
 



Introduction

I am writing  
a woman out of legend. I am thinking  
how new it is—this story. How hard it will be to tell.1

This	book	is	about	five	Irish	playwrights	working	in	the	early	decades	of	the	twenti-
eth	century.	They	are	Augusta	Gregory,	Eva	Gore-Booth,	Dorothy	Macardle,	Mary	
Manning,	and	Teresa	Deevy.	My	aim	is	to	re-locate	their	theatrical	contributions,	
to	assess	the	theatrical	values	at	work	in	their	plays,	and	to	explore	how	they	create	
images	on	stage	of	violence	in	a	gendered	world.

The	work	of	these	five	writers	tests	how	women’s	experiences	and	insights	
might	inform	theatrical	aesthetics,	how	the	woman’s	point	of	view	might,	or	might	
not	be	accommodated	within	theatrical	forms	and	conventions	that	were	available	
to	those	creating	theatre	in	that	period.	On	coming	into	a	theatrical	and	cultural	
inheritance,	how	did	they	alter	it,	and	re-invent	it	for	their	own	artistic	ends?	As	
it	turns	out,	these	dramatists	found	it	necessary	to	challenge	that	inheritance	in	
a	variety	of	ways,	to	twist	existing	forms	and	create	new	dramaturgies	in	order	to	
express	their	vision.	These	five	women	emerged,	from	amongst	many	more	writing	
theatre	at	that	time,	based	on	several	characteristics	they	have	in	common:	because	
each	has	created	a	body	of	work	for	theatre	and	was	directly	engaged	with	theatre	
performance;	because	even	if	they	wrote	in	other	genres	as	well	(and	all	of	them	
did),	the	theatre	was	a	special	passion	for	each	of	them;	and	because	those	of	their	
plays	examined	here	are	concerned	with	performing	and	exploring	the	experience	
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of	women	and	their	relationship	with	violence	at	that	formative	time	in	the	story	
of	the	Irish	nation,	and	a	time	of	upheaval	in	Europe.	Together	then,	the	work	of	
these	playwrights	tracks	the	massive	changes	in	Ireland	between	1900	and	1939,	
and	stretches	the	resources	of	the	stage	to	speak	and	perform	women’s	experience.	
This	is	not	however	by	any	means	an	exhaustive	account	of	women’s	work	in	those	
decades,	but	the	tip	of	an	iceberg,	part	of	a	move	to	recover	and	explore	anew	what	
has	been	written	out	of	earlier	accounts	of	how	Irish	theatre	developed	in	the	twen-
tieth	century.

1900	marked	the	founding	of	Inghinidhe	na	hEireann	(Daughters	of	Ireland)	
by	Maud	Gonne.	From	its	beginnings,	the	organisation	was	quickly	aware	of	the	
effectiveness	of	spectacle	in	promoting	the	cause	of	Irish	national	consciousness,	and	
through	its	performances	of	tableaux,	musical	recitals	and	plays,	brought	together	
the	talents	of	Inghinidhe	members	with	playwrights	and	directors,	so	that,	by	1901,	
its	reputation	for	nationalist	performance	was	widely	known.2	Alice	Milligan’s	skills	
in	creating	tableaux	images	such	as	“The	Battle	of	Clontarf ”	and	“The	Children	
of	Lir”	were	called	upon	by	the	Inghinidhe,	and	in	1901	they	produced	a	triple	bill	
including	her	The Deliverance of Red Hugh	and	The Harp That Once,	alongside	P.T.	
MacGinley’s	Eilis agus an Bhean Deirce.	It	was	this	performance	that	impacted	so	
powerfully	on	W.B.	Yeats	in	his	realization	that	the	accented	voices	of	Irish	actors	
were	the	key	to	fulfilling	a	dream	of	a	truly	Irish	theatre	and	a	future	for	the	Irish	
Literary	Theatre,	which	had	been	co-founded	in	1899	by	Yeats,	Augusta	Gregory,	
Edward	Martyn	and	George	Moore.

Choosing	the	first	year	of	the	twentieth	century	as	a	starting	point	emphasizes	
how	women’s	artistic	energies	were	the	sustaining	source	for	a	national	theatrical	
renaissance.	Notwithstanding	Augusta	Gregory’s	key	role	in	the	establishment	of	
what	was	to	become	the	Abbey	Theatre	in	Dublin,	the	Inghinidhe	na	hEireann	cre-
ated	the	Irish	collaborative	context	that	made	theatrical	performance	a	major	site	
for	the	expression	of	national	aspiration.	By	1939,	women’s	roles	both	culturally	
and	politically	had	been	re-shaped	very	significantly.	The	year	marks	the	death	of	
Yeats,	and	in	some	accounts,	the	death	of	his	dream	for	the	Abbey	Theatre	as	poetic	
and	artistic	rather	than	realist	and	popular.	In	this	study	however,	it	represents	the	
beginning	of	Ireland’s	neutrality	in	World	War	Two	which,	combined	with	the	
Constitution	of	1937,	meant	a	shrinking	and	stagnant	world	for	Irish	women.	The	
irony	by	which	women	in	Britain	gained	an	empowering	degree	of	participation	in	
economic	and	military	activity	during	wartime	did	not	apply	in	the	Free	State.	In	
terms	of	cultural	participation	for	several	decades	following	1939,	the	recognition	
of	Irish	women’s	work,	especially	in	playwriting,	is	desultory.	When	the	second	
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renaissance	in	theatre	writing	took	off,	from	the	1960s,	it	was	entirely	dominated	
by	men’s	work.	Cause	and	effect	may	be	complex	issues	in	the	estimation	of	how	
historical	events	and	political	decisions	impact	on	cultural	representations,	but	in	
Irish	theatre,	the	evidence	shows	a	steep	and	damaging	decline	in	the	graph	trac-
ing	Irish	women	playwrights’	contribution.

Famous Five?

The	five	playwrights	in	this	book	represent	three	generations,	come	from	different	
parts	of	Ireland,	and	had	widely	different	lives,	experiences,	and	political	beliefs.	In	
one	way	or	another	though,	all	chose	to	be	closely	involved	with	the	political,	social	
and	cultural	discourses	of	their	time,	and	actively	wished	to	shape	them	through	
theatre.	Their	existing	critical	status	varies	hugely.	The	more	eminently	recognised	
figures,	Augusta	Gregory	and	Teresa	Deevy,	are	the	subjects	of	the	first	and	last	
chapters,	and	Eva	Gore-Booth,	Dorothy	Macardle	and	Mary	Manning,	less	well	
known,	are	placed	in	loose	chronological	relation	between	them.	The	story	of	the	
book	is	then	primarily	about	plays,	their	workings,	conventions,	limits,	potentials;	
but	it	is	also	about	these	five	writers	and	their	individual	interventions	into	the	con-
versation	between	the	stage	and	an	audience.	Depending	on	how	well-known	the	
writer	might	already	be,	some	biographical	material	frames	each	chapter’s	account	of	
a	playwright’s	work.	In	this	way,	more	information	is	offered	on	Dorothy	Macardle’s	
and	Mary	Manning’s	lives	than	on	Augusta	Gregory’s.	In	all	chapters,	the	life	of	
the	playwright	is	focussed	in	relation	to	their	work	for	theatre,	and	limited	to	those	
aspects	that	inform	analysis	of	the	plays,	or	answer	key	questions	that	are	posed	by	
the	dramas	themselves.

