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ABSTRACT

1

The purpose of this study is to analyze four of Denis

Johnston s plays, The Old Lady Says "No! , The Moon in the Yellow River,
> -

The Scythe and the SuHSet and The Golden Cuckdo, from the perspectlve of

- the revolutlonary theme The first chapter argues that Johnston's -

@

~

political.dramas are discussion or'problem plays debating thevvalfd!ty of-

. . insurrectionary action, as-a means of achieving political change. WhatAv

/
emerges from the process of debate “in the plays is a dialectlcal structure

which is exemplified in characterlsatlon theme, motlf and form. This is

-

defined as the "revolutionary dialectic." The revolutlonary dialectic

functiodsain'the plays from three perspectives: the idedlogical as it is
. . y N . . . .
concerned with potitical action, the psychological, as concerned with
N ) ' .
character, and the metaphisioal as it relates to the paradoxes of the®

human condition and the probTem of good and evil. While Johnston is

T

suspiciohs of violent revolution, he( nevertheless, asserts the necessity

to react against the conventlonal mores and values of soc1ety. _Thus,
¥

although polltlcally conservatlve, he is an 1coﬁzclast, and as such, a

metaphy31cal rebel. Consistently, there is a movement 1n the plays. from
the polltlcal to the metaphys1cal on whlch level the revolutlonary
dlalectlc is resolved, or at least granscended by a rltuallstlc act, an

eplphany The latter part of Chapter I examines The 01d Lady Says "No!'!

as an embryonlc statement of Johnston's v1ews on revolutlon, and moreover,

-

briefly diseusses Johnston's expressionism;which is a major,lnfluence on

the form of his later political dramas, in particular The Moon ‘in the

~
s

iv )

~al



Yellow River and The Scythe and the Sunset.

The second and third chapters .deal with The Moon in the Yellow

‘River and The Scythe and the Sunset, respectlvely, from the point of view
\
of .the revolutionary dialectic. In The Moon in the Yellow River the

romantic'hero, the idealist, is juxtaposed to the man of action and the

_political reglist. The reeolution;of the dialeeticai opposites within

~

Y
' the play is ritualistic. The Scythe and the Syt »Wore completely

engages the political theme of revoluti Pses the motivations
I y PR "
and actions of the rebel hero amd Jo&(g_. % 1 ar. The psychelogical

, treatment of character is more exhaustive from the perspective of the
revolutionary theme in the later play, and once again conflict is

resolved in a ritualistic catharsis.
»

‘Chapter IV concludes the discussion of The Moon in the Yellow

River and The Scythe and thé Sunset with a' short summation of Johnston's

view of death. Chapter IV is also a brief examination of the most recent

_version of The Golden Cuckoo from the vantagevo? the revolhtienary

N

dialectic, as it is miemplifiedr particularly in form and in the

cheracter'evaotheright, perhaps JohnetOan most clearly defined meta-

physical rebel. Attentlon is pald to the various revisions to The Golden

Cuckoo: the revisions to that work show Johnston'e cdntinual concern
- ’ PN N

.with experimentation in form.
. ‘\

Throughout, the study is concerned w1th recurrent patterns in
Johnston's polltlcal thought and metaphysical vision. In theme »as well
.as in form these preoccupations are shown to be central to Johnston's

dramatic achievement. - : “
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CHAPTER 1

REVOLUTION, RITUAL AND THE OLD LADY SAYS 'NO!'

In ritual as in the theatre a human community directly
experiences its own identity and reaffirms it. This makes
theatre an extremely political, because pre-eminently social,
form of art. And it is of thé very essence of rvitual that it
not only provides its congregation (or in theatrical terms,
its audience) with a collecti® experience on a high spiritual’
level, but also in very practical terms teaches them, or
reminds them of, its codes of conduct, its rules of social
coexistence. All drama is therefore a political event: it
either reasserts or undermines the codé of conduct of a given
society.l '

The application of the idea that drama is a "political event”

"is particularly appropriate té a discussion of Denis Johnston's dramatic

works, for it unders€ores his consummate interest in the revolutionary

process, from both a highly speé@fic political perspective and, more

e

significantly, from a psychologicai and metaphysical perspective--as the

act of political revolt forces an examination of motives and values by

the perpetrators of revolutionary activities in the plays. It seems fhét,

for Johnston, the act of revolu;ibn, at least in its metaphysical sense

as a reactipn against the spiritual and moral norms of society, is an

essential part.of the individual's growth to bsychological and spiritual

integrity. Exemplifying the necessity of the revolutionary sténcé in the
o )

epistemological process dramatized in his works, is the dedication of

Johnston's philosophical work, The Brazen Horn :

A NON-BOOK FOR THOSE WHO,
IN REVOLT®TODAY, COULD BE
IN COMMAND TOMORROW.



ety
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The salient words of the dedication are, of course, '"those who, In ravolr

e

today," who, Johnston implies, as revolutionaries share a more perceptive

level of consciousness, and are therefore critical of the social,

v

political, and moral ikons of their society. Johnston's revolutionaries.
are Blake's "Young Men of the New Age," who, as Blake exhorts, must
revolt against the "Hirelings'" of the "Camp, Court, University and

-

3 . . ' . co .
Church." Thus, in a general and universal context, revolution as it is.

