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1.0 OBJECTIVES

This Unit aims to provide you with essential background information about the suthor and his
works, the lrish Dramatic Movement and the Playboy riots and also on modem comedy so
that you could approach the task of close textual anslysis with fuller confidence and clearer
understanding of the issues involved,

i.i INTRODUCTION

It is pot often in dramatic bistory that a sangle individual should be responsible for two
momentous events. W.B. Yeats was such a person. Though he was not himself 2 major
dramatist, the national theutre in Ireland was first an idea in his mind. He alsc enabled an [rish
geniug to find himself The genius in question was John Millington Synge whom Yeats
encouraged to go to the Aran Islands and “express a life that has never found expression.”
Synge heeded his advice—with momentous results. '

A play is essentially s public events as a noval is not. This public nature of the play comes to
the fore in the sccount of The Playboy riots. The account also raises the question of censor-
ship and the freedom of the artist to express himself.

1.2 BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE ON SYNGE

Synge lived only for 38 years from 1871 to 1909. His short creative life barely lasted 7-8 years
during which period he was able to write 6 plays besides an sccount of his visit to Aren
Islands and some poems and transiations. Two of lus plays Riders fo the Sea (1903) and The
Playboy of the Western World (1907)-—oue a tragedy on the classical model, the other a dark
comedy that provoked a woek of riots in Dublin, are among the best plays in twentieth century
drama.

In & country where most of the poople were dispoasessed and Roman Catholic, Synge came
from Anglo-Irish Protestant landowning stock. He belonged to what came to be known as the
Protestant Ascendancy. But though some of their income did come from land, the Synges
were middle class professional people.

Synge was bomn on 16 April 1871 st Rathfarnham near Dublin where his father was a barrister
and was christencd Edmand John millington Synge. A year later his father died lea”ing s
widow to bring up five children. Synge was to cause much distress to his mother Jn several
counts: his loss of religious faith and his becoming an agnostic, his passion for music—pizno,
violin and fhute-—which he wanted to adopt as & profession; and his sympathy for the op-



The Fisyboy of the pressed tenants This last interest found a full outlet when he visitod the Islands on tho advice
Western World of Yests. ’ :

Synge’s early education was mostly private until be entered the Trinity College, Dublin, in
1888, which was traditionally the fountsinhead of Anglo-Irish culture. It was here that he
started learning Irish and Hebrew. He also read & grest deal about Irish history and Irish
antiquities.

His boyhood was spent among the hills and mountamns to the south of Dublin. He had «
Wordsworthian love for nature and also an intimate knowledge of natural history. This i3
reflected in the images and descriptive passages in his plays.

In 1893 Synge went to Germany to study music systematically. But later his interest shifted
from music to literature and like seversl youngmen of his time moved to Paris, In Paris he read
widely in Evropean authors and probably thought of becoming a literary journalist. He visited
ltaly dlso snd learned Italian. During the summers he would return to Ircland where he pursued
his interest in the Irish language and Irish antiquitics. '

It was in Paris in December 1896 that he met W.B. Yeats and later the young revolutionury
Maud-Gonne. He juined Maud's Irish League in January 1897 but resigned soon after in April
saying that he hed his own “theory of regeneration for Ireland” and that he wished to work in
his own way for Ireland and that he did not wish to get mixed up with a revolutionary and
semi-military movement. '

Yeats was only six years older but Synge’s encounter with him proved 1o be 1 tumning point in
his life. Here is & longish sccount of their mecting in Yeats’s own wards:

Six year ugo 1 was staying i 4 students’ hotel in the Latin qusrter, and same-
body whosc name I cannot recollect introduced me - an Iristunan, who, even
poarer than mysclf, had tyken s room at the top house. It was J M. Synge, and |,
who thought I knew the name of every Irishman who was working at literature,
had never heard of him He was s graduate of Trinity College, Dublin, too, snd
Trmity College does not as a rule produce artistic minds. He told me that he had
been living in Frunce and Germany, reading French and Genmen litereture, and
that he wished to become 8 writer. He Imd, however, nothing to show but one or
iwo poems and impressionistic cssays, full of that kind of morbidity that has its
root in too much brooding over methods of expression, and ways of looking
upon life, which come, not out of life but out of literaturc, imuges reflected from
mirror to maror. He had wandered among people whose life is as picturesque xs
the middle ages, playing his fiddle to Halien sailors, and listening to stavies n
Bavanan woods, but life had cast no light into his writings, He had leamed Irish
years ago, but had begun to forget it, for the only language that interested him
ss that conventiona! language of modem poetry which has begun to make us all
weary. . .. | said, “give up Paris, you will never create anything by resding
Rucine, and Arthur Symons will aiways be a better critic of French literature. Go
to the Arran Islands. Live there as if you were onc of the people themselves:
express a Life that has never found expression.” I had just come from Arran snd
my inagination was full of those gray islunds, where men must reap with knj
because of the stones. Because of the stones™ (Oreene, 70). '

Yeats wrote this in his perface to the play The Well of the Sainis published in 1905,

Thus began his lang association with Yeats and later with Lady Gregory and with other
members of the Insh Literary Revival, which bore such strange and rich fruit.