The	research	sources	available	on	each	writer	vary	hugely,	both	in	terms	of	
biography,	and	in	relation	to	the	availability	of	their	plays.	From	these	points	of	
view	Dorothy	Macardle	is	the	most	elusive	figure.	Her	surviving	siblings	destroyed	
her	papers	after	her	death,	and	several	of	the	plays	are	lost	as	a	result	of	upheav-
als	such	as	military	actions	in	the	1920s,	or	the	Abbey	Theatre	fire	of	1951.	Nadia	
Clare	Smith	has	ingeniously	opened	up	many	aspects	of	the	playwright’s	life	and	
achievements	through	the	diaries	of	Macardle’s	friend	Rosamund	Jacobs.	By	con-
trast,	the	life	and	work	of	Augusta	Gregory	is	thoroughly	recorded	and	commented	
on,	so	much	so	that,	by	some	accounts,	the	vast	range	of	her	activities	and	achieve-
ments	overshadows	her	playwriting	genius.	Between	these	extremes,	Eva	Gore-
Booth	and	Teresa	Deevy	succeeded	in	publishing	substantial	oeuvres.	Glimpses	of	
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Teresa	Deevy’s	life	are	visible	in	the	trickle	of	articles	about	her	since	her	death	in	
1963.	Her	absolute	commitment	to	the	vocation	of	playwriting,	and	her	sense	of	
its	national	role	is	evident	in	all	that	is	known	of	her.	Eva	Gore-Booth’s	extraordi-
nary	range	of	involvement	in	political,	social,	and	literary	fields,	on	the	other	hand,	
means	that	discussion	of	her	plays	forms	only	a	part	of	her	life’s	work.	Feminist	
scholars	have	revealed	her	as	a	radical	activist	in	gaining	labour	and	social	rights	
for	women,	and	a	brave	promoter	of	the	unpopular	cause	of	pacifism	in	the	face	
of	war	both	in	Europe	and	in	Ireland.	Mary	Manning	is,	from	the	research	point	
of	view,	the	exception.	She	was	living	in	Cambridge,	Massachusetts	when	I	began	
the	research	for	this	book,	and	so	I	had	the	opportunity	and	the	pleasure	to	meet	
her	and	benefit	from	her	gracious	generosity	with	her	memories	and	ideas.	I	inter-
viewed	her,	and	gained	a	vivid	sense	of	her	experience	as	a	woman	living	and	writ-
ing	in	the	Dublin	of	the	1930s.	Thus,	the	chapter	on	Manning	reflects	this	more	
personal	basis	for	analysis	of	her	first	great	success	Youth’s the Season-?

What	inevitably	arises	in	bringing	together	this	group	of	playwrights	is	the	
question	of	the	interrelationships	between	their	works.	There	is	a	tension	between	
their	individual	styles	and	aims	as	writers,	and	the	passion	they	shared	for	Ireland	
and	the	theatre.	The	plays	strain	towards	their	own	individual	worlds,	while	their	
authors	share	strategies	in	manipulating	theatrical	traditions	and	conventions	to	
materialize	those	worlds.	Where	women’s	work	is	considered	in	relationship,	as	
a	tradition,	this	reveals	questions	of	women’s	aesthetic	in	theatre,	and	the	con-
straints	of	an	art-form	which	is,	historically,	dominated	by	patriarchal	ideology.	Lucy	
McDiarmid	and	Maureen	Waters,	in	their	introduction	to	her	Selected Writings,	
call	for	‘[n]ew	ways	of	placing	Lady	Gregory’3	for	example,	to	counteract	the	par-
tial	view	of	her	as	Yeats’	collaborator	and	as	helpmeet	and	factotem	of	the	early	
Abbey	Theatre.	In	co-relation,	women’s	contribution	to	Irish	theatre	writing	needs	
to	be	made	visible	as	a	counter-tradition	that	disrupts	the	totalizing	canon	of	male	
authors.

The	‘strategic	amnesia’4	that	Elizabeth	Grosz	identifies	in	the	process	of	canon	
formation	points	out	the	intentionality	underlying	the	omission	of	women:	in	order	
that	cultural	and	epistemological	power	continue	to	be	identified	as	patriarchal.	
Melissa	Sihra,	in	her	important	intervention	into	the	field,	makes	clear	how	‘canon-
formation	enables	an	implicit	set	of	cultural	norms	and	standards	to	materialize,	
which	perpetuate	hegemonic	structures’5;	these	are	made	to	appear	“natural”	but	
are	in	fact	fought	for,	historically	contingent,	and	mutable.	By	considering	the	work	
of	these	playwrights	side	by	side	what	becomes	visible	is	a
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[…]	significant	gap	in	the	patriarchy’s	lock	on	artistic	representation.	[…]	Framing	their	
female	characters	and	situations	from	the	margins	of	patriarchy	[…]	they	[women	play-
wrights]	speak	not	with	an	essential	‘female	voice’	but	with	a	diverse	energy	united	in	its	
opposition	to	prevailing	definitions	of	sex	and	gender.6

Katherine	E.	Kelly	here	describes	the	challenge	posed	by	women	playwrights	inter-
nationally	in	her	study	of	modern	drama	by	women	from	1880	to	1930.7	In	a	world	
context,	Irish	women	playwrights	shared	many	issues	of	access,	evaluation	and	
exclusion	with	their	sisters	abroad.	However,	there	are	also	ways	in	which	the	shape	
of	Irish	history,	and	its	revolution	to	gain	independence,	impacted	powerfully	on	
women’s	lives	and	on	their	creativity	in	theatre.	The	post-colonial	placing	of	woman	
as	an	icon	of	national	value	and	virtue	effected	Irish	women	from	the	beginning	of	
the	twentieth	century.	There	followed	an	anxiously	conservative	period	of	consoli-
dation	of	the	new	republic	that	led	to	negative	legislative,	social	and	cultural	effects	
on	Irish	women	after	the	Civil	War	period	of	1922/3.

