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            Introduction

            McGAHERN THE DRAMATIST

         

         Many of these plays deal with the unresolved legacy of Ireland’s colonial past, and with the difficult transition to nationhood that followed the achievement of independence in 1922. John McGahern, the son of a Sergeant in the new state’s police force (the Garda Síochána, or ‘Guards’), spent much of his formative years in the shadow of the great houses of North Roscommon in the 1940s, and witnessed first-hand the final stages of decline of the old Anglo-Irish gentry. He would later write about this world and its fate in a number of his essays – perhaps most lucidly towards the end of his life in the opening paragraphs of his review of Valerie Pakenham’s The Big House in Ireland:

         
            In the North Roscommon I grew up in, the high demesne wall of Rockingham extended for several miles. All the stone gatehouses were picturesque and no two were alike, and from their gates the long avenues ran to the Nash mansion that overlooked Lough Key … With a retinue of servants, farmhands, stable lads, gardeners and gamekeepers, the estate was a closed world within a world. The social occasion of the year was the pheasant shoot and the great annual ball when the gentry gathered from several counties and the British ambassador came from Dublin. Rockingham House burned down in 1957 and the estate was split into farms.

            A few miles away stood Woodbrook House. It had one tiny gatehouse and no walls and it was given fame by David Thomson’s book Woodbrook. The Kirkwoods lived there, under the leaking roofs, and occasionally they were rescued from their habitual genteel penury by their racehorses. The only annual ball was when they gave their barns to the local wrenboys on St Stephen’s Night for their dance. Around the same time as Rockingham burned down, Woodbrook passed into the hands of the gentle Maxwells, old retainers of the Kirkwoods.1

         

         The fate of the Protestant ascendancy in the twentieth century was not just a question of passing historical or sociological interest for McGahern; he also felt he owed the beginnings of his development as a reader and writer to the influence of the gentle Protestants who lived in one of these houses. In the autobiographical essay ‘The Solitary Reader’ (1991), and later in Memoir (2005), he recalled how he had become a reader when he was ‘given the run’ of a nineteenth-century library in an old stone manor house where a Protestant father and son called Willie and Andy Moroney lived ‘in royal untidiness’. There the future novelist read indiscriminately, taking and returning volumes one shopping bag at a time. There he was also introduced to the notion of leisure in an environment where ideas were freely discussed and independent thought was valued. All of this was in stark contrast with the general atmosphere of philistinism, intolerance and ‘Moral Idleness’ which seemed to prevail in the rest of the country.2 The contrast between these worlds, and the sometimes fraught attitudes that attended their co-existence, is a theme in much of his work.

         In his childhood, the ‘Big House’ was both literally and metaphorically a point of light in the darkness. In a 1987 interview about the origins of the television film The Rockingham Shoot, McGahern remembered how, as a child, ‘We used to look at the lighted windows [of Rockingham House] from away behind the main walls.’3 What was inside those walls was as exotic and exciting to the young McGahern as it is to the children in the film, who marvel over the luxuries on offer in the buffet tent. In his maturity, the remnants of the Protestant ascendancy and their crumbling estates remained to him not just reminders of the history of British imperial conquest and oppression, as they had been for the revolutionary generation just a few decades earlier; they were also significant, as they had been for the mature Yeats of ‘Meditations in Time of Civil War’ and Purgatory, as much needed repositories of culture, civilisation, civility and refinement. During the filming of The Rockingham Shoot, McGahern became intrigued by one example of this mixture of military command and aesthetic refinement that set the old ruling class apart from the rest of the country. When The Rockingham Shoot was shot on location at Crom Castle, the seat of Lord Erne near Enniskillen in Northern Ireland, the Earl and Countess took an interest in the filming on their estate. McGahern’s wife Madeline remembers how at some point during the crew’s preparation of the costly scene in which the lovers are strolling in front of the lit castle in the background, the Earl was heard to ask someone, in a voice of command, ‘Everything under control?’4 McGahern loved that; but he would also always remember the sound of the swish of the Countess Erne’s delicate silk raincoat as she walked with her husband at a slight distance from the beehive of activity, a glass of Beaujolais in her hand.5 

         In broader terms, many of McGahern’s works are concerned not only with the slow process of coming to terms with Ireland’s colonial past, but also with the difficulty of establishing or maintaining a sense of civilisation, or even civility, in the wake of independence. The loss of established social structures, either through the destruction of the Big House or through the dispersal of tight-knit village communities in the wake of the Great Famine in the nineteenth century and the mass emigration of the mid-twentieth (as described by McGahern in the story ‘Oldfashioned’ and essays like ‘Whatever You Say, Say Nothing’), led to a civic vacuum, in which an emergent nationalism might restore political sovereignty but could not establish a shared ethical code or a sense of manners. 

         This is a recurring subject across all of the dramatic works collected in this volume – even in a play like The Power of Darkness, which deals with the ruthless realities of survival among the peasant classes in which social niceties are but the thinnest veneer.

         In much of McGahern’s other work, the lack of manners in the Irish countryside in the mid-twentieth century can be a source of comedy. In his 1975 screenplay for Swallows, for example, the women at the Countrywomen’s Association function are disparaged for their lack of social graces and their boring and predictable topics of conversation by the Sergeant who, with delicious irony, is himself devoid of the same qualities as he turns up for the function drunk and lectures the baffled villagers on the life and work of Paganini, while only the priest has some of the tact required to diffuse the situation. Similarly, in his 1972 radio adaptation of his first novel, The Barracks (1963), Elizabeth Reagan (the spelling of the name in the radio play is different from that in the novel) is repeatedly exasperated with the chattering Mrs Casey, wondering whether ‘That woman will never learn that everybody lives alone’ (p. 83). Like so many characters in both McGahern’s fictional and dramatic oeuvre, Elizabeth feels oppressed by the proximity of too many people who all make demands on her solitariness, and who lack the capacity to read another’s need for quiet and solitude. (Elsewhere in this volume, both Reilly in The Rockingham Shoot (p. 238) and Maggie in The Power of Darkness (p. 282) humorously compare the unwanted busy-ness of their surroundings to the traffic of Dublin’s main thoroughfare, O’Connell Street.) And when Guard Mullins and Sergeant Reagan in the same play confront a man found urinating against the chapel wall during a nocturnal raid on the village pubs, they are more concerned with teaching the man about manners and civility than in threatening law (p. 133). In fact, even despite compounding his initial offence by insulting a police officer on duty, he gets away without being charged, much to the chagrin of the Superintendent. Perhaps the invocation of legal measures would have been less than fully respected, in any case, in a country like Ireland in the 1940s where the populace had long race memories of colonial subjugation, where law and order were still connected in the national psyche with an alien power to be resisted, and where crimes and transgressions were for that reason seen as de facto patriotic acts.6 It takes more than a generation to reverse such long-ingrained ways of thinking, if they can ever be reversed at all. Even Reagan’s own dalliances with his superior, Quirke, bear the hallmarks of this same inherited attitude towards authority; a high-ranking state official is somebody to be outwitted like an enemy rather than a colleague or an ally.

         McGahern even introduced the need for manners and civility into his 1973 television screenplay adaptation of the opening story of James Joyce’s Dubliners. The Sisters is probably primarily of interest to readers of McGahern not so much for the way in which its plot follows that of Joyce’s story, but for the original elements that McGahern adds to the Joycean frame. In some respects, his adaptation of ‘The Sisters’ is as much a chapter in the ‘moral history’ of McGahern’s Ireland in the third quarter of the twentieth century as it is of Joyce’s at the turn of the century.7 It is clear from the screenplay that McGahern not only found themes and ideas in Joyce’s stories that could be adapted in his own literary endeavours (there are echoes of Dubliners, A Portrait and Ulysses everywhere in his fiction), but that he also projected certain idiosyncratic McGahernesque elements on to the Joycean text. His pre-occupation with the lack of manners in mid- and late-twentieth-century Ireland is one such element. 

         Following the appearance of High Ground and The Rockingham Shoot in the mid-1980s, one journalist observed how ‘The comparative intellectual refinement and urbanity of the clerical characters in [McGahern’s fiction] is always contrasted with the philistinism and coarseness of some of their flock.’8 This is certainly true of Father Flynn in The Sisters, written more than a decade earlier, who emphasises to the boy protagonist (who is nameless in Joyce’s story, but who becomes ‘Stephen’ in McGahern’s screenplay) that when the time comes for him to follow his religious vocation he must go to the Irish College in Rome rather than pursue his studies in one of the domestic centres of religious training, because ‘the places here I’m sorry to have to say are not fit places, football seminaries’ (p. 164). The snobbishness of the priest’s remark is further amplified by an additional line of dialogue written in McGahern’s handwriting in the margin of one copy of the typescript: ‘You must never, never, Stephen, play on the street or mix with the common boys for commonness begets commonness.’9 The sense of class- consciousness which this conveys is certainly an underlying concern in several of Joyce’s stories in Dubliners, a book that is extremely sensitive to nuances of class differential among the lower-middle classes; but it is not a theme at this point in ‘The Sisters’. Rather, the priest’s harangue against ‘commonness’ in McGahern’s version of Joyce’s story is perhaps indebted not so much to the example of Joyce as it is to that of W. B. Yeats – perhaps as an intentional or unintentional echo of a line from his late poem ‘The Gyres’: ‘Conduct and work grow coarse, and coarse the soul …’10 The ghostly presence of that same line may also be detected behind the description in the short story ‘Oldfashioned’ of the shift in manners that takes place when emigrants from small Irish villages move to England, where after just a few weeks ‘once-easy gentle manners, set free from the narrow rule of church and custom, grew loud, uncertain, coarse’.11 Yeats was, after all, a constant touchstone in McGahern’s thinking about the loss of ‘ancient sanctities’12 and the decline of manners in post-independence Ireland. 