The Aran Islends are « group of three rocky islends in the West coest of Ireland where Irish
was still spoken mhisdaysmdwhaeﬂ:colder_hshwzy,c_aﬂifehndbompum

Before coming to Pesis, Yeats with his ftiend Arthur Symons had been to the Aran Istands in
1896, where they both sajd they had heard the story upon which Synge later based The
Playbay of the Western World. :



Synge had studied Qaclic (which is s language spoken in'Ircland, Scotland and the Isle of
Man), which enabled him o muster ‘the pure but rapid and colloquial language of the sslund.
He had spent his boyhood in Wicklow end this had given him his basic understanding of the
Irish peaswatry. His Protestant and landed ancestry end his Jater loss of faith sufficiently
distanced him from the people around him so that he wss able to view them at ance with
objectivity and ironic compassion. Synge visited the Island four imes, in 1898, 1899, 19500 and
1901 which gave him the material tor his plays in terms of incidents, characters and lenguage.
But while the visit 10 Aran was momentous, it did not transform Synge instentaneonsly into s
writer of genius. Several yeurs were to clupse between his first visit to Aran in 1898 and tus
completing his first successful play in 1902. Mareover, all this whils he was writing The Aran
Islands which was the first boak he wrote, though it was published in 1907. So while his
transformation into a “playwright” was astonishing it was not sudden. In this period of
apprenticeship, Synge was obviously hoaing his skills in his use of the peasant dialect. He
himself sxid that in “writing out the talk of the people and their stories in this book [The Arun
Islands], wd in a number of articles in the Wicklow péasantry . . . lesrned to write the peagant
dialect and dislogue [ use in my plays” (Synge. 24)

Synge was sickly as a boy and later suffered much because of his poor health. This possibly
accentusted his morbidity which seems to bave been a family characteristic and which 15 most
cvident in his poemns. But perhaps as a compgnsation like R L. Stevenson, “he took & huge
delight in all that wes superb and wild in reality.” He had 8 malignant tumour—Lymphatic
Sarcoma—detected in his neck in 1897, which ultimately cost him his life.

The last love in his life was Molly Aligood, a Catholic shopgirl tuned actress who was fifteen
years his junior and who played the role of Pegeen in The Playboy when it wus first produced.
n a letter 1o her Synge referred to her as his wife but he died before they were married. The
end care in Dublin on the morning of 24 March 1909. Yeats recorded: “Synge is dead. I the
casly marning he suid to the nurse, 'it is no use fighting death wiy longer” and he tumed over
and died. | called ut the bospital this afternoan snd asked the assistant matron if he knew he
was dying. She answered, "He may have known it for wecks, but he would not have said so to
snyone. He would have no fuss. He was like that’ She added, with emotion in her voice, "We
were devoted to him. ™

1.2.1 Synge’s Works
Five of his gix plays were published during his lifetime. These were :

The Tinker s Wedding wr. 1902-1907 pb. 1908.

Jri the Shadow of the Glen (one act) pr. 1503; pb. 1904.
Riders to the Sea (onc uct) pb. 1903; pr. 1904,

The Well of the Saints pr. Pb. 1905.

The Playboy of the Western World pr.pb. 1907.

Deirdre of the Sorrows pb.pr. posthumously 1910.

T Y S R A

Non-dramatic work
The Aran Islands wr. 1902, pb. 1907

Synge is comsidered the greatest dramatist of the Irish litcrary revival. His 6 plays provide
evidence of his versatility. He tried plays of vanied lengths from oue act to full length plays.
His four somedies include knockabout farce and also moments of high scriousacss and one of
thern trembles on the verge of tragedy. He also excelled himself in writing tragedics, » folk
tngedywhid\iaupublytheﬁnutmcacttugodyinlilaﬂmmdﬂwoﬂw.nb«oictmgcdy
based on an [fish love Jegend.

A masjor theme in his playy is the yawning gap between romantic drearus and the harsh reality.
He writes principally of Irish folk life, of peasants, tramps and tinkers, vicwing thcm with
unsentimental compassion. Synge i,s‘ulsomutclyconﬁioulcfthcmmnhiﬁtydnﬂtlﬂngs
particularly of the passing sway of beauty and of the dread of old nge and death. Another
important element in his plays is the relationship between man and the patural world.