-

used by Johnston can be defined as a:rejettion of philisfinism--both
political and religious. The theme of revolution--as a political act and

as a metaphysical ooncept--is central to ur of Johnston's major plays:
; ]

The Old Lady Says 'No!y (1929), The Moon in the\;Lllow‘RiVér’(IQBl), The

Golden Cuckoo (1939), and The Scythe and the Sunset (1958). Indeed,
]

- Gene A. Barnett comments that rebellion is "the singie most important

theme running through his work".q It is, therefore,.surprising that no
major work has been devoted to Johnston's treatment of the revolutionary
theme. The present study is an attempt to rectify this’undeserved
critical neglect. TFor in the context of twentieth century Irish politics,
and especially in the light of th; present polftical situation in Ireland,
Johnston's examinatjon of insurréction and its perpetrators is perceptive
and timely. The politics of the revolutions whi;h occur in the plays are
finally ancillary to the spi;itual or metaphysical revolt that takes
V place; nevertheless, political rebellion is always pivotal to the movement‘
of the action. Revolutionary activity can thus be éeen as a metaphér of
the moral and social conflict the characters in the plays experience.
Erom‘ﬁlmost all perspectives, Johnston's work emerges from a

revolutionary ethos. His preoccupation with a political theme, particu-

larly that of revolution, is typically Irish. That it is ritualized in



the drama is, agaln, typically Irish, for there seem to be

inextricable links between theatre, ritual and nationallsm, as exemplified
&

in Irish art and political history. In The Imagination of an Insurrection,
William Irwin Thompson an;lyzes the encounter between literature and
revolution. ‘To Thompson, the insurrectionary activities of the Irish
.revolutionaries were the actualizationlof imagination in history. He

comments:

The Irish revolutionaries lived as if they were in a work of
art,and this inability to tell the difference between sober
redlity and the realm of imagination is perhaps one very
important characteristic of a revolutionary. The tragedy of

- actyality comes from the fact that when, in a revolution,
history is made momentarily into a work of art, Ruman beings
become the material that must be ordered, molded,or twisted
into shape.?® ’ ’

.

Moreover, F. X. Martin maintains that the 1916 Rising was consciously
N - 3 ( .
staged as a drama--as a symbolic gesture for poster1ty.6 As drama, then,

the Rising is a realization of centuries of propagandistic art advocating

Fd

rebellion as a logical and legitimate result of patriotic fervor. The

A}

- price of patriotism, however, is seen by Johnston to be death and it is

how his characters deal with the reality of the price they must pay for

.
[

their ideological and political rebellion that generates dramatic
conflict in~tﬁe plays. Johnston rejects ''the politics of murder" and the
uncritical, militant propaganda of Pearse's The Singér, for examplé; in |
contrast, hfé plays are statéments dramatizing the futility of revolution
as a means to achieve political freedom, in which violent revolution is
seen priﬁarily as culminating in spirifual and physical death for the
individual, family or nation. Nevertheless, for all his clear-sighted

criticism and satire, Johnston's sympathies aré often with his political

revolutionary--as the complexities of the Irish political situation are
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fully represented }n his drama. Pultur;lly.‘dahnstnu fa helir to
Ireland's elght hundred year long history of dlusent and rebellion
against England, ;nd especially the revolutionary politica of the late
nineteenth and early twencintg centuries, which were arguably the moat
'alientﬂ and powirfu.t forces 5haping Ireland's socier; and culture., [t
= was during Jqpnston's childhood that fruland experienced her cultural
renaissance and literary revival, which was nurtured by Yeats and lady
Gregory, and a major part of the resuprgence of the poliiics of
nationalism and rebellion. The rediscovery of Ireland's history,
language, and Iiterature may have initally had a literary expression,
but with thémfall of Parnell and the failure of Home Rule, inexorably
* that expression became political and violent.
Johnston was fifteen at the time of the Easter Rising in 1916;
One year later at the age of sixteen he attempted (unsuccessfully) to -

join the_I.R.A, During the Rising, Johnston and his well-to-do Anglo-

Irish Ascendancy family were held as hostages and their home oc?:fied for °

several days. He recalls the incident in the preface to The Scythe and

the Sunset:

«
I was a school boy at the time of the Rising and for the
greater part of three days my home was fortified by four male
members &f De Valera's battalion while we of the family were
held, supposedly as prisoners, but actually as hostages.

Tﬁus, thé impact of the 1916 insurrection was for him both persqonal and
immediate. Johnston, though then a youngster, noted the }neptitgde of
the rebels, an observation he later uses in characterizing the
revolutionaries in his plays, who, whatever their motives 6r-aspirétioqi,

are portrayed as ineffectual antiheroces. 1In this period, however,

rebellious ideologies and %olitical activites have a much broader context
-

¢

N - L3

(eSS
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‘than Ire;lnd. The expressionist movement prlmarlly a European
phenomenon, was'a major 1nfluence<9n Johnston s early work partlcularly

as exempllfled in The Old Lady Says 'Nol', hls flrst play, produced in 1929.