         
SINCLAIR, SOCIAL TRANSITION AND RADIO DRAMA

         Sinclair was first broadcast on BBC Radio 3 on 16 November 1971. The first of McGahern’s dramatic writings to be produced, this one-act radio play is about the fate of Southern Protestants such as the Moroneys and the Kirkwoods whom he had known in his youth. Or, to be more precise, it is about that class at a remove. The biographical facts and circumstances of the Moroneys as he had known them as a boy were sufficiently reinvented and re-imagined in the play to ‘dislocate’ them from their real-life origins and make them work as fiction.13 The eponymous Sinclair is not even an Anglo-Irishman like Andy and Willy Moroney, but an Englishman, a relic of the age of Empire drawing a pension from the transatlantic telegraph company in Valentia Island at the westernmost point of County Kerry. Nor do his crude and masochistic ways of acting, thinking and speaking have anything in common with those of the ‘gentle’ Moroneys. But his fate is precisely that of members of many long-established Anglo-Irish families, and the writing is informed by McGahern’s feelings about the disappearance of a culture that had first opened the world of books for him. 

         Sixteen years after Sinclair was first broadcast, McGahern remarked about the fate of Protestants in post-independence Ireland that ‘They were an extraordinary interesting class. It’s fascinating how they were devoured by the new Catholic state, mostly through the marriage laws.’14 That term refers to a series of measures surrounding ‘mixed’ marriages encoded in ecclesiastical law in the early twentieth century. Simply put, these stated that ‘each party of a mixed marriage give a written guarantee that all children born to the marriage be baptised and brought up in the Catholic Church … Related to this there was an obligation on the Catholic partner to strive for the conversion of the non-Catholic partner.’15 It is to these measures for eradicating the minority Protestant religion that the eponymous subject of Sinclair refers when he remarks with obscene wit that ‘it was no rush of faith led to my conversion but I was simply dragged into your barbaric Church, if you allow me to put it that way, Mr Boles, by my male member’ (p. 69). But his crudely voiced resentment is not primarily directed against the Catholic Church and its representatives – notably the wonderfully drawn ‘Monsignor Creedon’ who would sit ‘with both legs astraddle the one bar of the electric heater in the room’ during the catechism lessons required to prepare him for his conversion (p. 70). Sinclair may avoid attending mass following his conversion, seeing it – like the characters in McGahern’s final novel That They May Face the Rising Sun (2002), or like Paul in The Power of Darkness, who can talk of ‘marrying for the old performance’ without any thought of moral or religious obligation (p. 269) – purely as a matter of appearance and pretence; but the brunt of his bitterness and resentment is directed against his own sexual needs. As Boles relays in one of the mocking acts of mimicry of Sinclair’s outrageous sayings that make up much of the play, Sinclair and his new Catholic wife had soon after their union grown to see the occasional ‘fluttering sensations … panting and sweating’ in the marital bed as an ‘overrated pastime’ (p. 71), a conclusion that makes the initial effort at conversion for the specific attainment of that goal all the more absurd. 

         Such distorted attitudes towards physical intimacy are not confined to converted country squires and Englishmen like Sinclair. They are a regular feature especially in McGahern’s early work from the 1960s and 1970s. One of the two bachelors in the same play shows a comparable attitude. Gillespie’s physical relationship with his dog is not so dissimilar to that between Sinclair and his long-suffering wife. Gillespie may kick his dog for no apparent reason other than the pleasure that his dominance seems to afford him, but this cruel and unmotivated act is immediately followed by a stroke accompanied by the comment that is it ‘Strange how soothing a dog’s coat is to flesh. Flesh gets hungry for flesh or hair as much as the belly for food’ (p. 64). There is, in this world of Sinclair, a genuine yearning for physical contact, but this yearning is distorted by an equally urgent awareness that a physical need or reliance on another leaves one open to exploitation – or even by a twisted belief that any action that gives physical pleasure to another must be balanced by an equal but opposite act of cruelty.

         
            *

         

         The destruction and disappearance of the landed Protestant gentry is a recurring subject in McGahern’s work. There are occasional glimpses of this world in his first novel, The Barracks, from 1963, and these were retained in the radio adaptation written nearly a decade later. In the penultimate scene, Guard Mullins, laboriously reading the patriotic inscription on an elaborate tombstone, is able to place the occupant of the plot as one of the ‘Anglo-Irish fucking exploiters’ whose number and influence have been severely reduced after the revolution: ‘Their house has burned down and the woods and the walls fallen and it gives me sweet joy to look on the ruin. May their souls be damned in hell’ (p. 145). But more time had to pass before he found a form suitable for dealing with the fallen world of the Moroneys and their kind in a more sustained and thoughtful way.

         McGahern’s first published comprehensive treatment of the disappearance of a Protestant character from a rural Irish community was the short story ‘Why We’re Here’, first published in The Review in April 1968 and later collected in Nightlines (1970). This story was then adapted into the radio play Sinclair in 1971. Like a number of McGahern’s works, ‘Why We’re Here’ and Sinclair are about the marginalisation and disappearance of Southern Protestantism. When he returned to that same subject more than a decade later in the triptych of short stories comprising ‘Eddie Mac’, ‘The Conversion of William Kirkwood’ and ‘Oldfashioned’, all published in High Ground and Other Stories (1985), and then in some of the autobiographical prose from the 1990s and 2000s, McGahern would write about his memories of the decline of Anglo-Ireland in the 1940s and 1950s with a tone of sentimental pastoral nostalgia much indebted to that of Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village (a poem that is referenced in his screenplay for The Rockingham Shoot, which belongs to the same phase of his career). But the tone and structure of ‘Why We’re Here’ and Sinclair are very different from these later treatments of the same material. When, as a young writer in the late 1960s, McGahern first came to search for an appropriate model for reimagining the material connected with his early acquaintance with the two dishevelled old gentlemen in whose house he had found both domestic squalor and a tradition of leisure, learning and scholarship, he was perhaps naturally drawn to the example of All That Fall, Samuel Beckett’s 1957 radio play about the final days of an elderly Protestant couple in reduced physical and economic circumstances in the Catholic Free State, in which the wonderfully eccentric Mrs Rooney shares memories and gossip with neighbours and local characters as she makes her way to the railway station.16

         As a devoted admirer of Beckett’s work, McGahern probably heard the first broadcast of All That Fall on the BBC Third Programme in 1957, and he certainly read it soon afterwards when the text was published by Faber and Faber. In later years, he would cite All That Fall as his favourite of Beckett’s works.17 The stamp of that play – at once comic and sometimes mocking of old pieties, and intensely moving – is evident throughout ‘Why We’re Here’, and it is even further amplified in the expanded version of the same material in Sinclair.18 This is not to say that McGahern’s decision to adapt ‘Why We’re Here’ into a radio play was motivated only by a desire to emulate All That Fall. Rather, he found the material particularly suitable for that medium – as we know from a letter McGahern wrote to Susanna Capon at the BBC Radio drama department: 

         
            The story ‘Why We’re Here’ first began as a play I never finished. I think I could make interesting radio of it, using it simply as a base.19

         

         The generic journey of the material that found its final shape in Sinclair – from abandoned stage play, to short story, and finally to radio drama – is worth reflecting upon a little further.

         Its dramatic origins can still be seen in the short story, which is really a one-act play trapped in the pages of a book. With its reliance on dialogue, ‘Why We’re Here’ is essentially dramatic in nature. There is no real difference in structure between the short story ‘Why We’re Here’ and the radio play Sinclair. The latter is an extended version of the former. It includes some additional elements, like the story about the ‘exceedingly peculiar’ Lord Oxford, which is a superb send-up of upper-class extravagance (p. 74), but both pieces are essentially a record of two voices exchanging gossip and memories and mimicking – with varying levels of success – the English voice and accent of a third, the eponymous Sinclair who was last seen with an empty shopping bag outside Amiens Street Station. (In this alertness to the condition of tramphood, McGahern is in tune with the concerns of contemporaries like Beckett and Harold Pinter. For all these authors, vagrants were appealing subjects both because they represented a socioeconomic reality that existed on the fringes of mainstream society, and because they symbolised a metaphysical state of uncertainty, uprootedness and in-betweenness that existed more widely in the psychic landscape of the post-war period. That theme is also introduced in McGahern’s play through the absent title character’s questions about the reasons and meaning of existence – the ‘why we’re here’ that gives the prose version its title.) 

         Where the play Sinclair surpasses the story ‘Why We’re Here’ is in the performances of its two distinguished actors. For a first-time playwright, albeit one who had already a certain degree of notoriety as a novelist, McGahern was extraordinarily lucky with the casting of Sinclair.20 Norman Rodway played Gillespie, while Boles was played by Cyril Cusack. Both actors, though twenty years apart in age, had impressive résumés of theatre and moving-picture work; both had been members of the Royal Shakespeare Company since the mid-1960s. The tapes of the original recording of Sinclair have since been wiped by the BBC (as have those of The Barracks, and of the later television films The Sisters and Swallows), but those who heard it when it was broadcast, and particularly those like John and Madeline McGahern and Susanna Capon who were present during the recording, agree that both actors were in fine form, and that the result was nothing short of majestic, a potential classic of the genre. 