Heckground ta
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Synge expressed s vixion of Irish folk Jife in prose thet was intensely poetic und used »
peasant dislect which was English in form but [rish in thought und feeling. Hix style is marked

"by vigour, fronic humour and dramatic pathos.

The shadow of the Glen (1903}

The play based on a story heard by Synge in the Aran Island is sbout 8 young woman Nors
Burke who leaves her cantankerous old husband Dan with 8 tramp who offers a romannc life o
her. Her husband suspecting her of infidelity gives out us though he was dead in order to trap
ber. The trap succeods for the woman has invited her young man 1o the house. At this point
the wronged husband springs up out of the bed and turns his wife out The lover bests
hasty retreat; it is the tramp who comes forward to rescue her. The play ends with the about-
to-be-wranged husband sitting down to drink with his wonld be betrayer.

The play dramatizes Synge's characteristic themes: the comflict betwoen the reality and man’s
dreams, his awareness of humsm mutability and man's intimate relutionship with the natural
world. It was alzo the first play to treat the theme of sexual frustrution explicitly on the modern
Irish stage. Its first production in Dublin evoked protests against its “unfair’ portrayal of Irish
women which anticiputed the riots that greeted The Playboy in 1907.

Riders to the Sea (1903)

Synge’s first tragedy in one act modelled on the classical Greek tragedy, drawy heavily oty his
experiences an the Aran lslands. The simple and highly compressed sction of the play
concern un old woman Maurya of the Island whase lost two sons Michecl and Burtley are
dx'owmdwhﬂct:yingtomrss!hesto:mymté(}dwnyasnﬂbaotbersonshnvcbecn
drowned. The seu is presented as the Islanders’ soures of sustenance and also their principel
natural enemy. The play which takes loss than Balf xn hour to perform climaxes into Maurya's
laraenit at the cavalcade of death in the family ending with & prayer for all the living und the
dead.

The Tinker's Wedding (1908)

The play is based on an incident that happened in Wicklow and which is recorded in Synge’s
Wicklow memoirs. It concems people including tinkers, trunps, etc. who lived on the fringe of
sociely and fascinated Synge. Sara Cascy has been living with Michael Byrne,  tinker, for
many years but now wants 1o get mamied to him properly in a church by g priest. Their ctforts
tocoaxﬂwpriestintomuryingtMmleuhMmuchkmckzbmfamcintheplay.Thcwcdding
8s the title of the play suggests does not come off because & wommn’s fear of 1 lonely and
comforiiexs old age motivates her to foil her son’s murriage,

In his introduction to the play, Synge suid: “In the greater part of Ineland, . . . the whole people
from the tinkers to the clergy have stil] a life, and view of life, that arc rich, genial and humor-
ous. And | do not think that these country people, who have 3o much humour themselves, will
mind being laughed at without malice . . " However, the characterizatinn of the prigst who at
one stnge is beaten and thrown dito » sack ruled out uny performance of the play in Ireland.

The well of the Saints (1905)

Synge derived the idea-of the plot from an esrly French farce in which a uripplc snd « blindman
wre healed. Synge'sbeggm:miww«mm-ﬂwite.bnﬁmﬁvmhppi}yinthcmudm
of beauty and they arc hesled by the mirsoulous holy water of s.halbowad well The cured
beggars are however disappointed in their fondest droama whesr sach discovers that the other
33 old, westher-heaten and ugly. The play reminisoent of Iosen's The Wild Dyck underlings
mun’s need for iltusions that can sustain bim in life. At the end the effect. of the miraculous -
water Mocmumamwhummmn-mdmpm
in each other.

Ihe play was pot received well by the Dublin audience when it was first produced i 1905.



Deirdre of the Sorrows (1910)

The play which Synge leR unfinished and which was published und sroduced posthurpously ¢
marked a new departure for Synge. From depicting peasants, trmnps sad beggars, be turned to
an ancient legend of Irelund for his subject. It it the story of the love of un sgeing king
Conchubar for the young and beautiful Deirdre who elopes with her lover Naigi’ When the
Jovers return after seven long years, Naisi it treacherously murdered end Deirdre then takes
her own life. This brings v.th it the destruction of other city of Emain.

TR. Henn says that the play was written “in iliness, in the course of 2 prolonged and frus-
trated Jove-affeir, and in s state of depression to which The Playboy riots had contributed.”
When the play was produced in Junuury 1910, Synge’s beloved Molly Allgood played the
female lead.