Ireland On Stage

Alongside	this	historical	context,	it	is	widely	recognized	that	in	Ireland	in	this	
period,	theatre	had	a	special	political-cultural	role	to	play	in	establishing	a	sense	
of	separate	national	identity.	The	violent	protest	and	actions	required	to	achieve	
republican	aims	meant	that	women’s	contribution	was	often	supportive	and	cultural,	
rather	than	direct.	Some,	like	Dorothy	Macardle,	Maud	Gonne	and	Constance	
Markievicz,	amongst	many	others,	were	ready	to	take	direct	action	however,	despite	
active	discouragement	on	the	part	of	their	male	comrades.	So	the	image	of	woman	
as	nurturer	and	peace-maker,	excluded	from	the	arena	of	armed	struggle,	was,	
for	Macardle,	a	key	issue	to	be	explored	on	stage.	The	space	of	performance	was	
the	platform	for	a	clash	between	gendered	roles	and	expectations,	and	republican	
commitment.

In	the	build-up	to	the	years	of	revolution,	Augusta	Gregory	believed	that	prep-
aration	for	a	state	of	cultural	readiness	was	required.	The	Inghinidhe	na	hEire-
ann	had	initiated	performance	as	a	way	of	imagining	Irishness	through	the	heroic	
past	in	tableaux,	recitals	and	plays.8	Through	these	activities,	women	felt	centrally	
involved	in	the	struggle	for	a	republic,	and	their	energetic	contribution	was	needed	
and	inspirational.	However,	when	the	time	came	for	independence	from	Britain,	
social	conservatism	assuaged	the	anxiety	accompanying	freedom,	and	women	were	
excluded	from	full	citizenship	in	retrogressive	ways.
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Where	history	and	politics	are	narrowly	defined	to	exclude	female	experience,	
women’s	work	is	unlikely	to	be	identified	under	a	‘national’	rubric;	it	is	pushed	to	
the	margins.	Post-colonial	hyper-masculinity	took	ownership	of	national	identity,	
and	in	the	theatre,	as	in	life,	women	were	represented	as	icons	of	this	cause,	as	sub-
servient	to	it,	or	as	‘other	of	the	ex-other,’	in	Ailbhe	Smyth’s	words.9	They	became	
effectively	exiles	in	their	own	country.	The	poet	Eavan	Boland	has	described	the	
momentous	move	from	image	to	image-maker	in	becoming	a	woman	poet	in	a	
national	tradition.10	Women	writers	continued	to	assert	themselves	as	makers	of	
images,	countering	a	gendered	cultural	impulse	that	runs	deep.	This	book	ends	on	
the	cusp	of	the	Second	World	War,	Ireland’s	neutrality,	and	the	period	known	as	
‘The	Emergency.’	It	is	a	point	that	marked	closure	for	the	first	turbulent	phases	
of	the	birth	and	establishment	of	the	Free	State,	and	that,	arguably,	led	to	a	deep	
isolation	from	the	trauma	that	Europe	suffered,	which	has	been	the	philosophical,	
social	and	cultural	watershed	of	the	postmodern	world.	The	years	from	1900	to	
1939	do	not	then	trace	a	progressive	journey,	but	map	an	early	explosion	of	imag-
inative	vision,	followed	by	a	gradual	retreat	into	coded	images	of	resistance,	self-
censorship	and	punishment.

Re-Reading the Plays for Performance

Theatre	as	performance,	always	in	the	present	moment,	and	ref lecting	current	
concerns,	looks	to	old	plays	for	their	capacity	to	resonate	with	present-day	life.	To	
re-read	any	old	play	for	performance	is	to	engage	with	it	on	new	terms,	in	a	new	
context.	The	particulars	of	its	first	production	are	as	irrelevant	as	they	may	be	irre-
trievable.	If	the	old	play	was	written	by	a	woman,	then	the	new	engagement	with	it	
must	take	account	of	the	extraordinary	changes	in	the	consciousness	of	women	in	
the	western	world,	as	well	as	a	changed	critical	and	performance	context	informed	
by	feminist	theory	and	analysis.

Re-reading	old	plays	by	women	is,	then,	doubly	exciting.	Not	only	will	the	con-
tent	of	the	play	look	different	to	contemporary	eyes,	but	every	aspect	of	gender	as	
expressed	by	the	author	will	test	our	understanding	of	what	changes	have	or	have	
not	occurred	for	women	and	men,	of	how	our	foremothers	and	forefathers	lived	
and	wrote,	and	how	they	negotiated	representation	on	stage	to	express	their	expe-
rience.	The	process	of	re-reading	may	lead	to	even	more	marked	results	during	the	
last	twenty	years	in	Ireland,	due	to	the	‘recent,	fairly	sudden	social	change	[…]	that	
is	directly	concerned	with	gender.’	11



Introduction 7

The	plays	in	the	chapters	that	follow	are	explored	in	relation	to	their	theatrical	
values	in	performance,	and	how	they	reveal	women’s	particular	take	on	experience	
and,	reflexively,	on	theatrical	representation	itself.	As	Virginia	Woolf	wrote:	‘It	is	
obvious	that	the	values	of	women	differ	very	often	from	the	values	that	have	been	
made	by	the	other	sex.’	Thus,	when	a	woman	creates	a	text	for	performance,	she	is	
always	negotiating	with	‘the	masculine	values	that	prevail.’	12	In	theatre,	the	‘values’	
of	space,	time,	genre,	dramaturgy	and	language	are	shaped	by	the	dramatist.	The	
woman	writer	works	reflexively	very	often,	creating	representations	that	operate	at	
several	levels:	on	the	surface	conventional	perhaps,	but	drawing	attention,	for	the	
watching	audience,	to	their	negotiation	with	the	theatrical	conventions	that	hem	
them	in.	Through	metatheatrical	devices,	the	conventions	become	visible,	creating	
self-conscious	awareness	of	the	frame	of	representation.	If,	with	some	of	the	plays	
in	this	book,	the	first	audiences	failed	to	recognise	the	layering	of	what	they	were	
watching,	this	is	not	surprising.	The	ambition	to	achieve	this	effect	was	not	always	
completely	successful.	Responses	to	performances	of	plays	by	Eva	Gore-Booth,	
Dorothy	Macardle,	and	Teresa	Deevy	show	clearly	how	the	critics	could	mis-read	
what	they	saw.	This	may	have	resulted	through	production	choices	that	distorted	
or	skewed	meanings,	or	through	the	expectations	of	the	audience,	framed	by	the-
atrical,	social	and	political	conditions.