         McGahern’s intuition, voiced in that letter to Susanna Capon, that this material would make ‘interesting radio’ even though he had been unable to make the same material work as a stage play is just as interesting. The dramatic nature of the material may be beyond dispute, but why should it have been abandoned as a stage play and then revived for radio? What arguably made ‘Why We’re Here’/Sinclair particularly suited for production as a play for voices on radio, rather than as a stage play put on the boards, is the static nature of the action. The most important actions in the play are not those which pass in real time between the onstage protagonists, for these are minimal enough. Their squabbling over the noise of a chainsaw, punctuated only by the kicking and stroking of their dogs and the occasional fart, would hardly make for a very dynamic visual spectacle. Instead, the real action of the play is that which the listener is gradually able to piece together from the scraps of shared recollections that make up most of the dialogue. The story of the eponymous Sinclair, an English Protestant whose estate was auctioned off earlier that afternoon, is revealed through the conversation of Gillespie and Boles, as they recall his origins and mimic some of his more colourful sayings. With its purely verbal emphasis on gossip, argument and remembrance of things past, rather than on staging things as they happen in the dramatic present, Sinclair may be situated within the modern Irish dramatic tradition of Beckett and Brian Friel – one that is to a significant extent dependent on ‘literary’ effects rather than on purely dramatic ones.21 (It may be remembered here that Friel, like McGahern, started his career as a short-story writer before turning his attention to drama, and that Beckett was the author not only of a number of ‘literary’ plays but also of a series of novels that take the shape of one or more dramatic monologues.) Radio may be the medium most suited to this particular device, because by its very nature it relies on voices coming out of the dark rather than on the movements or gestures of actors. Gillespie and Boles’s reminiscences and mimicry of Sinclair’s habits and ways of speaking conjure a mental image of the vanished Sinclair for the play’s listeners, in the same way that he is imagined by the characters now that he has disappeared into the anonymity of the big city. Radio drama by its very nature relies on the listener’s ability to embellish disembodied voices with a vivid mental picture that belongs solely to their own individual imagination. In a stage version of the same play, the physical appearance of two actors could only dilute this private internal imagery. McGahern may have recognised this when he first began to think of ‘Why We’re Here’ as ‘interesting radio’.

         
            *

         

         The unpublished ‘Fragments from a Dramatic Work’ included as an Appendix at the end of this edition suggest how McGahern might have developed further in this generic direction as a dramatist after Sinclair. The ‘Fragments’ are all dramatised versions of material originating in McGahern’s childhood and youth already familiar to readers of his early fiction and of Memoir. The children who arrive late for school because of ‘blasting’ at the quarry in the first section (p. 337), for example, are recognisable versions of those returning from school on the same or another day in the Nightlines story ‘Coming into His Kingdom’. This material also includes a couple of recollections of the Moroneys. The ‘Fragments’ conclude with a monologue that draws on Willy Moroney’s obsession with beekeeping, turning the old beekeeper into a stoic philosopher. The stamp of Samuel Beckett and All That Fall is again very clear in this. But it is another section reworking a memory of the younger of the Moroneys that is most interesting in terms of dramatic form. In Memoir, McGahern remembers how Andy Moroney had once ‘caused great local merriment by describing himself as a “gentleman farmer”’ when he appeared on the radio programme Question Time, because ‘Everybody knew the word “farmer” and had some idea as to what constituted a “gentleman”, but the conjunction of the two was thought to be hilarious.’22 That episode, alongside the author’s vivid childhood memories of listening to All-Ireland Gaelic-football finals around the same period, is cast into a dramatic form suited specifically to the nature of radio – a proper, fully-fledged ‘radio drama’, rather than a ‘radio drama’ adapted for the medium from a stage play23 – as the script intermingles the voices of Andy Moroney being interviewed on a radio programme with those of his neighbours listening to the same programme in great merriment. The same radio announcer from the ‘Fragments’ also makes an appearance in the radio adaptation of The Barracks (pp. 104–6); only there the voice is not incorporated with those of his listeners in the same fluid way. 

         But the dramatic outputs of the rest of McGahern’s career followed a different path – one on which he also embarked around the turn of the 1970s when he first started adapting a nineteenth-century naturalistic melodrama by Tolstoy into ‘living Irish speech’. (This project is discussed in detail in the final section of this Introduction.) All of his subsequent works for radio, television and stage were to follow the realistic or naturalistic direction, rather than the more avant-garde alternative of the play-for-voices devised specifically for the unique experience of radio that Sinclair and the ‘Fragments’ had suggested was possible.

         His radio adaptation of The Barracks – written in Cleggan in 1970–71 out of a dislike for Hugh Leonard’s popular stage adaptation,24 and first broadcast on BBC Radio 4 on 24 January 1972 – is part of that shift, and a beautifully paced one at that. In contrast with his earliest foray into the world of radio drama, the script of The Barracks is not written predominantly in the past tense and made up of gossip and memories. Rather, the actions with which the play is centrally concerned – that of Elizabeth’s diagnosis with breast cancer and her subsequent slow death, and that of Sergeant Reagan’s struggle to leave the police force – gradually unfold in the dramatic present in a more conventional chronological manner. This is not to say that there is no scope for recollection or reminiscence. Reagan’s fiercely mimicked accounts of his confrontations with Superintendent Quirke are among the most memorable parts of the play, as they had been of the novel on which it was based; but what is perhaps just as striking is how the same play also contains embedded within it a critique of retro-spectives. Mrs Casey’s account of her courtship in Dublin may be part of an aesthetics of reminiscence; but the story she remembers is also a great source of embarrassment to her husband, who prefers to live in the present rather than be constantly reminded of the past. As McGahern’s career progressed into the 1970s and beyond, the contrast between being capable of living fully in the present on the one hand, and of being trapped between ‘Remembrance of things past and dreams of things to come’ on the other, became one of the recurring themes of his fiction.25 This same championing of the joys of the present over the claims of the past may be connected with the shift away from a certain type of modern dramatic idiom of which Sinclair is such an outstanding example, and towards the directness and immediacy of The Barracks. 

         WRITING FOR TELEVISION

         The Sisters, broadcast on BBC2 on 17 February 1973, marks McGahern’s transition from radio drama to writing for television, a medium to which he returned on several occasions during the 1970s and 1980s. The John McGahern Papers deposited in the archives at the National University of Ireland, Galway, show that he started work on a number of screenplay projects over the years. These included original works as well as adaptations – of works by others, such as Pierre Loti’s novel An Iceland Fisherman, and of a number of his own prose works, including the Getting Through story ‘Faith, Hope and Charity’ and the 1979 novel The Pornographer. But only three of his screenplays made it into production; all of these produced scripts are included in this volume. (The case of The Pornographer is not as clear as that of these other abandoned screenplays. McGahern’s adaptation of that novel was scheduled to go into production by Rockingham Shoot director Kieran Hickey in 1991,26 but in the end this fell through. As a result, the Pornographer screenplay does not exist in a definitive produced text but only as a series of drafts in the archives at NUI Galway. For this reason it is not included in this edition of McGahern’s produced dramatic writings.) 

         Writing for the screen was not without its own set of pitfalls and technical challenges. As a writer, McGahern was keen to understand and master the limitations imposed by the form. The novelist, accustomed to writing as a solitary activity carried out facing a blank wall in his study, soon learned the restrictions of the highly complex collaborative process of filmmaking. As he told an interviewer after he finished The Rockingham Shoot, whereas in a novel he could make his characters go anywhere and do almost anything (anything within the bounds of believability, that is), ‘I discovered in filming that there were certain things one couldn’t do, simply because the money wasn’t there or because the weather was too much of a risk. It was more like life itself rather than art.’27 There was, he said, a certain stimulation in having to write to such narrow constraints – much as a poet draws strength from having to fit within the formal constraints of, say, a sonnet.

         To readers familiar with McGahern’s short stories, perhaps the most obvious illustration of the changes that might be required to fulfil the demands of budget and time can be found in the opening scene of the 1975 television film Swallows. Television has a much more modest budget than film, and Swallows was to be shot in a single day in November 1974 in a studio at BBC Broadcasting Centre in Birmingham.28 The screenplay for Swallows was based on McGahern’s own short story of the same name, first published in the Evening Herald in December 1971 and subsequently collected in Getting Through (1978). The plot and dialogue of the film largely follow that of the story, but the most striking change effected in the transition to a different medium is the new setting for the opening scene. At the start of the short story, the Sergeant and the Surveyor are measuring the evidence of a road accident on a wet, windy road in the west of Ireland. The screenplay, however, opens with the two men entering a pub. The introduction of this new setting may have allowed the author to further elaborate the comical contrast between the Sergeant’s alcoholism and the Surveyor’s abstemiousness, which is a feature of the original story. It may also have allowed him to introduce an additional character, the barman Michael, whose conversation about painting (of the painting-and-decorating variety, that is) first introduces, in a comical, low-key manner, the theme of amateur and professional standards in artistic pursuits that becomes a central theme later. For readers already familiar with McGahern’s prose fiction, these are exciting new aspects to a familiar work. But the initial motivation for moving the opening scene to a new indoor setting was more than likely motivated not so much by McGahern’s private need as a literary artist to introduce a new character and new angles to existing themes, as it was by the practical necessity imposed upon him as a craftsman contracted by producer Barry Hanson to deliver a script that could be made on budget and within a fixed schedule. 