1.2.2 The Irish Dramatic Movement

The Irish Literary Revival or Irish Literary Renaissance was & movement that eimed at reviving
the past literary greatness of Ireland. It was believed that the Irish people had a great past and
a great body of litersture written in their own language—Irish Gaelic. But it was only among the
peasants in the West and south of Ireland that the Inish languuge was used-and the aative
literary tradition existed. Few insh people knew anything about their literatupe or their heroic
pust. The foundert of the Literary Revival simed to revive itevest in their Siterary beritage and
also to creal ain art that wes Jocel but not narrowly provincial and that would bring honour to
Ireland.

In 1891 “the Great Founder” as Sean O*C286y oalled him, Yeats founded the Irish Litcrary
Society in London, The following year he end Maud (onne, John O’Leery und other cuthusi-
asts founded the Irish National Literary Soviety in Dublin. Its objestives were to publish books
and give lectures uad hold disvussion “upan notabls figures in {rish history end notable
cpochs in the national 1, thd o problems and difficulties of today.”

Synge was at this time busy leaming Hebrew and Irish and had not come under Yeats's
influence und so was net part of the original society.

The niext important date is 1898 when Yeats discussed the possibility of founding an lrish
theatre in Dublin with Lady Gregory, her country néighibots Edwerd Murtin and George
Moore. The plan wus to produce in Dublin every yesr “cérthln Celtic and Irish plays which
whatever be their degree of excellence will be written with o Tigh ainhitics, and so to build up o
Celtic and [r1sh schoo! of dramatic literature.”

Dublin was in fect the site of the first licensed English theatre outside Londoft established in
1637. There were also a series of Irish playwrighty—Congreve, Farquhar, Steelt, Galdanith
Sheridan and luter Oscar Wilde and Bemard Shaw but they ill gravitated to London and to #5
English audiences. The theatrical fare served in Dublin dt the El83€ of the nincteenth century
consisted of light operus, melodramas and musical shiows. The Irish melodriffias 6f Dien
Boucxcauj{t made s of Irish material but this was donc with an cye to export. The result wid
presentation of what has come to be khown as “the stuge Irishman™ who wus a drunkard,

clown or excessively sentimental. The Irish Literary Theatre was meant to undo this impres-
sion:

We hoped to find, in Ireland, an uncorrupted and imaginstive audience, trained
1o listen by its passion for oratory and believe that our desire to bring upon the
sage the decper thoughts and emotions of Ireland will ensure for us a tolerant
welcame, and that fresdom to experiment which is not found in thestres of
England, and without which uo new movement in art of literature can succeed.
}Vc will show that Irish is not the howme of buffoanery and of easy scolithent, a3
it has been represented, but the hume of an sncient idealism.

(From the Prospectus of the Irisis Literary Theatre)

Baekigoound e
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TRe Playboy of the ‘#The Irish Literary Theatre came into being in 1899 and gave its first performances at the
Western World * Antient Conoert Room in Dublin with Yeats’s Countess Cathleen and Edward Martyn's the
Heather Field (in Irish Gaelic).

The Irish Literary Theatre and its successor The Irish Netional Theatre Society continued to
work till 1904 when it acquired its own theatre known as Abbey Theatre from its location on
the Abbey Street. This acquisition was made possible through the generosity of an English
woman Miss Annie Horniman who was primarily interested in advancing Yeats’s carcer. Her
association with the Abbey Theatre continued ti]l 1908 when the differences between her and
Lady Gregory and others came to & head and she decided not to pour money into the Abbey
Theatré any more and found another theatre nearer home in Manchester.

The first performances of the Irish Literary Theatre were given by English professional actors
The idea of & company made np exclusively of Irish actors who could be taught a fresh style of
acting free of the mannensm of the English professional stage came with the Fay brothers,
Willie Fay and Frank Fay were actors and they believed that they could form such a company
provided they had more plays sbout Irish life. ‘A.E.” (George Russell) gave them his play
Deirdre and Yeats his Cathleen Ni Houlihan. This led to the founding of the Abbey Theatre
Company. The performance of these plays in April 1902 with Maud Gonne in the lead role in

" Yeats’s play proved to be an exciting and inspring success. The performances fed to the
formation of the Irish National Theatre Society with Yests, Maud Gonne and Douglas Hyde as
directors. The society was reorganized by Yeats in 1905 when Maud Gonne and Dougles Hyde
were replaced as directors by Lady Gregory and Synge.

Synge had met Yeats in 1896 in Paris, and met both Yeats and Lady Gregory in 1898 at the
Coole Park where discusstons on the Irish Literary Theatre were going on. This second
meeting led to his fnendﬂ}np with Yeats and Lady Gregory which proved to be most important
in his life.

Synge’s first play (when the Moon 18 sct) was r¢jected by both Yeats and Lady Gregory. But
both noticed that the peasant characters who played a minor part in it were more effectively
realized than the chief characters. They encouraged hum to stick with the peasant and forget all
else. As his plays showed, Synge followed this advice with splendid results. The dates of the
production of his play and other impartant Jetsils are shown in the chronology of the Irish
Dramatic Movement and nced not be repeated here. .