In	addition,	the	general	issue	of	identification	holds	in	any	patriarchal	cultural	
context	where	the	male	gaze	of	the	audience	is	confronted	with	women’s	worlds.	The	
truths	of	womanhood,	the	quality	of	woman’s	experience	are	considered	partial,	in	
both	meanings	of	the	word:	that	is	to	say,	women’s	experience	is	defined	as	applying	
only	to	a	subset	of	humanity,	and	it	is	inflected	with	bias.	Unlike	men’s	experience,	
it	has	not	been	defined	as	universal.13	It	has	not	been	understood	to	be	metaphori-
cal	of	wider	categories:	the	national,	the	ethical,	the	human.	Through	training	and	
habit,	women	identify	with	the	male	point	of	view.	If	they	did	not	they	would	have	
a	dull	time	of	it.	Men	however,	are	rarely	skilled	at	taking	the	female	point	of	view.	
Thus,	in	the	process	of	making	performance,	the	audience’s	identification	with	the	
stage	is	infected	with	gender	division.	Where	the	male	audience	sees	significance,	
the	female	audience	may	follow.	Where	the	values	of	women	are	represented,	the	
male	audience	measures	that	vision	against	the	standards	of	patriarchal	conven-
tion	and	finds	it	puzzling,	partial,	or	entirely	inaccessible.	Teresa	Deevy	treats	this	
issue	in	her	early	play	A Disciple,	dramatizing	women’s	impossible	search	for	heroic	
role	models	when	by	definition	of	their	gender,	whether	on	stage,	or	off,	they	are	
excluded	from	emulating	them.	The	play	baffled	the	Abbey	Theatre	audience	in	
1931.	The	issue	applies	to	plays	by	Gregory	and	Macardle	too,	where,	to	achieve	
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a	smoother	nationalist	finish,	disruptions	of	dramatic	form	and	convention	were	
airbrushed	away	.

Performed and Not Performed

Professional	performance	of	a	dramatic	text	reinforces	the	sense	of	its	value	as	wor-
thy	of	notice,	but	this	has	not	been	the	sole	criterion	in	selecting	the	plays	here.	All	
five	dramatists	had	direct	experience	of	making	theatre,	but	even	Gregory’s	insider	
status	at	the	Abbey	Theatre	was	not	enough	to	secure	a	production	of	Grania,	one	
of	her	most	important	plays.	Such	is	the	circulation	of	cultural	power	in	theatre	
that	the	rejection	of	a	play	by	producers	cannot	be	explained	simply	in	terms	of	
lack	of	quality.	New	subjects	and/or	styles	of	work	may	threaten	the	ideological	
and	aesthetic	terms	by	which	success	in	performance	is	defined.	Women’s	work	is	
not	uniquely	vulnerable	to	such	pressures.	Indeed	the	‘woman	question’	was	highly	
interesting	to	playwrights	and	audiences	through	the	realist	period	in	European	
theatre.	The	gender	of	the	author	was	crucial	though,	as	Katherine	Kelly	observes	
of	theatre	globally	in	the	early	decades	of	the	twentieth	century:

In	the	anxious	masculine	arena	of	world	drama	preoccupied	with	representing	modernity	
in	the	figure	of	a	woman	in	crisis,	plays	by	women	were	pointedly	overlooked.14

The	irony	that	Kelly	highlights	grows	out	of	an	emphasis	in	realist	plays	on	a	crisis	
in	the	social	place	of	women,	but	interest	in	their	changing	expectations	between	
the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries	did	not	extend	to	lasting	acknowledgement	
of	women’s	own	reflections	on	their	gender’s	revolution.	Augusta	Gregory	has	not	
been	positioned	as	a	precursor	to	the	work	of	other	Irish	women	playwrights,	despite	
the	quality	of	academic	discourse	focused	on	her	work.	The	failure	to	establish	
Gregory	as	a	foundational	figure	in	a	tradition	of	dramatic	writing	finds	a	paral-
lel	in	Sue	Ellen	Case’s	comments	on	the	absence	from	the	canon	of	Hrotsvit	von	
Gandersheim,	the	first	female	European	playwright:

[…]by	failing	to	allow	her	[Hrotsvit]	to	set	the	precedent	that	canons	intrinsically	deem	
necessary,	these	cultural	authorities	left	no	standard	of	comparison	within	the	canon	for	
future	women	writers.15

Several	plays	here	were	not	performed	professionally	during	the	 lives	of	 their	
authors,	and	may	not	have	had	productions	since,	and	it	is	not	possible	to	gen-
eralize	the	reasons	for	this.	Eva	Gore-Booth’s	absorption	in	ethical	social	battles	
militated	against	her	devoting	the	time	required	by	an	ambitious	playwright	in	pro-
moting	interest	in	her	work	amongst	producers	and	directors.	Gregory’s	Grania	was	
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effectively	halted	by	Yeats,	as	Richard	Cave	has	convincingly	argued.	Both	Teresa	
Deevy	and	Mary	Manning	waited	years	for	certain	of	their	works	to	win	produc-
tions,	but	they	gained	a	stage	for	them	in	the	end.

Reviewing the Reviews

When	it	comes	to	the	critical	reception	afforded	plays	in	their	first	productions,	
gendered	issues	of	content	and	dramaturgy	came	into	play,	supporting	the	position	
of	certain	dramas	as	canon-worthy,	and	subsequently	as	worthy	of	revival.	Through	
seminal	documentary	research	in	Irish	theatre	history,	dedicated	scholarship	has	
provided	easy	access	into	records	of	modern	Irish	drama	in	performance	and	its	
critical	reception.	Hogan’s	and	Kilroy’s	(and	later	Burnhams’	and	Poteet’s)	detailed	
account	of	what	was	produced	where,	with	what	cast	and	to	what	responses,	reflects	
the	critical	temperature	of	the	years	covered	in	each	of	their	volumes,	although	the	
editors	admit	that	‘the	amount	of	attention	given	to	the	various	plays	and	players	
and	movements	and	events	must	inevitably	imply	some	silent	judgements.’	16	The	
fascinating	political	and	cultural	context	of	the	development	of	Irish	theatre	in	the	
early	decades	of	the	twentieth	century	invites	this	historical	approach.	How	though	
has	this	undoubtedly	compelling	reference	back	to	original	productions	limited	cur-
rent	evaluations?	Plays	neglected	then	are	likely	to	remain	so	as	negative	remarks	
surrounding	their	production	are	made	available,	while	the	plays	themselves	may	
be	lost	or	stored	only	in	obscure	archives.

The	focus	on	politically-inflected	events	in	theatre	history,	which	seemed	vol-
canic	at	the	time,	has	remained	disproportionately	dominant	in	present-day	assess-
ments.	The	‘Playboy’	riots	are	a	case	in	point.	The	discourses	surrounding	such	
fracas	can	overshadow	telling	disturbances	that	were	outside	the	‘nationalist’	agenda	
that	has	been	foregrounded	so	influentially.	Paige	Reynolds’	account	of	Dublin	
Suffrage	Week	in	1913,	which	occupied	an	ambiguous	political	position	in	rela-
tion	to	nationalist	ideology,	is	one	example	of	how	the	chronicle	of	Irish	theatre	has	
largely	been	formed	to	exclude	matters	that	engaged	with	gender	difference	along-
side	political	issues.17

The	historical	criteria	of	professional	performance,	and	newspaper	and	maga-
zine	reviews	are	not	then	central	to	my	evaluation,	although	in	the	handful	of	cases	
where	plays	were	performed	but	the	texts	are	lost,	reviews	have	provided	valuable	
clues	to	the	nature	of	the	work	as	well	as	its	reception.	Occasionally	too,	contem-
porary	criticism	adds	significantly	to	an	understanding	of	the	performance	condi-
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tions	of	the	day,	including	audiences’	expectations	and	responses,	and	how	these	
elements	resisted	or	compromised	the	impact	of	a	particular	play.	So	an	emphasis	
on	re-performance	obviates	evaluations	based	on	reactions	to	productions	in	the	
past,	and	places	performance	history	(or	indeed	lack	of	it)	in	a	secondary	position.

