, 1975.


	





And certainly he was a huge influence on me. Mick was a fastidiously moral person, and if something wasn’t right, then it wasn’t right. I was very influenced by Mick on that, and I very much looked up to him. Obviously, as time went on we became more like equals, but in those early years he was a huge influence on myself and Marie’s thinking; if


Mick thought it was a good thing to do then we probably did as well.


Mick was definitely a loss. But because they had gone through the anxiety of losing him once already during the run of Mother Adam, they knew not only that Druid would survive but that it could continue to evolve and grow.


––––––––


With Mick gone, Garry in particular was starting to develop a firmer understanding of Druid’s identity. ‘One thing that was becoming really clear,’ she said, ‘was that we had an incredibly strong sense of place, and we had an incredibly strong mission – that we were going to make theatre in the west of Ireland, about the west of Ireland – and that the west of Ireland was different.’


But different from what?


Different, certainly, from the rest of Ireland. The whole country had struggled economically and culturally since achieving independence in 1922, but the west had suffered disproportionately, with its population falling from 647,000 in 1901 to 391,000 in 1971, around the time when Garry and Marie were beginning their studies in UCG. Much of that decline had been due to emigration, especially during the 1950s, as young people fled Ireland in the hope of making a better living – but also from a desire to live better, to escape the censorious atmosphere in Ireland that demanded conformity to a version of Catholicism that was rigid and intolerant.


Ireland in its entirety had been slow to industrialize, opening itself up to foreign direct investment only in the late 1950s – but the west had been almost entirely left behind by those developments. When Druid were starting out, there was a sugar factory in Tuam, some agriculture and fisheries, and a small but expanding tourism sector – but not much else. And even in agriculture, it was hard for people to make a good living. The western landscape was famously beautiful, but it was also difficult to cultivate: it could support sheep-farming but was less suited to dairy farming and tillage, because the ground was either too rocky or too mountainous and, with over 230 days of rain each year, it was also often too wet. Faced with such limited opportunities, it would have been normal for graduates like Marie and Garry to be lured towards the opportunities available in Dublin or overseas.


But not only were they staying in Galway, they were also asserting that the west of Ireland had value and importance. In doing that, they were following the example of great Irish writers and artists from the past – people like John Millington Synge, Augusta Gregory and William Butler Yeats, whose writings had been inspired by the west’s natural environment, and by its language and folklore. But those artists often wrote about the west from at least one remove. Synge, for example, did so initially as an ethnographer and journalist. In newspaper articles and prose accounts like his monumental book The Aran Islands, he described the west of Ireland with complete respect but also with a complete lack of sentimentality, celebrating the people’s imagination and culture while also calling attention to their dreadful poverty in the hope that readers elsewhere (mainly in Dublin, but also in Britain) might do something about it.


Lady Gregory also wrote about the people of Galway, where she lived, with genuine affection – and she learned Irish in order to understand them better, giving her an intimacy of perspective that was unmatched by most of her peers. But she was still in a position of power, first as the wife and then as the mother of the landlords and owners of the Coole Park estate, where the peasants who inspired her work were living. And although she was a fervent nationalist, she never dropped the title ‘Lady’ when publishing her books about those people.


Yeats too lived in Galway for a short time – but it says much about him that he chose for his home an old Norman tower called Thoor Ballylee, setting himself apart from the people around him. In his most famous poem, ‘The Lake Isle of Inishfree’, he had imagined the west as a place of beauty and authenticity, but also as a place that was mostly uninhabited: for him, the west was a scene and a symbol, but it was not a society.


The co-founders of Druid admired those writers – indeed, they would come to love Synge, and they also staged many of Yeats’s and Gregory’s plays over the years.


But Druid were of the west in a way that Yeats, Synge and even Gregory never were, and they were proud of their roots, which were in not only Galway but the west in its entirety. With Garry coming from Roscommon, Marie from Sligo and Mick from Mayo, their shared imagination included Connemara, the hinterlands of Mayo and Sligo, the border county of Leitrim, the islands off the west coast and the towns of east Galway. When they thought about those places, they understood the landscape and they were familiar with the flora and fauna. They also had a deep familiarity with the language – all of them could speak Irish (Marie had even studied it at university), and they fully understood the many versions of English that were in use across the region.


But more than that, they understood the differences between all those places, and they understood the differing codes – the elements of language that hinted at some things and obscured others, the subtle expressions that conveyed distinctions of social class, gender or other hierarchies that might have been invisible to outsiders but which could mean everything to people on the inside. They understood how the pressure to conform to pre-existing roles could sometimes lead young people to rebellion but more often led them to exile. They shared that knowledge amongst themselves, and they shared it also with their first audiences. It shaped them, rooted them and gave them something to push against when necessary.
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		The Pot of Broth by W.B. Yeats, 1976.


	





And there was a need for a certain amount of rebellion occasionally. Garry, for example, had been raised in an Irish-speaking household, but in her late teens and early twenties had begun to resist the language, and was generally becoming frustrated with an Irish culture that she perceived to be stiflingly old-fashioned. That determination to chart a new path arose to some extent from a need to define Druid’s identity in relation to what it was not – the company were not the Taibhdhearc (though they did of course work frequently with actors from that theatre), just as they were not an amateur group, and not the university players. They were also not their parents – so many of Druid’s plays, throughout its history, would allegorize the interference of an older generation in the lives of the young; when setting themselves apart, Druid were doing so not only geographically and linguistically, but intergenerationally too.


Those impulses also came from a need to connect with the emerging theatremakers in places like New York. Those artists were breaking new ground, saying new things – and, as Garry recalled, ‘they looked like me, and they sounded like me, and they were making the kind of theatre that I wanted to make’. It seemed natural for her to do what most young people want to do – reject the familiar for something new.


But now the company were finding new connections to their home place, especially by staging work like The Playboy. ‘We discovered our sense of an Irish identity through Druid,’ Garry would later say. They soon faced an important question: how could they build on the legacies of writers like Synge while also making theatre that felt new?
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