But a few things need to be stated. As we said carlier, the Irish National Theatre Society was
reorganized in 1905 and Synge and Lady Gregory became director in the reorganized Society.
Synge was the only director who had made Dublin his home and was to play more active role
in the management of the professional theatre. He rcad the plays submitted to the company by
young writers and also helped the Fays to enlist and train new sctors.

There was an upheaval in November 1905 when some young actors back from a triumphant
tour of Oxford, Cambridge arid London, severed their connection with the society because
they felt that Yeats was taking the theatre completely away from the nationalistic direction.
This is significant because the theare wus spearheaded by people (like Yeats, Lady Gregory,
Synge)} whose ongms were not Celtic and whose involvement i the movement was purely
emotional.

In 1906 there was considerable discussion on the aims of Irish Dramatic Movement (IDM).
There was a suggestion backed by Yeats that the Abbey Theatre should also devote its
creative encrgics to staging classics. Synge was opposed to the idea. He felt that their
.movement should concentrate on the “creation of s new dramatic literature where the interest
is in the novelty and power of the new work rather than in the quality of the execution.”
Finally Synge was sble to win his point and the Abbey Theatre stuck to its original objective.

T4e Abhey Theatre survived many crises. Miss Hormiman withdrew her subsidy. The Fay
Bro{hers a0 lefl. Synge died in 1909, and Yeats resigned as a result of 4 dispute with Lady
: Ahbey Tt smtinued to be the centre of the drematic movement in
duwn. Among distinguished Irish diamatists whose plays
were .. (oouced al the Arm'-y ~vere Padrajc Colum (1881-1972), St. John Greer Ervine (1883-1571)
10 and Lennox Robinson (1886-1958) and Jater Sean O’ Casey (! 880-1964).



Irish Draraatic Movement - A Chronology Baciigreund to
The FPlayboy
8May 1899.  Irish Literary Theatre founded; its first offering staged in Dublin: Yests's The
Countess Cathleen wnd Edward Martyn's The Heather Fisld put up by sn
Eunglish Compeny at the Antient Concest Rooms in Dublin.

Feb. 1990, yearge Moore's adaptution of Edward Martyn's The Tale of a Tows entitied
The Bending of the Bough plus tWo shorter pieces The last Feast of the
Fianna by Alice Milligans xnd Moeve by Edward Martyn were offered

Oct. 1901, Dougles Hyde's Oaclic play The Twisting of the Rope performed by a
company of amateur Inish actors, and Yeats’s Diurmuid and Grania and Xing
Lear by F.R. Benson’s company of English professional sctors.

13,4 April 190 'AE" s Deirdre and Yeats’s patriotic Cathleen Ni Houliban with Maud
Gomne in the title role in the latter, pesformed by the Fay brothers: the begin-
ning of the Abbey Theatre Company.

1902, Synge wrote Jn the Shadow of the Glen and Riders to the Sea; first draft of
The Tinker's Wedding.

Oct. 1502, Yeats's furce The Pot of Broth, « gaelie play Eilis and the Begger Woman by
P.T. McGuley and plays by Fred Ryan and James Cousins performed.

Ocs-Nov 1902, Lest visit to Inishere, one of theAran Islunds.

IMuy 1893, Five plays—The Hour-Glass, Cashlsen Ni Houlthan end The Pot of Broth by
Yeuts, Lady Gregowy’s Tweniy-Five ead Fred Ryan's The Laying of the
Feundations pafomized by the Fays in Loadon.

Juge 1903. lo The Shadow of the Glen tcad out by Lady Gregory o the group in Dublis.

Sept. 1503, Riders o the Sea publishcd ir. Sambhain the organ of the Irish Literary Thestre

started by Yeats in October 1, also published wes o play in Irish by
Douglas Hyde.
BOet 1903, The King's Threshold by Yeats, the Shadow of the Glen . and

Cathieen Ni Houlihan by Yeats were staged in Dublin in this order. Synge's
play was received with some hissing; the play was aniticized by the The Irish
Time as casting a slur on Insh womanhood. '

Dec. 1903, Braken Soil by Pedraic Colum performed by the Fays.

28 ¥eb. 1904.  Riders to the Sea and A E.’s Deirdre performed by the Kays.