Add Women and Stir?

In	the	on-going	project	of	recovery	and	re-assessment	of	women	playwrights’	work,	
individual	artists	and	plays	have	inspired	substantial	critical	commentary.18	But	
the	sheer	extent	of	the	field	of	Irish	women’s	contribution	to	writing	for	theatre	is	
revealed	in	a	series	of	surveys	which	name	the	names.	Using	a	variety	of	approaches	
and	time-frames,	Steven	Wilmer,	Eileen	Kearney,	Anna	McMullan,	Victoria	White	
and	Melissa	Sihra	have	provided	starting	points	for	further	research.19	Although	
crucial	in	recognising	how	active	Irish	women	have	been	in	theatre,	the	limited	
impact	of	these	new	contours	on	the	Irish	theatrical	map	expose	the	stubborn	per-
sistence	of	patriarchally-led	definitions	of	what	is	canonical.	In	other	words,	simply	
adding	women	to	the	mix	is	not	enough.

As	a	model	for	theatre,	the	revision	of	Irish	history	in	relation	to	gender	casts	
some	light.	In	The Missing Sex,	Margaret	Ward	draws	attention	to	the	absence	of	
women	from	the	canon	of	Irish	history.20	She	notes	two	stages	in	the	reparation	of	
this	absence:	firstly,	contribution	history,	a	transitional	stage	in	which	individual	
women	who	achieved	remarkable	things	are	written-in	to	existing	discourses.	The	
second	stage	is	gendered	history,	in	which,	for	example	in	Irish	history,	the	rela-
tionship	between	nationalism	and	feminism	is	explored.	Gendered	history	requires	
re-forming	the	canon	of	historical	events	and	values	and	challenges	historical	peri-
odization	as	it	was	defined	previously.	It	is	a	development	that	upsets	the	patriar-
chal	applecart,	usurps	masculine	authority	and	complicates	what	has	been	carefully	
shaped	into	a	coherent	form	that	excludes	women.

Ward’s	notion	of	contribution	history	describes	a	separate	chronicle	of	the	
female	subject.	In	commentaries	on	theatre,	where	women	are	the	prime	focus,	
their	plays	are	usually	dealt	with	separately.	It	is	as	if	the	first	stage	clarifies	what	
individual	women	have	contributed,	while	the	second	phase	allows	women’s	com-
bined	contribution	to	act	on	the	canon	like	a	new	substance	that	slowly	impacts	on	
matter,	leading	to	a	transformative	chemical	reaction.	This	second	phase	happens	
perhaps	over	time,	by	an	accretion	of	long-term	pressure,	but	it	has	the	potential	
to	redefine	the	terms	of	reference,	to	change	everything.	This	book	belongs	partly	
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to	phase	one,	contribution	history,	in	that	it	confines	its	gaze	to	women’s	plays;	
however,	it	offers	a	gendered	analysis	of	the	plays	as	part	of	a	gendered	history	of	
Irish	theatre	by	arguing	that,	cumulatively,	in	terms	of	tradition,	the	work	of	these	
women	changes	the	paradigms	used	to	describe	the	development	of	Irish	theatre	
from	its	early	formation.

Elizabeth	Fox-Genovese	agrees	that	substituting	women	for	men	is	insufficient,	
and	she	proposes,	through	the	writing	of	women’s	history,	to	restore	conflict,	dia-
lectical	exchange	and	ambiguity	to	the	centre	of	historical	process.	What	are	the	
specific	and	unequal	terms	upon	which	genders,	classes	and	races	take	part	in	the	
forging	of	a	common	identity,	she	asks?21	Conflict	and	ambiguity	were	anathema	
to	the	formation	of	a	unitary,	exclusive	and	masculinist	national	identity	in	Ireland.	
But,	as	they	apply	to	the	machinery	of	theatrical	representation,	and	to	the	place	of	
gender	in	forging	national	identity,	conflict	and	ambiguity	are	central.	Gendered	
history	leads	to	a	questioning	of	how	Irish	playwrights	used	mythic	figures	(such	
as	Kathleen	Ni	Houlihan)	and	narratives	(such	as	Grania’s,	Deirdre’s	and	Niamh’s	
tales)	in	defining	models	of	Irishness.	It	asks	about	the	gender	subtext	at	work	in	
these	rewrites	and	how	performance	in	theatre	coerced	or	enabled	the	playing	out	
of	possible	identities	on	stage.	It	examines	how	women	playwrights	found	space	to	
explore	female	subjectivity	and	power	in	a	cultural	field	where	nationalist	revolution	
and	then	consolidation	confined	their	role.	It	is	cognizant	of	the	stress	imposed	on	
theatrical	conventions	and	styles	when	women	characters	moved	centre	stage,	and	
became	the	active	agents	of	the	drama.

Shared Theatrical Strategies

Staging Violence

Violence	in	theatre	is	more	than	a	theme;	it	informs	the	deep	structure	of	inher-
ited	Western	and	world	performance	traditions.	Anthropological	studies	describe	
performance	as	a	ritual	enactment	of	transformation,	moving	from	a	state	of	lim-
inality	or	betwixt	and	between-ness,	through	change	to	a	new	state	of	being.	The	
transformative	process	often	involves	violent	action,	symbolic	or	actual,	to	mark	the	
process.	By	anthropologist	Victor	Turner’s	definition,	ritual	creates	a	space	where	
hierarchies	can	be	dissolved	through	acceptance	of	liminality	as	a	social	phenom-
enon.	Participation	in	ritual	is	generally	a	community	affair,	and	those	taking	part	
enter	a	state	where	hierarchies	of	power	are	put	aside	in	favour	of	a	dialectical	pro-
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cess	of	transition.	Turner	defines	this	state	as	communitas	or	anti-structure,	which	
describes	structure	that	is	freed	from	power	relations.22	Categories	that	divide	per-
sons	from	one	another	according	to	levels	of	authority,	such	as	class,	gender,	or	race,	
are	replaced	by	interrelatedness,	by	anti-structure	created	by	the	ritual	process.	The	
plays	of	Eva	Gore-Booth	work	to	displace	hierarchical	power	and	create	images	of	
communitas	that	override	resolution	through	violence.