         

         
            *

         

         In retrospect, it always seemed to McGahern that his first steps into television had been destined to end in failure. In the early 1970s, the BBC and TimeLife had approached a group of directors, playwrights and novelists to adapt each of the stories from Joyce’s Dubliners, ‘and the only thing that everybody had in common’, as McGahern recalled later, ‘was they knew nothing about writing or directing for television’.29 McGahern was paired with Stephen Frears, who was beginning to make a reputation as a film director. It did not help, as he was often to summarise the arrangement with pithy symmetry in conversation in later years, that Frears knew nothing about Joyce and that he himself knew nothing about film or television. Or as he said in an interview: Frears ‘told me he didn’t know what he was doing, and I said I didn’t know what I was doing. I was horrified when I saw what I had done.’30 This retrospective assessment was no mere exaggeration for comic effect years after the fact. At the time, McGahern’s response at the end of the preview screening consisted of a single expletive – the one that had got his second novel, The Dark (1965), into so much trouble when it appeared in capital letters on the first page – which ‘exploded’ into the quiet auditorium at the end of the credits.31

         McGahern was soon to analyse the nature of the failure of The Sisters, and over the following decade he set to work refining his approach to writing for television as a craft distinct from prose fiction. If writing for radio was all about voices, then film and television work foregrounded images instead. Readers familiar with McGahern’s pronouncements about the nature of his fiction might think this would be a particular advantage. In the early essay called ‘The Image’, which has been widely regarded as his aesthetic manifesto, he had, after all, foregrounded ‘the image’ as the central element of his fiction. That essay explains how McGahern conceived of his fiction as a restless and futile search for a ‘lost image’ that would reveal the artist’s private ‘vision, that still and private universe which each of us possess but which others cannot see’32 – or as he phrased it rather more accessibly in an interview years later: the task of the artist was ‘to pull the image that moves us out of the darkness’.33 What he learned from the failure of The Sisters, however, was that the screenwriter’s job was very different from that of a novelist or short-story writer. He talked about this difference between writing fiction and writing for the screen in interviews given to mark the release of Swallows in 1975, and again after The Rockingham Shoot in 1987: 

         
            Actually the director is the artist in a movie and the writer is a secondary person. He provides the framework. The real story is being told by the director and the actors. So it was like learning a completely new discipline, much more a trade than novel writing … The very function of dialogue is different in a movie. It has to do with taking a picture from A to B. There always has to be a reason for it in terms of what images the director is putting on the screen and these images are much more powerful than the words themselves.34

         

         This same foregrounding of images chosen by a director over words written by a scriptwriter is also the subject – perhaps ironically – of the conclusion of the short story ‘Oldfashioned’, first published in 1983. In that story, the Sergeant’s son grows up to be a filmmaker who returns to the native countryside to make a documentary film about the place where he grew up. The story concludes not with a record of the documentary-maker’s speech to camera, but with a description of the visual imagery that accompanies his words:

         
            The camera panned slowly away from the narrator to the house, and continued along the railings that had long lost their second whiteness, whirring steadily in the silence as it took in only what was in front of it, despite the cunning hand of the cameraman: lingering on the bright rain of cherries on the tramped grass beneath the trees, the flaked white paint of the paddock railing, the Iron Mountains smoky and blue as they stretched into the North against the rim of the sky.35

         

         This paragraph has often been read as McGahern’s thinly veiled comment about the importance of precise observation and authorial objectivity in realist fiction;36 but it is impossible to not also recognise in the same paragraphs an acknowledgement of the things McGahern had learned about the craft of filmmaking during the shooting of The Sisters and Swallows – a lesson that he would soon put to work a final time in The Rockingham Shoot, the last, and most successful, of his screenplays.

         It is important to recognise that the detailed description of the parsonage garden in the final paragraph of ‘Oldfashioned’ is an ekphrastic description of a passage from a documentary film, and not a scriptwriter’s detailed set of directions intended to be followed to the letter by the documentary’s ‘cunning’ cameraman or director. This distinction is of utmost importance. In the doomed adaptation of The Sisters, McGahern had not yet realised the nature of the art form, and the script, while it reads well enough on the page, is perhaps too ‘wordy’ to leave room for the director to find the images that would make it work as a film. Swallows is more focused than its predecessor had been on images (the flashbacks of Eileen O’Neill; the room seen through the whiskey bottle), and the ratio of dialogue to directions is more weighted to the latter than The Sisters had been, but the script is still very much text-focused. Swallows shows how difficult it is for a novelist and short-story writer whose métier it is to pull images from the darkness of his imagination by finding the right words to move away from writing beautiful, exact prose, and instead write directions that are suggestive enough for a director to find his own images to put on the screen according to his private vision. 

         Only in The Rockingham Shoot are scenes habitually described in brief, simple directions that provide an outline or ‘framework’ rather than a precise, completed visual picture. Thus some scenes in the screenplay consist of only a single line, leaving director Kieran Hickey the freedom to find images that best conformed to his vision. This is particularly evident, for example, for a scene like number twenty-four. In the screenplay, this scene consists of three simple sentences – ‘The boys are beating the bushes and trees. Birds fly up in the air. The shooting party fire’ (p. 221) – and it is only through the combined efforts of cameraman and director that this simple ‘framework’ is translated into one of the most visually rich passages of the completed film. What had been a simple direction for a scene that does not contain any ideas presented novelistically through the dialogue has become a wordless passage of central importance to the development of one of the director’s consistent visual ideas.37 In Kieran Hickey’s hands the sequence vividly demonstrates the contrast between the richness of sensations and experiences that may be found inside the Big House, and the comparative imaginative poverty of the rest of the countryside – that between the expanse and infinite variety of the estate, and the drab confinement of the schoolroom and the Reilly farmstead. Throughout, the director sought to introduce a visual vocabulary that reinforced the themes he found in McGahern’s script. He talked about this in an interview to mark the film’s first transmission:

         
            Various images recur through the film. Hands and sticks appear as the teacher asks questions and indicates spellings, as a child acts out Goldsmith’s Old Soldier, as the children practise beating for birds in the woods and as the master mounts an attack on half the class. Hickey acknowledges that these were his own ideas, ‘what you work out as you prepare a script. You have to find the visual images. There must be relations and resonances going on in any film, whether the audience see it the first time or not.’38

         

         The Rockingham Shoot does not contain long speeches, or even long directions, like the other two television plays. The very sparseness of some of the scenes, which arguably makes reading the screenplay of The Rockingham Shoot less of a complete experience, is the reason why it worked so well as a finished film. A script like that for The Rockingham Shoot that is simply a ‘framework’ without unnecessary adornments left the director free to find the appropriate visual language. 

         Of all his work for television, The Rockingham Shoot was the one of which McGahern was proud. But for all this success, it would remain his last screenplay. There was, as he stressed in an interview, no immediate financial burden that necessitated a continuation of his career as screenwriter, and he had mastered the craft he had set out to master. After that, interest largely died.39 Ultimately, the reason why McGahern was not drawn to do more film or television work is probably twofold. Firstly, that form precluded the use of a third-person authorial voice shrewdly observing and commenting on character and action that is such a significant part of McGahern’s power as a novelist and short-story writer.40 Secondly, working on The Rockingham Shoot had also confirmed that the director was the person who picked the images, and that the screenwriter only provided the ‘framework’ that made this possible. If the reason that compelled McGahern to write at all was to find the image that moved him and draw it out of the darkness, then writing for television did not fulfil this purpose. 

         
THE ROCKINGHAM SHOOT:

NATIONALISM, FANATICISM AND MAGIC

         McGahern often remarked that his works usually originated with an image ‘that stays in the mind and will not go away until it is written down’.41 Two such persistent images that came to preoccupy his imagination in the early 1980s originated in his early life and are connected with the Rockingham estate and Rockingham House, the mansion overlooking Lough Key that had been built in the neoclassical style by the renowned English architect John Nash and in which, according to the north Roscommon folklore of McGahern’s childhood, there was one window for every day of the year.42

         The first of these images is that of its destruction. Rockingham House was destroyed in a fire on the night of 10 September 1957. (The first broadcast of The Rockingham Shoot on BBC2 Northern Ireland on 10 September 1987 coincided exactly with the thirtieth anniversary of that event.) The description of the house, its burning, and the sad spectacle of ‘the magnificent shell and portals, now full of sky and dangerous in high winds’ that remained on the shores of Lough Key afterwards, are described in a key paragraph in the story ‘Oldfashioned’.43 The historical fact of the burning of Rockingham is not, of course, a direct presence in the screenplay of The Rockingham Shoot, which is set some time earlier in the 1950s; but knowledge of the house’s inevitable fast-approaching fate does lend added poignancy to the story. 

         Another image connected with the fate of Rockingham also refused to leave McGahern’s mind in the same period. This second image, less violent or dramatic in nature than the first, was the one that led directly to the writing of The Rockingham Shoot. It was simply that of the wall of the estate, which extended for miles across the landscape of his early life. McGahern told an interviewer that The Rockingham Shoot began as a draft for a short story that ‘didn’t work out’ and was abandoned:

         
            But the image was always in my mind and wouldn’t go away. The idea of the ordinary life of a new order beginning outside the walls and in a way the old order being carried into the beginning of the new order.44

         

         This ‘new order’ is that of the independent state that was founded in 1922. Thematically, The Rockingham Shoot belongs not only with the High Ground stories of Anglo-Irish nostalgia for the lost world of the Big House, but should also be read alongside Amongst Women, the novel on which McGahern had been at work for some time by the time the television film was broadcast, and which was finally published three years later to almost universal acclaim as a watershed novel about post-revolutionary Ireland. Both novel and screenplay are about the disappointment that was widely felt after the foundation of the new State, when the promise for radical social reform and equality of the 1916 Proclamation was ‘subverted’, and Ireland turned into what McGahern

         bluntly characterised in his essays as ‘a theocracy in all but name’.45 The Rockingham Shoot and Amongst Women are studies of different ways in which this disappointment with the way the realities of post-revolutionary society failed to match the promises of the revolutionary moment could be manifested.