26 March 1904. Synge's Riders to the Sea and In the Shadow of the Glen, and Yeats's The
King's Threshold, Brown Soil and The Pot of Broth performed in Londor

11 May 1904. Miss Hormiman's generous offer of Abbey Theatre uccepted.
27 Dec. 1904.  The Shadow of Glen published in Samhain. Yeats’s On Baile s Strand snd

Lady Gregory's Spreading the News (new plays) wd Cathleen-Ni Howlihan
and In the Shadow of the Glen presented as the Abbey Theatre’s first offering

n Dublin,
4Feb. 1908,  The Well of the Saints presented, copies of the play published by A.H. Bullen
were provided for sale in the theatre.
20 Jan. 1906. Molly Allgood played Cathlecn in a revival of Riders 4. the Sr- v w8
. Synge’s last love. Synge plays 8 more active part in mur: -+~ : Abbey
Thestre. '

1
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17 April 1906. In the Shadow of the Glen revived,

24 Nov, 1906, Yceats's Deirdre presented.

8Jan. 1907.  The Playboy went into rehearsal with Molly Aligood in the role of Pegeen.
26 Jan. 1907, The Playboy presented a1 the Abbey Theatre.

1907, The Playbay published; The Aran Jslands also published.

Jan. 1908. The Tinker's Wedding published, in the Land by Padriac Column presented.

1910. Deirdre of the Sorrows with Molly played the leading role perfonned, 13 Jan.
s play also published.

1.2.3  The Playboy Riots

1.23.1 Dublin

Now let us closely examine the issne why The Playboy was the centre of fierce controversy
when it was first staged in Dublin. Involved here is also the crucial issue of en artist’s freedom
of thought and expression. Such a controversy is an implicit recognition of the power of
theatre (o subvert traditional morality.

In ordet to examine all these issues, we first need to look at the available evidence. Luckily we
have eye witness accounts of the riots written by Lady Gregory and John Holloway and
others connected with the Irish Dramatic Movement. Synge’s plays before The Playboy were
not all well received in Dublin on first presentation. When his Shadow of the Glen was first
produced in 1903, some attacks were made on it in the press. The story of a young wife who
goes away with 2 stranger evoked the charge that Synge had borrowed the story from a
decadent Roman source, the story of the widow of Ephesus and given it an krish dress. The
pluy was also attacked as a slur on the Irish womanhood. The Well of the Saints was not
adversely commented upon but then according to Lady Gregory the audiences for it were
quite thin.

There was suspicion of trouble over The Playboy even before the play opened on 26 Jan.
1907. While the play was in rehearsal, Joseph Hotloway, the Dublin architect and an Abbey
Theatre bufl wrote in his diary that someone be talked 1o felt “there is en organized oppositic -
present to his [Synge’s] play” . . . According to him, others including Yeats, Lady Gregory
and William Fuy hud their spprehensions. Lady Gregory wanted a few cuts and she also made
some but only afier the first production. Yeats said plainly that there was far too much “bad
language.” Synge made a few cuts himself but they did not amount 1o mueh, The full storv ~f
the reception of The Playboy st theAbbey Theatre during the first week is available in Our
frish Theatre, (1913),pp. 112-17.

The most objectionuble thing in the play was the reference by Christy to the “drift of chosen
females, standing in their shifts itself may be from this place to the eastern world.” The feeling
was that Synge had slandcred Ireland, The above account is quite comprehensive but we shall
uy to fill in the gaps. What was Synge’s own reaction 10 the play and the disturbance? In a
letter to his beloved Molly Allgood who played Pegeen, he said: “I think with a better Mahon
and crowd und a few slight cuts the pisy would be thoroughly sound. . . .” About the row
Synge was prophetic.

It is better any day to have the row we had last night, then to have you play
fizzling out n half-hearted applause. Now we’ll be talked about, We're event in
e 0 18] (Italics added.)
The reaction of the press was genezally adverse. Here is an excerpt:

The play is an “unmitigated, protracted libel upon Irish peasant men and worse



still upon Irish pessant girfhood. The usaw vusls with indignation ze ons rocalls Baciground to
tis incidenta, expressions, idens of this squalid, offensive production, The Plgday
ncongrously styled a comedy i twes acts . . . No sdsquate idea oght be given of
&abmbmmmceimmmdmmtmmoﬂhmcrwulﬁw

creatures.

(The Freeman's Jaurnal)

The mstters were compounded when Synge gave an unfrtungie interview, published in The
Evening Mail. He denied that he wrote the play in order to represant Trish life as it s lived “, .
! wrote the play because is pleased me, and it just happeas that [ knew Irish life best, 3o | meds
my method Irish ™ His pluy was a comedy, an extravaganza, made to smuse and he did not care
s rup how the peaple take it. “I never bother whether my plots are typically Irish or not; but
1y methods are typical.” Yeats was abeent when the play was first presenied on Saturday but
when he came back on Tuesdsy the soenc wes full of fight. He snnounced thet they would go
on until the play has beca heard sufficiently to be judged on its merits and lso that on the
following Monday they would hold a debate sbout the play. (For an cye witness account by
John Holloway of what hsppeaed on the Tuesday night performance, see Greene, p. 245.)