Turner’s	explorations	of	theatrical	ritual	lead	to	a	view	of	theatre	as	mimick-
ing	ritual	structure.23	So,	participants	or	performers	may	be	viewed	as	occupying	
a	condition	of	liminality	prior	to	a	process	of	transformation.	In	this	definition	of	
performance	structure,	narrative	is	displaced	by	transformation;	linear	dramatic	
action	relying	on	recognition	and	closure	is	replaced	by	a	process	of	change	that	
includes	performers	and	participants	(or	audience).

Richard	Schechner,	while	he	rejects	originary	models	of	theatre	based	on	
sources	in	ancient	Greek	religion	and	culture,	does	make	the	link	between	hunt-
ing	practices	and	ritual	structure.24	This	implies	a	gendering	of	ritual	as	male,	since	
men	are	identified	with	the	hunter	role,	while	it	also	connects	violence	and	death	
into	the	core	of	ritual	formation.	Given	women’s	problematic	relation	with	vio-
lence	(so	crucial	during	the	early	decades	of	Irish	national	upheaval),	how	do	plays	
by	women	deal	with	the	role	of	violence	in	the	theatrical	enactment	of	ritual	form?	
An	answer	to	this	requires	that	theatrical	forms	are	tested,	that	representational	
functions	such	as	mimesis	are	challenged.	In	what	follows,	ritual,	liminality	and	
violence,	based	on	anthropological	models	of	theatre,	are	meshed	together	with	
feminist	analyses	of	performance	to	make	the	theoretical	foundations.

The	link	between	violence	and	theatre,	the	idea	of	theatre	as	sacrificial	ritual,	
is	elaborated	by	René	Girard	in	his	Violence and the Sacred,	and	his	views	form	the	
counter-argument	in	this	project.	Girard	provides	a	point	of	opposition	then,	in	his	
idea	that:	‘Violence	is	not	to	be	denied,	but	it	can	be	diverted	[…]’	25	as	he	argues	for	
the	connections	between	violence,	sacrificial	ritual,	religion,	myth	and	culture.	He	
proposes	that	violence	is	socially	systemic,	that	it	is	an	undeniable	aspect	of	human	
behaviour;	social	systems	may	divert	or	control	violence	in	ritual,	or	through	legal	
structures.	Theatre,	in	Girard’s	view,	specifically	classical	Greek	tragedy,	rehearses	
the	rituals	of	sacrificial	crisis,	the	containment	of	cycles	of	violence	through	scape-
goating,	so	that	violence	is	dealt	with	or	controlled	without	overflowing	cultural	
or	social	bounds	(Girard,	p.	10).	Thus,	violence	is	a	part	of	dramaturgy,	a	route	to	
resolution,	linked	with	an	originary	model	of	theatre	based	on	sacrificial	ritual.	But	
the	work	of	the	five	playwrights	here	problematizes,	and	interrogates	the	idea	that	
violence	is	integral	to	culture	and	to	dramaturgy.
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Girard	identifies	violence	as	‘the	heart	and	secret	soul	of	the	sacred’	(Girard,	
p.	31).	In	his	terms,	the	blood	sacrifice	demanded	by	Nationalism	was	the	resolu-
tion	of	Ireland’s	sacrificial	crisis.	He	deliberately	leaves	aside	questions	of	morality	
in	his	analysis,	which	identifies	violence	as	an	anthropological	phenomenon.	In	the	
process,	he	suggests	but	does	not	examine,	how	women	may	be	blamed	‘for	all	forms	
of	violence’	(Girard,	p.	36)	through	the	symbolization	of	blood	and	menstruation.	
To	sum	up	then,	for	Girard	violence	is	a	given,	sacrificial	resolution	is	part	of	the	
dramaturgical	structure	of	tragedy,	and	women	bear	a	special	symbolic	relation-
ship	with	sacrifice	and	violence.

The	significance	of	violence	culturally	is,	according	to	Girard,	expressed	in	
ritual,	whose	function

is	the	proper	re-enactment	of	the	surrogate-victim	mechanism;	its	function	is	to	perpetu-
ate	or	renew	the	effects	of	this	mechanism;	that	is,	to	keep	violence	outside	the	commu-
nity.	(Girard,	p.	92)

Later	he	adds	that	tragedy	‘has	taken	over	the	role	of	ritual.’	(Girard,	p.168)	Thus,	
Girard	normalizes	violence	in	society,	where	the	controlling	mechanisms	of	ritual	
ensure	its	containment,	but	also	confirm	its	inescapability.	Girard	re-visits	originary	
theories	of	theatre,	leading	him	to	reject	(like	Schechner)	the	Cambridge	Ritualists’	
idea	‘that	seasonal	change—the	“death”	and	“resurrection”	of	nature—constitutes	
the	original	model	for	the	rite.’	(Girard,	p.95)	He	reiterates	instead	that	‘the	sole	pos-
sible	model	remains	the	sacrificial	crisis	and	its	resolution.’	(Girard,	p.	96)	There	is	
a	gendered	meaning	inherent	in	this	argument.	Cyclical	models	of	seasonal	change	
are	associated	with	the	myth	of	Demeter	and	Persephone,	and	hence	with	defini-
tions	of	dramaturgy	emphasizing	continuance,	cyclical	structures,	and	feminine	
values	of	interrelation.26	Contrastingly,	Girard’s	dramaturgy	relies	on	resolution	of	
conflict	through	sacrifice,	revenge	and	scapegoating.

Referring	to	the	Oedipus	myth,	in	Sophocles	version,	as	foundational,	Girard	
identifies	‘the	proposition	that	all	masculine	relationships	are	based	on	reciprocal	
acts	of	violence’	(Girard,	p.48)	and	therefore,	dramaturgical	structures	relying	on	
resolution	through	violence	emphasize	male	relationships	at	the	expense	of	female.

Girard’s	thesis,	that	violence	lies	at	the	heart	of	the	sacred,	pre-empts	any	pos-
sibility	of	conceiving	of	social	or	cultural	systems	without	it.	The	issue,	for	him,	
becomes	one	of	regulation	of	violence.	But	Gregory,	Gore-Booth,	and	Macardle	cre-
ate	dramatic	situations	of	possibility,	in	which	violence	is	a	beginning,	not	an	end,	
and	Mary	Manning	writes	an	exposure	of	sacrificial	crisis	as	a	mechanism	for	the	
re-assertion	of	the	gendered	power	relationships	of	the	status	quo.
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With	Teresa	Deevy,	a	different	analysis	is	required.	Written	chief ly	in	the	
1930s,	in	Deevy’s	plays	violence	sinks	below	the	narrative	line	and	becomes	embed-
ded	in	the	dramatic	systems	of	representation.	The	body	of	the	performer	becomes	
the	site	where	the	operations	of	power	are	made	visible,	and	Michel	Foucault’s	anal-
ysis	of	the	circulation	of	power	takes	over	from	sacrificial	crisis.27	Deevy	drama-
tizes	the	struggle	to	use	power	to	gain	self-fulfilment	and	how	gender	impacts	on	
a	characters’	ability	to	take	control	of	discourse.