         Where the ex-guerrilla fighter Moran in Amongst Women retreats from the world into the ‘little republic’ of his own house and family when he sees the direction in which the country for which he has fought is moving, Reilly – who is younger and has not fought in the War of Independence – enters a position of service to the emerging new state by becoming a teacher (p. 240). In practice, though, the direction that Reilly’s effort at national improvement takes does not support the lofty ideals of the 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic. As happened to many idealistic young men in the decades that followed independence, his original revolutionary idealism has gradually been replaced by a conservative nationalism, which in its equation of Catholicism with the indigenous population made the Free State into a de facto theocracy. In this atmosphere, patriotism was often confused with a fierce intolerance of all attitudes and practices that did not conform to Catholic teaching, and a blind hatred of everything British.

         McGahern emphasised in an interview about The Rockingham Shoot that Reilly is based on a certain type of personality ‘that was a mixture of sexual asceticism, blind Irishness and a particularly puritanical brand of Catholicism’ which dominated Irish life in the 1940s and 1950s.46 McGahern, a generation younger yet again than Reilly, had viewed such types with deep suspicion and embarrassment when he was a young man. As he explained about his and his contemporaries’ attitudes towards the Irish nationalist mainstream in the mid-century Ireland of his youth in an another interview from the same period: ‘It was a young, insecure state without traditions … and there was this notion that to be Irish was good. Nobody actually took any time to understand what to be Irish was. There was this slogan and fanaticism and a lot of emotion, but there wasn’t any clear idea except what you were against: you were against sexuality; you were against the English.’47 In The Rockingham Shoot, this narrowly defined nationalist agenda determines the contents of Reilly’s political speeches, which consist exclusively of populist anti-British sentiment and patriotic rhetoric about the ‘native’ Irish language, rather than offering constructive civic engagement or proposals for progressive social change. But since Reilly is more a target for hecklers than a viable electoral prospect, his political stance cannot cause any damage and remains a cause for merriment to the rest of the community, as the brilliantly funny opening scene shows. 

         It is much more worrying how the same nationalist obsessions also influence the contents of his classes. McGahern, who had trained and practised as a teacher when he was a young man, had been concerned with the great responsibility incumbent on those whose profession is to mould the minds of the nation’s young in a novel like The Leavetaking (1974) and elsewhere in his earlier fiction, and The Rockingham Shoot further develops this concern. Every subject Reilly teaches, from the Irish language to English literature, is informed by nationalist propaganda calculated to instil suspicion and contempt for everything British in his pupils. One of his Irish lessons consists of making the children copy vocabulary describing different systems of government and their constituent parts – An Parliméad (parliament), Rialtas daonfhlathach (constitutional democracy), Ríocht (monarchy). That exercise is intended more as a lesson in the politics of freedom and oppression than in the tricky orthography of a language that had once been used to write epics and satires and love poems. (The latter tradition remains ironically dormant in the comical night-time scene between Johnny and Mary Armstrong, in which the male lover has so little understanding of his ‘native’ language that he fails to understand the Irish for ‘I love you’ (pp. 226–7).) English literature, meanwhile, takes the form of a lesson on Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village, which serves both to further a sentimental view of unspoilt country ways (a purpose for which that poem was routinely enlisted in Irish schools for most of the twentieth century), and to condemn the British imperial greed that had first drained the vitality of the Irish countryside and then claimed the reputation of its most significant writers as its own – a balance Reilly seeks to redress by proclaiming the old cliché that ‘Most of the great playwrights in English were Irish; I’d have you remember that’ (p. 207). 

         Reilly’s original motive for becoming a teacher in the service of the new State may have been noble, but when the film opens he has long lost sight of these idealistic beginnings. Ironically, his actions have come to undermine the very republican ideals he had set out to defend as a young man – for as the Sergeant has to remind him, ‘the people who set up this State were big people. They allowed room for everybody’ (p. 237). His initial desire to make Ireland a better country has led instead to a fanatical hatred of any foreign or Protestant elements that goes against the spirit of the 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic, that important revolutionary announcement of social reform guided by principles of liberty and equality regardless of gender or creed. Where the dominant themes of Amongst Women’s treatment of post-revolutionary Ireland are disappointment, embitterment and entrenchment, The Rockingham Shoot is concerned with how frustrated idealism can turn to fanaticism, or even Fascism. McGahern used the latter word in an interview with Ciaran Carty in which he discussed how Reilly

         
            gets enslaved by the nationalistic notion which he imposes out of some personal frustration on everyone else. Fascism is rooted in the way intelligent people like the teacher can get drawn into inhuman ideas. A narrow single thing – a dogma – can be more attractive, because it is easier to embrace, than actually dealing with the complicated difficult thing that experience is.48

         

         The Rockingham Shoot was commissioned by Danny Boyle, the future award-winning film director who was then a producer at BBC Northern Ireland, as part of a series of one-off plays written for television. The only limitation the BBC had given Boyle was that the films should not be expressly about ‘the situation’ in Northern Ireland, and the brief Boyle gave to authors was that their films must be about education and young people growing up in Ireland.49 McGahern’s screenplay is set south of the border in the Republic of Ireland in the 1950s, but with its theme of fanaticism and its message about the dangers of instilling values of hatred and division through the education system, it was of course highly relevant in the context of the Troubles in contemporary Northern Ireland in the 1980s. Just how relevant that message was in the context of the time and place of its production was borne out less than two months after the film’s broadcast when, in an act that made Reilly’s beating of the schoolchildren in the film pale into comparative insignificance, an IRA bomb exploded on Remembrance Day 1987 in the town of Enniskillen, just north of the border from where the McGaherns lived in peaceful County Leitrim. McGahern knew very well that the mentality that led to such extreme acts was not confined to the contested counties north of the border. He would later allude to the presence of the same violent impulses amid even the most serene pastoral settings in That They May Face the Rising Sun, in which it is hinted that one of the inhabitants of the sleepy town near the lake where most of the characters live in peaceful harmony with each other and their surroundings may have been involved in the Enniskillen bombing. 

         
            *

         

         But The Rockingham Shoot is not just a record of fanaticism, intolerance, hatred and violence. At the conclusion, a travelling entertainer arrives at the school to perform a magic show. McGahern talked about the importance of this kind of travelling entertainer in the landscape of his youth, when the countryside was not only materially but imaginatively impoverished:

         
            Those itinerant magicians were a permanent feature of the countryside in the forties. They were probably down-and-out actors coming to the schools to earn some drink money. They used to learn a bit of Irish to get by and infuriated the teachers with all their grammatical errors. But to us they were glamorous figures.50

         

         The world of magic, music and stories to which the children are introduced through the magician’s show offers an antidote to such destructive attitudes as are perpetuated by the kind of teaching offered in Reilly’s lessons. As the magic show goes on, the children become animated, happy and bold: a complete transformation from the oppressed, unimaginative learners by rote they had been under the influence of Reilly.

         The contrast between the drab, authoritarian attitude that dominated Irish life in the mid-century – when ‘the stolidity of a long empty grave face was thought to be the height of decorum and profundity’, as McGahern wrote in the essay ‘The Solitary Reader’51 – and the possibilities offered by things like magic, poetry and music is an important recurring idea in a number of McGahern’s dramatic works. Elsewhere in The Rockingham Shoot, the same contrast is also highlighted through the introduction of Canon Glynn, the lover of poetry who, like Keats, talks of beauty and truth (p. 244), and whose life is made richer and more complex by his intimate familiarity with Shakespeare and John Donne. Reilly may be able to complete the line from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 60 which eludes the Canon’s fading memory (which is ironic, since the subject of that poem is the great Shakespearean theme of the transience of all living things), but he does so ‘insensitively’ (pp. 245–6). For Reilly, as for many teachers in McGahern’s experience, poetry was merely something to be learned by rote in order to pass an exam. True to this utilitarian mentality towards the arts, the content of Reilly’s lesson on The Deserted Village is based on what he thinks is most likely to come up in this year’s exam, rather than on a true didactic impulse for enlightening and deepening his pupils’ pleasure and understanding of the poem or its language. Reciting a poem for pleasure would be regarded as ‘showing off’, as the Canon had been shocked to discover when he was young (p. 244).52 For the Canon, on the other hand, a lifelong proximity to great poems has cultivated values of patience and tolerance, as contrasted with the pursuit of unbending and absolute ‘ideals’ against which he warns Reilly in the same scene. These make him something of a ‘moral voice’ of the film, in the way that the drunken Paddy fulfils that function in The Power of Darkness (see p. 259). 