vunMMwmemmmmammmmwbowinmnwm
beatifully sum up the wiile issue of freedom to write and stage and to be read and meen ¢

We have put this play before you to be heard and to be judged, as cvery play
should be heard and judged. Bwery man has u right to hear it and condemnn it if
be pleases, but no man has a right to interfere with apother man hearing or
playing wind judging for himself. The country that condescends either to bully or
to permit itself to be bullied socn cesses to have any fine qualities, and |
prumise you thot if thess is eay srasl) seation in this theatre that wish to deny
tee right of othery to hewr what they Gaomselves dou’t waet 0 hear we will play
2, end otr paticoce shwll Jast louger Gum their patience

The debsie on the play was held ag snnounced with everyons in the Dublin litecury world
preszut except Synge. Yeats came splendidly to Synge’s defence. According to en eye
witness, Mary Colum, she never “witnessed s homan being fight as Yeats fought tha night”
{Oreese, p. 250). Lady Gregory was huppy with their dcfence of e play—- “it was =i red g
saowed we were not repenting or spologizing” (Green, 251).

Among Syl;.ge’s leading opponents wes Arinur Grithith, editor of The Undied irisiinan «
weekly that voiced exirerne nationalistic opinicas. He later founded the srganication Sisa Feon
to further his politice! objectives.

He had sttscked Syngs-for borvowing his stoxy for [n The Shadow of the Glen from Putronsus.
He described The Playboy us a4 “vile and inhuman sioty told in the foulsst languege we have
ever listened to from a publio platform™ (Green, 248).

The story of the Playboy 's first staging in Dublin is interesting but for want of space must
come o a stop.

1.23.2 US Towna

Wien The Playboy was taken to the USA, Synge had died and his sweetheart Molly had
marricd and had gope off making it necessiry for the Abbey plagers i fook for & substitute fu
her. Lady Gregory then accompunded the Company on its tour to US thet brgan in Sept hey
151L

The Playboy's controversial reputation had roached America before 1w« psny ¢
rocepiion that it received in Americs wes mixed. It was generslly fin w0
some priests preschod against the Compuany snd a pamphiet dexi:: : .
publixhed. In New York a periodical The Gaelic American ssid that . st b
squddul"ﬂwplxymelfwnmlydtmzbed Among the things thic. . ge
atink pots, rosaries, potatoes and cigarcites.
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In New York the play was scen by the Roosevelts.

In Philadelphia the entiré cast was arrested and wes tried but the players were rescued by John
Quin who demolished the srguments of the witnesses. In Chicago the Mayor was asked to
stop the presentation of the play but he refused to oblige.

Curiocusly not all the objectors were Irish American. One Enghstunan who was arrested
objected to British soldiers being spoken of as “khaki cut throats.”

The controversy over The Playboy is long over and the play is now a permanent part of
repertoire of the Abbey Theatre but the issue of the freedom of thought and expression it
raises is alive. As we said before, the controversy also provides another- proof of the subver-
sive power of theatre. The power of the written word increases manifold when it is spoken by &
chearacter from the stage. Should a play or a book considered obscene or otherwise objection-
able by a section of the people be banned? Ours is an age of permissiveness and many themes
considered taboo earlier are now routincly presented in books or on the stage. But, paradoxi-
cally, ours is also an age of increasing intolerance. Witness the latest example of the violent
protests ageinst Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. The whole issue is embroiled in
controversy and it is difficult to adjudicate between the two sides.

So far as The Playboy is concermed, what we want you to do is to read the play again and
judge for yourself.

1.3 MODERN COMEDY

In modern times the comic form has been exploited in different ways. As a result there is an
extraortlinary variety of comnedy available in the twenticth century.

A most striking characteristic of modem drama is the blurming of the boundarics between the
tragic and the comic, the serious and the ludicrous. This bluring is nearly as old as drama
itself but it strikes the modern reader with a new force. Such a distinction depends on the
existence of gencrally accepted standards of valuc within & society. These commonly shared
values or norms which provide the dramatist with a basis for communication no longer seem to
be valid. Without these values all experience tends to become equally senous or equally
ludicrous. As the French dramatist Ionesco said: "It comes (o the same thing anyway, comic
and tragic are merely two aspects of the same situation, and | have now reached the stage
where I find it hard to distinguish one from the Sther.”

One result of the blurring of this distinction has been the use of comic mesns not to serve
comic ends as it was done in earlier times but for serious purposes. The comic has been
described by a critic as a transparency through which we see the serious. Laughter is one of
the resources of comic theatre but this resource is now also employed for, serious purposes.