Myth and its Discontents

Re-figuring	myth,	and	what	Paul	Ricoeur	describes	as	its	function	in	‘provid-
ing	grounds	for	the	ritual	actions	of	men	[sic]	today’28,	is	central	to	most	of	the	plays	
examined	here.	Whether	it	is	the	mythic	figures	of	Irish	folklore	that	are	in	ques-
tion,	or	more	contemporary	mythic	representations	of	power,	guilt,	retribution,	
or	heroism,	the	critical	perspective	on	myth	that	Ricoeur	proposes	is	evidenced	in	
these	playwrights’	impulse	to	interrogate	mythic	figures	and	structures	by	theat-
rical	means.	Images	of	women	in	myth	and	folklore	unlock	ways	for	the	woman	
playwright	to	critique	and	re-invent	patriarchal	representations.	In	this	Irish	con-
text,	the	continuum	of	figures	from	the	sovereignty,	back	to	goddesses	such	as	the	
Morrigán,	and	on	into	folkloric	belief	in	the	banshee,	and	the	practice	of	caoineadh	
[keening],	combine	to	form	a	reservoir	of	paradigms	for	womanhood.29

From	the	symbolic	sovereignty	figure	the	idea	of	the	double	woman	developed.	
On	the	one	hand	the	double	woman	was	symbolic	and	iconic,	but	on	the	other	hand	
was	literal,	bound	by	material	circumstance.	Joseph	Valente	explains	the	concept	
in	Lacanian	terms:

The	strategy	of	the	double	woman	allows	the	phallic	Mother	or	Sovereignty	Hag	to	sig-
nify	native	Ireland	as	both	the	locus	of	virile	opposition	to	British	rule	and	as	domain	of	
masculine	authority	over	literal	Irish	women,	women	who	for	their	part	signify	the	femi-
nised	Ireland	that	England	sought	to	effect.30

Augusta	Gregory	and	Eva	Gore-Booth	challenge	and	resist	the	double	woman	
idea,	refusing	its	trapping	of	woman	between	the	impossible	symbol	and	the	always	
inadequate	reality,	and	putting	in	its	place	triple	representations,	or	using	other	
strategies	to	destabilize	binary	polarities	and	interrogate	the	position	of	the	‘other.’
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Space and Dramatic Language

Theatrical	styles	at	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century	that	jostled	for	
dominance	on	European	stages	included	realism,	symbolism,	and	expressionism,	
all	of	which	informed	aspects	of	the	work	created	by	these	five	playwrights.	Each	
style	treats	the	use	of	dramatic	space	(the	space	created	through	the	text	of	the	play)	
and	scenic	space	(the	stage	space,	and	its	design)	differently,	to	engage	the	audience	
empathically,	to	stimulate	its	imagination,	to	shake	its	sense	of	certainty,	or	to	make	
visible	the	invisible.31

The	use	of	stage	space	focuses	on	an	investigation	of	the	play	text	in	relation	
to	performance:

The	investigation	of	the	theatrical	space	leads	directly	to	an	understanding	of	the	particu-
lar	philosophical	framework	and	Weltanschauung	expressed	by	the	play.32

Hanna	Scolnicov	discusses	the	significance	of	space	in	defining	dramatic	action.	
By	tracing	the	use,	in	European	theatre,	of	outdoor	and	indoor	settings,	she	explores	
a	range	of	themes	including	gender.	She	centres	her	analysis	on	the	gender	asso-
ciations	of	firstly	‘the	house’	and	secondly	‘the	world	outside’	and	describes	this	as	
a	spatial	polarity	between	within	(the	feminine)	and	without	(the	masculine).	In	
classical	Greek	theatre	the	skene,	introduced	by	Aeschylus,	represented	the	oikos,	
or	woman’s	realm.33	The	action	of	the	play	was	enacted	in	the	public	world	with-
out,	the	polis.	In	European	theatre	at	the	end	of	the	realist	movement	an	anxiety	
is	visible	in	relation	to	spaces	within	and	without,	and	the	transitions	between	
them.	Having	largely	moved	indoors	in	the	realism	of	the	eighteen	hundreds,	the	
new	century	brought	a	new	permeability	and	pliability,	and	this	was	a	crucial	ele-
ment	in	expressing	the	growing	uncertainty	about	the	role	of	women,	their	rights,	
and	their	abilities.	Scolnicov’s	gendered	spatial	models	are	extended	by	reference	to	
the	work	of	Michael	Isacharoff,	who	distinguishes	between	mimetic	and	diegetic	
space.	Mimetic	space	is	that	which	is	presented	to	us,	unmediated,	on	the	stage;	
it	is	another	way	of	describing	scenic	space.	Diegetic	space	is	that	which	is	created	
by	the	text	of	the	play,	but	which	is	not	disclosed	materially.	The	diegetic	is	the	off	
stage	spaces	that	surround	the	play	and	it	is	created	by	the	speech	of	the	characters,	
and	their	actions;	diegetic	space	is	another	term	for	the	imagined	dramatic	space	
of	the	play.	So	space,	as	it	is	created	by	the	text	of	the	play,	is	one	key	to	examining	
gender	representations,	and	how	women	characters	are	placed	within	a	dramatur-
gical	structure.

With	dramatic	language	too,	theatrical	styles	achieve	specific	effects.	In	Irish	
theatre,	the	mimetic	function	of	language	in	realism	was	a	significant	issue	in	invent-
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ing	words	to	put	in	the	mouths	of	characters	drawn	from	heroic	mythic	sources,	
as	well	as	creating	exciting	images	on	stage	of	national	life	that	audiences	hun-
gered	to	see.	The	language	of	symbolism,	by	contrast,	evokes.	It	does	not	reflect	a	
recognisable	reality,	but	works	poetically	through	rhythm	and	repetition	to	create	
an	audience	experience,	rather	than	serving	as	a	narrative	signpost.	Gore-Booth	
appropriates	this	function	of	language	and	at	its	most	powerful,	sources	it	in	the	
female	body	in	a	Cixousian	expression	of	jouissance,	of	bliss	and	bodily	delight.	Her	
heroines	speak	to	create	a	diegetic	world	that	overwhelms	the	mimetic	stage,	and	
the	performer	embodies	this	unimaginably	vast	vision	conjured	by	speech.	These	
moments	of	a	shared	langage de femmes	interrupt	and	fracture	more	mundane	lin-
guistic	surfaces,	and	elsewhere	language	is	more	as	Alicia	Ostriker	describes	it,	‘a	
vigorous	and	varied	invasion	of	the	sanctuaries	of	existing	language,	the	treasuries	
where	our	meaning	for	‘male’	and	‘female’	are	themselves	preserved.’	34	Expressionist	
language	in	performance	refers	to	the	performativity	of	popular	entertainments;	
it	is	playful,	choral,	presentational,	an	assault	on	the	audience.	Both	Teresa	Deevy	
and	Mary	Manning	employ	expressionist	styles	to	capture	the	social	coding	of	lan-
guage	and	its	power	to	shape	behaviour	and	aspiration.