         In Swallows, the focus is on the transformative power of music – as well as, in the opening scene unique to the film version, that of painting, as the barman Michael seems to derive immense satisfaction as he patiently sits and paints the walls of the pub. A rural Garda Sergeant is reminded of his youthful love of music through a chance meeting with a Surveyor who, unlike the Sergeant, has not given up playing the violin and turned to whiskey ‘to hurry the hours’ instead (p. 192). If following an artistic vocation is risky because it can lead to penury or even to becoming a social outcast (the ‘unorthodox’ life of Paganini, as recounted by the Surveyor, is analogous to McGahern’s own run-in with the Catholic hierarchy in the mid-1960s), then on the other hand music is also a powerful antidote to the boredom and bitterness of living in isolation. Of course, this is not a new idea. McGahern was well aware that the idea that music has the potential to change human nature for the better has a long theatrical provenance stretching back through Shakespeare all the way to ancient Greece. This tradition is acknowledged on at least one occasion in the script. When the Surveyor tries to persuade the Sergeant to take up the violin again, he gives that advice weight by grappling for a distant memory of a literary quotation: ‘You should take up the violin again. Music, how does it go, soothes the savage breast. You should take it up again’ (p. 195) – a misquotation of the famous opening line of William Congreve’s 1697 tragedy The Mourning Bride:

         
            
               
                  Musick has Charms to sooth a savage Breast,

                  To soften Rocks, or bend a knotted Oak.53

               

            

         

         But the situation in Swallows is not just a development of an idea encountered in literary sources; it also has a more immediate biographical origin in the author’s early life. In an interview published in the Radio Times to promote the broadcast of Swallows, McGahern situated the origins of a story about a visiting violinist in a remote Garda barracks in a specific childhood memory. The kernel of this is essentially the same as that of the itinerant magicians who were such glamorous figures in his youth:

         
            My father was the head of [a police barracks in Ireland]. And I remember someone rather like the violinist in the play coming there. The hurt he left behind him was palpable for days.54

         

         The feeling of emptiness left behind by the real-life violinist when he departed from Sergeant McGahern’s barracks only goes to demonstrate the need for imaginative stimulation that was felt by much of the countryside during the repressed middle decades of the twentieth century.

         

         STAGING DARKNESS

         If The Rockingham Shoot and Sinclair are about the tragic fate of Protestant Anglo-Ireland, then McGahern’s only stage play is about the other side of the social and political divide. The Power of Darkness was adapted from Leo Tolstoy’s drama about the moral squalor of Russian peasants in the nineteenth century, in which McGahern recognised a world ‘uncannily close to the moral climate in which I grew up’, as he wrote in his Programme Note for the 1991 Abbey Theatre production (printed subsequently as an Introduction in the Faber and Faber edition of the play text). McGahern’s version is transposed to rural Ireland in the 1950s, and it dramatises what he called the ‘Famine mentality’ of late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century Ireland. By this he meant not just the fear of the poorhouse which determines the behaviour of many of the father figures in his fiction, from Mahoney in The Dark to Moran in Amongst Women, and which causes Peter King in the play to repeatedly vocalise his fear that all he has worked for in his lifetime will be ‘scattered’ after he is gone. McGahern used the term ‘Famine mentality’ more narrowly to refer to a specific kind of behaviour motivated by what he described in an essay as ‘a blind rancour against neighbours coupled with an equally blind grasping after even useless advantages’.55 This way of thinking is the subject of the Magician’s comical allegory on ‘envy’ at the end of The Rockingham Shoot, and in Sinclair the same grasping for ‘useless’ advantage may account for Gillespie’s compulsion to withhold from his neighbour the information that he has bought a second-hand chainsaw at a local auction.

         In The Power of Darkness, the advantages are not useless, and all the characters seem to be out to exploit and manipulate the others. This exploitation and manipulation is economic as well as sexual in nature, and often the two are inseparably interconnected. If, as McGahern often said, the Catholic Church in Ireland had ‘caused most serious damage in the area of sexuality’,56 then The Power of Darkness elaborates on how this was so. As McGahern explained in his Introduction, the play is interested in how the ‘confusion and guilt and plain ignorance that surrounded sex’ in the repressive and morally censorious climate of Catholic Ireland turns men and women into ‘exploiters and adversaries’ rather than helpmates or companions (p. 255n.). Thus an old farmer, Peter King, has used his position of economic security to attract a vivacious young wife, Eileen, who is unfulfilled in her life of drudgery and seeks sensual pleasures in the arms of their young workman; Paul exploits his attractiveness to obtain sex from Rosie, Eileen and even, after he becomes master of the farm by marrying Eileen, from his wife’s stepdaughter Maggie, and he has no compunction discarding these women when their attentions no longer suit him. But the women are equally manipulative. They are not above using their sexuality to manipulate the men into giving them what they want: the security and social prestige of marriage. Maggie’s unwanted pregnancy may well threaten her marital prospects with a respectable family, but others, as Baby (the most ruthless manipulator of all) hints, have used the same condition to secure themselves a husband. (This same manipulative practice playing on feelings of social and religious propriety is also an important plot element in McGahern’s novel The Pornographer.) In a culture obsessed with sexual morality, the illegitimate products of sin were perhaps the only fully innocent party, but it was often they who were disposed of in a ditch in order to preserve a family’s ‘good name’. And so in the ‘dark’ world of The Power of Darkness a newborn child is not a clichéd metonymic bundle of joy, but is reduced, rather, to a chillingly literal ‘bundle of sheets’. McGahern had found all these plot elements in Tolstoy’s original, and knew that they translated perfectly to the Irish reality that was the familiar terrain of his fiction. But the translation from one context to another, and from the dramatic idioms of the nineteenth century into one that was suitable for the second half of the twentieth, would prove an altogether more difficult task. 

         

         
            *

         

         McGahern first started work on an adaptation of Tolstoy’s 1888 drama sometime during the late 1960s. Over the next three and a half decades, he returned to the play on a number of occasions, and between 1972 and 2005 his approach evolved significantly. McGahern first started on a straightforward ‘translation’ of the pre-war English idioms of Louise and Aylmer Maude’s Oxford World’s Classics edition that was his source text57 into ‘living Irish speech’, but he eventually ended up with a much looser adaptation that reimagined some of the plot elements and even the dramatic form and structure of Tolstoy’s original. It is probably useful to take stock here of how these different incarnations of The Power of Darkness evolved into the final version, completed in July 2005, which is printed in this volume.

         Contrary to what he would recall in his 1991 Introduction (see p. 255), it is highly unlikely that McGahern was only made aware of the existence of Tolstoy’s plays when he was commissioned by the BBC to adapt The Power of Darkness into Irish speech for radio in the early 1970s. Even if he had not read Tolstoy’s plays when he systematically read through his novels and stories in the late 1950s58 – which seems unlikely, given that as a young man he had a habit of reading everything an author had written once he found one book by a writer he liked59 – he must surely have been introduced to Tolstoy the dramatist after 1965 under the influence of his first wife, the Finnish theatre director Annikki Laaksi, who had worked for the Moscow Art Theatre and who translated nineteenth-century Russian plays by such writers as Alexander Ostrovsky.60 

         Contrary also to his recollections in the 1991 Introduction, McGahern originally conceived of his translation of The Power of Darkness as a stage play, eventually submitting it to the Abbey Theatre, where it was rejected in September 1972 for reasons discussed a little later. It was only after he had started working on it as a stage play that McGahern began to consider that the play might also transfer to the medium of radio. This happened early in its gestation, and was possibly motivated by the promise of an additional income stream. The earliest indication of the play’s possible transition from stage to radio can be found in a letter from McGahern to Susanna Capon at the BBC which significantly predates the rejection letter from the Abbey, in which he points out how, ‘As it is the most difficult form of translating outside verse – rhythmically it needs to be deadly exact to avoid parody – I would need to be very well paid for it.’61 The version of The Power of Darkness that was eventually produced and broadcast to favourable reception on BBC Radio 3 on 15 October 1972 was essentially identical to the stage play that had been rejected by the Abbey in September of that year.62 Only minimal changes were made – either by McGahern himself or by producer Denys Hawthorne63 – to facilitate the transition to this different medium, as was customary for much of the BBC’s radio drama output during this period. 

         As McGahern pointed out in his Introduction, ‘Generally when a play is produced or a novel published it frees the writer from the material. This did not happen with The Power of Darkness. Over the years I kept returning to Tolstoy’s melodrama’ (see p. 255). In 1987–88 he submitted a revised version to the Field Day Theatre Company. Over time, he had come to dislike the language – ‘too Synge-like and too colourful’64 – with which he had overlaid Tolstoy’s plot, and this was gradually toned down in subsequent revisions. But in other respects the version he submitted to Field Day in the 1980s stayed very close to the Abbey/BBC version from the early 1970s. The shape of the play and the size of the production do not seem to have altered significantly between 1972 and 1988. After long delay, Field Day finally passed on the play. In the rejection letter written in his capacity as a director of Field Day, Brian Friel expressed his admiration for McGahern’s ‘brilliantly realised adaptation’, but he was also very clear about why the company could not take it on: 

         
            But there is absolutely no possibility of Field Day doing any play with 13+ characters. The touring costs alone would absorb all our grants for five years. Only an institution – the Abbey, the British National Theatre, the Royal Shakespeare Company – can take on a project of this size but I’m sure you understand all this.65

         

         It was only following the advice of another Field Day board member, McGahern’s friend the playwright Thomas Kilroy, that the list of characters was reduced66 and the Tolstoy play began to take on the leaner form that we now recognise as the McGahern version.