Here [ should like to illustrate the use of comic in serious drama today by giving the exarhplc
used by the Italian dramatist Pirandello. | quote from J L. Styan’s book 7he Dark Comerv:

Imagine, he [Pirandello in 1908] says, an elderly lady: We arc imunediately
predisposed o be sympathetic. But she is overdressed, her face painted, her
hair dyed like a gir)’s: we find this comic and are ready to laugh. Yet supposc
she is aware of the figure she is cutting, and is behaving in this way in order to
hold the uffection of her husband: we are sobered. The old lady seems pathetic
again, and the laugh is ‘on us.” The comic may be no laughing matter.

Our responsc to the lady is complex. We in the sudience are first drawn to the lady, then
repelled and finally drawn sgain. This is one way in which the writer uses the comic to control
the responses of the audience of modem times. This commingling of comedy and tragedy,
Jaughter with tears is frequent in modemn drama particularly in the plays of Chekhov, Synge,
Beckett, Tonesco, Pinter and Albee. Your study of Beckett should help you to realize this.



This is 8 good point &t which to introduce 2 new term for o modern comedy that defics (i Bu¢
traditionsl pigeon-holes of tragedy wd comnedy snd that combines lrughter with teurs. The The
term is dark comedy which is the title of the book from which the shove quotstion haa been

cited. The old tragicomedy also continues to be used. Styan himself uses another term siodern

comic tragedy ia the sub-title of his boak. Teqrns are often usefuul ax convenient lebels,

providad we know how we define them and what they stand for. The term deirk comady stands

for modern comedy that not aoly amuses and entertuing you but ulso teases sad troubles you

and cen even be painful. Such o play could end by raising questions or by soberiag us. A

comedy whether old or modem in sotne way reaffims its faith in life inspite of all the cbztruc-

tions in it—and life’s capacity to renew itself. But this resurrection is not always achieved

through the taditional union of young lovers.

|

1.4 LET US SUM UP

The protesters agmunst Synge’s play have often been diamissed as “philistine fools.” But in
defeace of their attitude, Synge’s own arnbivalence of aim has been pointed out. He defended
the play us an extravagant comedy. On the other hand he had reacted to the hostile reception
of The Well of Saints with the remark that “the next play 1 writo | will sure-annoy themn.”

‘Ann Saddlemyer has adduced severzt factors that help sccount for the rots. The downfall of
the Irish statesman, Chacles Stewart Parnell was within easy recall, the figure of the ‘stage
Irishman' was still ndiculed on the English stage, there was still considerable prudery
regarding dress und sex, and Oscur Wilde's arrest a few years eurlier had made Inishmen mece
sensitive to their country’s good name. That being 5o, it was “not surprising that & nationalist
audience should object . . . to the prescutstion on the stage of their Ne*ional Theatre, of e self-
confrssed patricide who is glorified as a kero and encouraged a3 3 Jover by an enlire
eomunuaity in the West of Ireland.”

Part of the fault lay with the original productivn also, wl.dch is said to hsve been extramety
realistic. [t hes been pointed out that “Pegeen wes too sensual, Christy unplessant-locksng,
and the bloody head of his father rsther horrible.™ It was only Iater after Synge’s desth that
the comic aspects started being emvhasized.

1.5 GLOSSARY

Cut One of the ancient people speaking Celtic. They onginsted around 1500 B.C.
in S. W Germany and spresd through Franoe to N. Spain and the Britizh Isles
and later to other parts of Europe. But in time only Brittany and the Weat of
the British Isles remained Celtic.”

GaxLic a branch of the Celtio family of languages comprizing Irish, Scoltish Gaelic,
and Manx.

1.6 QUESTIONS

How did Synge’s meeting with Yeats change the former’s career?

What place do tinkers, tramps and vagabonds occupy in Synge's plays?

Write a paragraph on Synge's role in the Inigh Drunsijc Movement.

Which words or senteaces offended the first sudiences in Dublin most? Which

other remarks could possibly have offended audiences?

5. Go over the play again and the objections of the critics and write an essay giving
your own opinion on the issue.

6. Can we call The Playboy & dark comedy? If so, in what manner?

o~ -
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Ty of e 1.7_SUGGESTED READINGS

Green, Dsvid H. And EM. Stephens. JM. Smge 1891-1909. Collier Books, 1959.
Lady Gregory, Our /rish Theatre. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. 1913,

Thix. is indispensable reading, contains three important chapters entitled “The Fight Over
the Plyyboy,” “Synge and “The Playboy in Americs.”

Styan, JL. Dark Comedy: The Development of Modern Comic Tragedy. Combridge,
England, CUP, 1968.

Corrigan, Robert W. Comedy: Meaning and Form. 2nd edition. New York: Harper and
Row, 1981.
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