Space	and	dramatic	language:	these	are	the	key	dramaturgical	elements	in	ana-
lysing	how	these	five	playwrights	stretched	and	sometimes	broke	theatrical	forms	
and	conventions	to	say	what	they	wished	to	say.	They	also	used	the	moments	of	
closure	to	mark	resistance	to	resolution,	and	to	leave	the	audience	with	ambiguous	
or	unresolved	images.

Making Room between Conventions

Alisa	Solomon	has	sought	to	explore	the	fractures	between	gender	representations	
in	performance,	and	theatrical	conventions.	In	Re-dressing the Canon,	she	sets	out	
to	explore	how	performance	strategies	disrupt	gender	regulation,	arguing	that	
‘plays	that	question	their	strategies	of	representation	are	already	sites	for	feminist	
resistance.’	35	Solomon	goes	on	to	examine	how	performance	structures	the	rela-
tionship	between	the	spectator	and	the	stage,	and	has	the	power	to	create	critical	
distance,	which	allows	us	to	see	‘the	theatrical	construction	of	the	social	construc-
tion.’	36	This	makes	visible	a	gap	between	the	structure	of	the	play,	and	the	human	
subjects	constrained	within	it.

The	conscious	appropriation	of	theatrical	forms,	and	the	conventions	that	go	
with	them,	were	a	key	aspect	in	creating	a	national	theatrical	tradition	where	none	
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was	recognisably	available.	Augusta	Gregory	for	example	drew	on	long-standing	
structures	such	as	early	religious	drama,	(and	commedia	dell’arte	through	Molière),	
and	fed	her	intimate	knowledge	of	the	sources	of	Irish	myth	and	folk	practices	into	
her	dramas	of	national	self-consciousness.	Until	the	ground-breaking	research	
of	Katharine	Worth,	symbolism	was	not	fully	appreciated	as	an	element	in	the	
range	of	influences	on	Irish	theatre	from	mainland	Europe.37	Through	the	work	of	
Edward	Gordon	Craig,	Maurice	Maeterlinck,	W.	B.	Yeats,	Oscar	Wilde	and	Eva	
Gore-Booth	its	influence	is	obvious.	Even	in	the	obsessive	quality	of	focus	on	cer-
tain	objects	in	Teresa	Deevy’s	plays	there	is	evidence	of	scenic	space	being	used	for	
thematic	or	imaginative	purposes,	rather	than	for	mimetic	recognition.

Irish	theatre	in	the	1920s	and	1930s	consolidated	its	preference	for	realism,	
and	Macardle,	Manning,	and	Deevy	worked	within	but	against	realist	conven-
tions,	framing	their	dramas	within	the	horizon	of	expectation	of	their	audiences,	
yet	opening	up	fissures	in	the	façade	of	realist	truth,	and	revealing	its	distortions.	
Elin	Diamond’s	critique	of	mimesis	is	especially	useful	as	it	refers	to	representa-
tions	of	the	female	within	realism.38	She	proposes	that	feminism	is	‘a	kind	of	realism,	
seduced	by	the	desire	to	represent	the	truth	about	social	reality,	but	[…]	constantly	
in	the	process	of	questioning	that	position.’	39	Realism	is	also	linked	with	the	sci-
ence	of	psychoanalysis,	both	sharing	a	fascination	with	hysteria,	the	fallen	woman	
and	her	secret.	Diamond’s	analysis	identifies	and	scrutinizes	the	figure	of	the	hys-
terical	woman,	and	traces	her	pathology	through	the	constraints	placed	on	her	by	
theatrical	form.	This	figure	appears	in	plays	by	Macardle	and	Manning,	an	image	
of	entrapment	in	the	world	created	by	the	drama.

Over	the	range	of	the	plays	examined	in	this	book,	from	Gregory’s	The Gaol 
Gate	to	Deevy’s	Wife to James Whelan,	a	unifying	image	of	woman	emerges,	tak-
ing	on	its	unique	incarnation	in	each	drama:	a	figure	poised	at	the	beginning	of	a	
possible	journey,	reaching	the	end	of	one	stage	in	experience,	and	looking	towards	
what	will	follow.	The	play	has	brought	her	to	a	place	from	which	she	must	depart	
again.	For	Mary	Cushin	in	The Gaol Gate,	a	lonely	road	of	desolate	widowhood	lies	
ahead.	Dorothy	Macardle’s	Ann	Kavanagh	tentatively	opens	up	the	chance	of	a	new,	
shared	understanding	with	her	husband,	while	Toots,	in	Mary	Manning’s	Youth’s the 
Season-?,	cries	out	to	be	released	from	the	nightmare	drama	in	which	she	is	trapped.

Teresa	Deevy’s	last	stage	heroine,	Nan,	worn	as	she	is	by	misfortune	and	pov-
erty,	slams	out	of	the	play	in	an	attitude	somewhere	between	furious	disdain	and	
lip-biting	dignity;	the	meaning	of	her	‘Nora-esque’	exit	can	only	fully	be	defined	in	
performance.	In	daring	contrast,	Eva	Gore-Booth’s	Niamh	departs	on	an	adven-
ture	of	her	own	making,	thrilling,	dangerous	and	mysterious.	With	each	image	of	
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this	departure,	be	it	transitional	or	shockingly	absolute,	be	it	welcome	or	not,	it	is	
more	than	the	narrative	that	has	led	the	woman	to	this	moment;	the	staging,	the	
spaces	occupied	through	the	progress	of	the	drama,	the	tensile	geometries	at	work	
between	characters	and	forces	within	the	space,	frames	the	nature	of	her	leaving,	
its	possibilities	and	ambiguities.	The	vulnerable	self	defines	itself	against	place,	as	
a	shelter,	a	prison,	a	void,	or	a	playground,	and	the	stage	can	be	any	of	these.	On	
the	stage	the	woman	is	homed	or	cast	adrift,	stif led	or	invigorated,	beyond	the	
minutiae	of	character.	The	performance	rehearses	one	life	as	metonymic	of	others.

This	image	of	setting	out,	whether	the	woman	is	embarking	on	an	adventure	
of	her	own	making,	faced	with	insuperable	difficulty,	starting	on	a	route	marked	
out	for	her,	or	determined	to	make	that	route	her	own,	she	does	so	in	the	spirit	of	
solitude;	she	alone	is	facing	what	lies	ahead.	The	future	is	uncertain,	perhaps	glo-
rious,	perhaps	catastrophic,	not	an	escape	but	a	confrontation,	or	perhaps	a	quest.