         Kilroy, in fact, took a detailed interest in McGahern’s latest attempt at revising The Power of Darkness. Their surviving correspondence from this period paints a fascinating picture of the direction in which the play was, for a brief while at least, moving, before McGahern finally settled on the shape that was produced at the Abbey in 1991 and published by Faber and Faber in the same year, and which was in broad essence retained in his final attempt to rewrite the play in the years immediately preceding his final illness and death in 2006. This period between 1988 and 1991 was the one in which the play most drastically changed. In a letter from August 1988, Kilroy urged that ‘I still think the central material needs to be “framed” in some way, in a contemporary theatrical style, for it to be accessible.’67 McGahern spent the next year grappling with such a ‘framing’ device, and in August 1989 he wrote to Kilroy: 

         
            I’m ½ way through the play. The hard part was to get it started. It’s strange how the framing device has changed the whole play. I begin with a priest at Maggie’s hospital bed. End it with Maggie visiting Paul’s cell. I think it has taken much of the melodrama out and it have [sic] given me more control.68

         

         Kilroy only partially concurred. After reading this version of the play with its new ‘framing’ structure, he advised that the prologue should be retained but shortened to a ‘monologue … of the kind that offers a narrative which tells only enough to whet the audience’s appetite’, while the epilogue should be omitted altogether so that the play ends with Paul’s confession.69 McGahern, however, after spending a year on this revised version of the play in the ‘contemporary theatrical style’, did not take Kilroy’s advice and omitted the ‘framing’ device completely, returning to a more conventional naturalistic dramatic structure that moves chronologically from Peter King’s sickbed in Act One to Paul’s confession of his crimes at the end of Act Five. This was the version of the play that was finally staged as the Abbey Theatre’s contribution to the Dublin Theatre Festival in October 1991.

         In the period between the play’s rejection by Field Day in 1988 and its performance at the Abbey Theatre in 1991, McGahern made crucial changes not just to the structure but also to the plot. Not all of these were a result of Friel’s or Kilroy’s suggestions. Both the 1972 BBC radio version and the Field Day submission from 1987–88 stayed very close to the plot of Tolstoy’s original. But the later versions take more liberties with the actions of the characters. One change to the plot in particular is worth dwelling on. In Tolstoy’s original, Akulina’s (called Maggie in McGahern’s version) child is born alive and must be killed by Nikita (Paul) before he can bury it in the cellar. The script of McGahern’s 1972 version preserved this plot line in all its gruesome detail, as Eileen and Paul each graphically report on how the child’s bones ‘crunched’ when it was smothered under a board;70 and so, judging from Kilroy’s reference to ‘the killing of the infant’ in his letter from August 1988, did the version he submitted to Field Day.71 By the time it was staged at the Abbey Theatre in 1991, however, the child is prematurely stillborn (most probably with a helping hand from Baby, the townland’s illicit pharmacist who had earlier supplied the ‘tablets’ that dispatched Peter King). This was a crucial change, and we shall return to its significance shortly. 

         
            *

         

         One thing that had changed between the time when McGahern first started working on Tolstoy’s play shortly after the banning of The Dark in 1965, and 1991, when Garry Hynes chose the new version of The Power of Darkness as the Abbey Theatre’s contribution to the Dublin Theatre Festival, was the public’s attitude to the Catholic Church and its increasing openness in accepting the reality of the ‘dark’ things that had happened – and were happening still – in Ireland in the name of Catholic morality. In 1972, Lelia Doolan, in her capacity as Artistic Director of the Abbey, had concluded that McGahern’s translation of Tolstoy’s play was ‘not … acceptable for production here’ because ‘The melodramatic theme of the play does not translate sufficiently well to the Irish situation.’72 The rejection letter also quotes extracts from the report of their reader, who complained that ‘The grim and primitive life of the Russian peasant in the mid-nineteenth century, the ignorance and superstition does not at all translate to Ireland at any time.’73 The Abbey’s defensive response to McGahern’s play about young girls marrying old farmers, lust, adultery, murder and infanticide echoed not only the reception of The Dark following its banning by the Censorship of Publications Board in 1965 (an Irish Independent editorial which found the novel ‘unreal … in its picture of provincial Ireland today’ was not untypical);74 but also the outraged responses of Dublin theatregoers to Synge’s portrayal of sexual frustration, lust and ambiguous moral standards in the Irish countryside in The Playboy of the Western World more than half a century earlier. Official opinion for most of the twentieth century was unchanging in its insistence that such things did not happen in Ireland. 

         This mood was beginning to change by the turn of the 1990s, when Garry Hynes, the Galwegian with a reputation for mounting controversial productions of classic plays who had just been appointed as the Abbey’s new Artistic Director,75 chose to direct The Power of Darkness as the Irish national theatre’s contribution to the 1991 Dublin Theatre Festival. Though many maintained the traditional defensive stance and made the case of unreality or untruth – the Irish Independent’s drama critic petulantly referred to ‘the broken, soulless world [which] it purports to portray’76 – audiences in the new Ireland of Mary Robinson were gradually beginning to seek out exposés of the dark things that had gone on in Ireland during the twentieth century. McGahern synthesised the advent of this turnaround in the climate in a paragraph from the story ‘Oldfashioned’. The description of the Sergeant’s son’s career as a documentary filmmaker near the end of that story is really a thinly veiled comment on the history of McGahern’s own reception over the years: 

         
            … he made a series of documentary films about the darker aspects of Irish life. As they were controversial, they won him a sort of fame: some thought they were serious, well made, and compulsive viewing, bringing things to light that were in bad need of light; but others maintained that they were humourless, morbid, and restricted to a narrow view that was more revealing of private obsessions than any truths about life or Irish life in general.77

         

         The Abbey Theatre may have rejected McGahern’s first, large-cast translation of The Power of Darkness in 1972 because it was untrue to the reality of Irish life, but in 1991 Hynes set out to use the same author’s new version of the same play expressly to make a point about the existence of the ‘darker aspects of Irish life’ which her distant predecessor had so matter-of-factly denied.

         To an extent, McGahern cooperated with this agenda, alluding in his Programme Note to the fact that the sort of things portrayed in the play were not fanciful imaginings but a brutal reality. To lend weight to this point, he referred to the Kerry Babies case, one of the darkest chapters in recent Irish social history.78 

         But author and director sharply disagreed on the way in which these newly revealed truths about Irish life should properly be staged. The main bone of contention during rehearsals was Hynes’s attempt to exploit the play for maximum shock value. Specifically, she wanted the ‘bundle of sheets’ containing Maggie’s stillborn child which is carried on by Baby in Act Five to be dripping with blood and as realistic a match for a real dead baby as possible – arguably in an effort to stir up painful recent national memories of the gruesome find of the body of a baby stabbed to death in the Kerry Babies case. McGahern’s preference was exactly the opposite; he wanted the bundle of sheets to be just that – a bundle of sheets, clean and only suggestive of its gruesome contents. In the radical revisions he had just made to the play in 1988–89, he had got rid of the graphic descriptions of ‘the killing of the infant’ that carried over directly from Tolstoy’s original plot, and replaced these with a tactful reference to a premature birth that could not possibly sustain life. As Baby says, ‘How could it be alive the way it came into the world?’ (p. 321). What interested McGahern was not the shock of an audience being confronted with something that had all the appearance of a genuine dead body, as they might have been in an Elizabethan or Jacobean revenge-tragedy,79 in a Martin McDonagh play, or indeed in a Victorian melodrama. Like a Greek tragedian, McGahern was more interested in the idea that ordinary people could be driven by the social and religious pressures brought to bear by their environment to do dreadful things (the ‘darkness’ of the title) than in shocking graphic representations of the bloody outcomes of such moral turpitude. At the heart of The Power of Darkness is McGahern’s concern with demonstrating how the repressive religious climate that he had known in his youth had been the cause of the kinds of violence and manipulation and mistrust that transpire throughout the play. Gratuitous bloody spectacles of the kind that Garry Hynes sought to introduce would be a distraction from this core idea. 

         It seems, then, that even as the 1991 production of the play was advertised as a ‘melodrama’ and widely criticised for the use of an exaggerated acting style that played up emotions in the old-fashioned melodramatic style, and even as the reference to that generic origin was maintained on the title page of the published text, McGahern was, as he had explicitly indicated in his August 1989 letter to Kilroy, purposefully reducing – if not altogether removing – much of the melodramatic quality of Tolstoy’s original play. The plot still retains quintessentially melodramatic devices, like the poisoning of Peter King. But even if the way he is dispatched through the agency of a blackly drawn melodramatic villain (Baby) belongs more properly on the Victorian stage than on a real-life Irish farm in the mid-twentieth century, the feelings of entrapment and frustration that drive a young woman like Eileen, who has married a prosperous but much older man because of the economic realities of her society, to commit that drastic deed are very real. Much the same feelings are, after all, documented in a very different key in Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger, a poem widely acknowledged as one of the most acute indictments of the social ills that were crippling the Irish countryside in the century following the Great Famine. 

         This move away from the shocking, the sensational and the sentimental that had existed in earlier versions of the play is even further sharpened in McGahern’s final revision of the text, completed less than a year before his death. This final revision – the text included in this edition – was produced for RTÉ Radio in 2005, but it is clear from the text that McGahern did not conceive of it specifically as a radio play. Like the script of the 1972 BBC Radio production that is filed in the Play Library at the BBC Written Archives Centre in Reading, the 2005 recording script is full of specifically ‘stagey’ references to the actors’ expressions, gestures and movements across the stage. This edition, therefore, presents McGahern’s last revision of The Power of Darkness as the stage play for which it was conceived.

         In this final version, even more of the crucial action takes place off the stage. In Tolstoy’s original and in McGahern’s translation from the 1970s, the play had ended with Paul’s melodramatic confession of his sins to the assembled wedding guests and to the audience. In the 1991 Abbey text, Paul still delivers his final confession ‘fac[ing] the audience’,80 but the last word is given to Paddy, the drunk labourer who wakes up in the straw at the end of Paul’s confession and delivers a monologue that has no equivalent in the source play by Tolstoy but which is wholly original to this late evolution of the McGahern version. In the definitive 2005 version, this move is taken even further. Paul now leaves the stage before his confession, which is only overheard in the distance as it is delivered offstage to the wedding guests. Paddy is now the sole occupant of the stage before the final curtain, and his final speech is extended from the 1991 version. Dramaturgically, this final speech has much in common with a chorus in a Greek tragedy, but the drunk casual labourer is a very strange chorus indeed. Paddy may commentate on the action and on the fate of the characters after the play, as befits the duties of a Greek chorus; but it is not so clear how he fulfils the other choral function of expressing the common moral, religious and social attitudes of his society. Instead of confirming the principles of Catholic morality, Paddy’s speech roundly mocks the hypocrisy and opportunism that prevail in Irish society when he remarks of the gathered neighbours and wedding guests that ‘They are all for God when God is on their side’ (p. 335) – a line whose syntax replicates that of McGahern’s misquotation of James Joyce’s dig at that other holy cow, nationalism: ‘They are all for the country, when they know which country it is.’81 This distancing from the predominant culture of Catholic morality and respectability – both by making the confession less central and through Paddy’s exposure of hypocrisy and self-interest – points to a crucial difference between Tolstoy’s vision in the original play and that of McGahern in his adaptation. Because, as Nicholas Grene first pointed out, while for the pious post-conversion Tolstoy, Christian faith was the remedy that could finally lift the ‘darkness’ of human sinfulness, for McGahern the structures of Catholic morality and belief were themselves at the root of a darkness of ignorance and repression.82 

         

         
            *

         

         Moving Paul’s confession off the stage, like the removal of the killing of the infant from the plot, is part of a move away from melodrama’s exploitation of ‘violent effect and emotional opportunism’.83 But this is not to say that McGahern was trying to turn The Power of Darkness into a pure drama, or even a tragedy in the Greek mould. Despite his efforts (as he wrote to Kilroy) to take ‘much of the melodrama out’,84 the play remains at its core a melodrama – but one that contains many deliberate references and allusions to well-known Greek and Elizabethan tragedies with which it shares crucial thematic concerns of greed, ambition and lust. The universality of the plot is made clear when Baby remarks, ‘There is many a funeral that’s followed by a fine wedding’ (pp. 274–5), a statement that is both a justification of her amoral actions and a paraphrase of a line from the first Act of Hamlet.85 From Macbeth it borrows the murder of a king (the low-born horsedealer Peter King, rather than gracious King Duncan), the debilitating guilt felt by his murderers, and even the gruesome presence of a ‘birth-strangled babe, | Ditch-delivered by a drab’;86 while the characterisation of Baby owes as much to the ambitious and manipulative Lady Macbeth as to Tolstoy’s Matrëna. There are also a number of comically scaled-down instances of mock-tragedy. The constant sound of ‘knocking’ on ceilings and doors echoes the ominous knocking on the gate that spells the murderer’s doom in Macbeth, and Eileen’s sarcastic advice that if Paul wants to avoid the terrible fate he fears he should simply ‘stay away from trees’ (p. 271) plays off one of the apparitions’ ambiguous assurances of the hero’s safety in the same play.87 The constant references to blindness and the gouging of eyes, meanwhile, are a clear homage to the most famous tragic plot of all – that of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. All these underpin the point that the object of these common characters’ ambitions may not be of the same magnitude as those of an Oedipus or a Macbeth, nor the play in which they act as lofty in diction, but that their motivations spring from similar impulses and their suffering can be just as deep. 

         So while The Power of Darkness is serious in its intent to expose some of the ‘dark’ truths about human nature, and about Irish society, the means by which the author chose to convey these important truths are not those of a serious, ‘high’ form like a tragedy or a naturalistic drama. Denis Sampson has drawn attention to McGahern’s habitual ‘manner of placing and undercutting that high drama of murderous violence and abject victimisation’.88 In The Power of Darkness, this ‘undercutting’ is achieved not only by the way in which some of the key action is underplayed, or even moved off the stage, but also through the choice of genre and register for this play about the ‘dark’ side of Irish life in the twentieth century. A number of the reviews of the 1991 Garry Hynes production complained about the laughter which the acting and dialogue elicited from the audience. The drama critics of the Irish Times and the Irish Independent both found that the play degenerated into ‘unintentional farce’.89 The thought that one might laugh at a play about murder and moral ‘darkness’ was clearly considered distasteful, so the natural assumption seemed to be that any laughter it provoked must be ‘unintentional’; surely, these critics seemed to be saying, this should be the stuff of tragedy, not of farce! 

         Contrary to what these reviewers assumed, however, the play most certainly did not fall from high seriousness by accident. Farce was one of McGahern’s favourite words, and throughout his career he regularly harnessed the powers of that genre. In The Power of Darkness, as in certain passages in his prose fiction, he cannily uses the exaggerated, absurd registers of melodrama and farce to good effect. (Think for example of the out-of-proportion self-pity of both father and son in The Dark, or of Reagan in The Barracks; and of the farcical figure those same men cut when they act on that self-pity, often in theatrical ways.90) As Eric Bentley wrote in his influential book on The Life of the Drama, writers who use these genres ‘may be said not to tumble into absurdity by accident, but to revel in it on purpose … The exaggerations will be foolish only if they are empty of feeling.’91 Far from killing the play’s serious intentions with ‘unintentional farce’, McGahern had always envisaged The Power of Darkness as ‘harshly comic as well as violent’, and shortly before the premiere he reported to a journalist that after attending a runthrough he had been pleased to find the play was ‘very black and funny, and the acting looks as if it’s going to be very powerful’.92 Despite the dismissal by the reviewers from the two main Irish dailies, some spectators recognised this intention and applauded its execution. In a letter to the Irish Times defending The Power of Darkness against the misapprehensions of its reviewers, Nicholas Grene, Professor of English at Trinity College Dublin and an authority on Irish and English drama, wrote that ‘neither of them had told me the play was funny. Not “sadly risible” (Colgan), but savagely, devastatingly, intentionally funny.’93 

         Nor was this the first time that McGahern had dealt with the very themes that are at the heart of The Power of Darkness in a way that deliberately shied away from the seriousness of tragedy or naturalistic drama or social realism. In its attention to the damage done to the natural relationships between men and women by racial memories of famine and the moral teachings of the Catholic Church, The Power of Darkness is closest to The Pornographer (1979). Of all McGahern’s novels, The Pornographer has traditionally enjoyed the least esteem, and the reason for this comparative critical neglect – like that for the critics’ dismissal of The Power of Darkness – is probably connected with the author’s choice of genre. The Pornographer is a satirical farce, and some of the most devastatingly critical passages are also the most grotesquely farcical. Think, for example, of Maloney’s outrageous suggestion that nobody would notice if one wheeled a baby around in a coffin, ‘But show them a man and a woman making love – and worst of all enjoying it – and the streets are full of “Fathers of eleven”, “Disgusted” and all the rest of them’; and perhaps above all of the hilarious pornographic short story about a debauched river cruise on the Shannon written by the title character which is really a study in the repercussions of sexual repression.94 This generic choice was further sharpened in McGahern’s screenplay adaptations of the novel – a project to which he returned on several occasions, but which never came to fruition despite attempts to start production by Kieran Hickey and others. By all accounts, the Pornographer screenplay became increasingly farcical as the drafts evolved, but it never lost sight of the original intent of the novel as a critique of the unhappiness and suffering that resulted from repressive attitudes towards sex and marriage rooted in religious belief and material deprivation. McGahern’s reliance on ‘low’ genres like melodrama and farce in dealing with these subjects closest to his heart shows a desire not to make light of the problems he observed in late-twentieth-century Ireland, but rather to engage with them in a manner that defied the possibility of sentimentality, judgement and ‘self-expression’ that can so easily draw in other artists and commentators engaging with the same subjects. 

         
            *

         

         The six plays collected in this edition represent an important, though up to now generally overlooked, aspect of John McGahern’s identity as a writer. Making the texts of all of his produced dramatic writings available in this volume, in most cases for the first time, expands the fictional landscape with which readers have become more familiar with each new published novel and collection of short stories. But this volume will also allow readers to form a more complete picture of McGahern’s interests in different forms and genres. His ventures into dramatic writings for the various media represented in this volume (radio, television and stage) are manifestations of the same need for ‘contant experiment’ that defined the trajectory of his career as a novelist whose subject matter continuously re-circled the same territory, but whose approach to that material changed, sometimes radically, with each new work. As a dramatist, the ‘constant experiment’ of form and tone and genre is at the root of his lifelong struggle with The Power of Darkness, and the way in which that work was repeatedly repositioned generically. Equally, the technical possibilities – and limitations – of writing for radio and television appealed to McGahern’s curiosity as a writer, even if he did not further pursue those forms once he was satisfied that he had mastered their specific formal or technical demands; that kind of ceaseless reinvention and refinement was ultimately confined to his work as a writer of fiction. 
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