Thus' the Irlsh cllmate of polltlcal instablllty and of 1nc1p1ent and

4
later vlolent revolutlonary act1v1ty is paralleled by extremist
. b ,
=g
express1on13t assaults on conventlonal aesthetlc forms——ln palntlng,

- Y

sculpture, poetry, and drama--and, in ‘a more dlffuse manner, by radlcal

.

polltlcal movements on the contlnent.

In thls sense, the IPlSh polltlcal sltuatlon embodylng as it

v

dld (and does) con51stently recurrent rebelllon can be viewed as a
: o

‘1 mlcrocosm of modern consc1ousness as it 1s reflected in twentleth century

QO

B chaoédand splrltual dlSlntegratlon,g suppprts Johnston s stanee of

- .

. "drama .oFor as Robert Brusteln states in The Theatre of Revolt the

"

domlnant attltude of the modern theatre from Ibseﬁ onward\mas been,onefof’

reyolt—-the legacy of "an essentlally romantlc lnherltanoe. 8‘ The

L N

express10nlst movement is. merely one. mode of artlstlc dlssent and a

A

manifestation of GermaniROmantlc;sm"ln a,twentleth century'context.

G

iBrustein'sfcommentdthatmthe.modern'dramatist is'"a metaPhyéical rebel“

P
o

: G
attemptlng to achleve unlty and order through hlS work‘ln a world of

3

. q '
metaphy31cal rebelllon In fact the latter s 1conoclasm, and hls

T .-

rejectlon of conventlpnal rellglon, contrlbutes to an artlstlc v151on of

the absurd not far. from those of hls purely ex1stent1al contemporarles,
. 4

-

Beckett and Ionesco\ Johnston s revolutlonary dr&mas apparently i .
- Ly g

. enmeshed 1n Iri!h pol 1cal hlstory, transcend the parochlal concerns of

natlonallst causes to achleve what Dayld Krause calls the "higher

-~ 0

: natlonallsm——the search for the truth about man, the Qulntessentlal
. ~

lO'

f~nature of ‘his character and hls world e ALl three plays-—The Moon in

£



»

the Yellow River,'The Scythe and the Suriset, and The Golden Cuckoo--

. the first‘tko being the major focus of this study, dramatize a political

process which Ultimately evolves to a religious or ritualistic experience,

resulting in a‘catharsisﬂin'religious'terms;-an epiphany, Johnston's

solutibn’to.the.paradox of the irreconcilable tension between good and

evil, ’ r
Johnston's major preoccupation can be described as a search

for a fesolution'of dertain‘paradexical issues—~the central problem'being“
the dlfflculty of actlng on 1deals in an unjust and absurd world ‘a world
1n‘&h1ch good and ev1l are 1nextr1cab1y 1ntermeshed Conventlonal

answers to the:ppob em of goodhand'evil have failed to satisfy Johnston

~ whose own theology esembles Zoroastrianism, in so far as he perceives

evil as an,essential'c0mponent~ef the duaIistiC'structureiof existencex
‘As Virginia O'Reilly notes, Johnston's characters do indeed inhabit "a

peculiaply Blakean realm 'where Contrarieties are equally true.'" 1n

he process of hlS splrltual quest Johnston creates in his revolutlonary

i

o drama a tens1on between the dualltles of 1llu31on and reallty, 1deal and

_actlon llf and death,-and good and‘ev1l. These Ucontrarletles" are .

antithetica_ to -each efher, andvthe juxtaposifion ef thesis—a‘n_tithesisL

createaga' ensien which is, therefore, dialectical'aﬁd which genenates a
centrapunt 1 movemenﬁ in acfien-and dialogue thrdpéhoﬁt‘the piays as fhe ’/}
eharacters discuss and actrout‘the inevitable and'inescapable confiict |

7

between co trary modes of thought and behav1our. Perpetually at the véot

,of this dlalectlcal ten51on, revolutlon elther polltlcal or. metaphys1cal

is a necessary'startlng point for ‘the eplstemologlcal process dramatlzed :
in the plays. aFchoing Johnston's cenviction, Camus asserts that:

Mpebellion is one of the essential dimensions of man. It is our historic

-~ N

-
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reality Unless we choose to 1gnore reality we must find our values in’

t

gflt nl Hence, it can be said that the epistemological process represented

< in Johnston s drama dealing with revolution 1s generated by the

"revolutionary dialectic," in that Johnston s dialectic is based on the

‘reality of rebellion as a historical and psychological 1mperative

| The revolutionary dialectic is both 1deological and dynamlc as
llé involves a. movement between opp051ng or antithetlcal p01nts of view,

and psychological as it informs the analy31s of character The 1deolog1cal»

concern that is revealed, particularly'in The Moon in the Yellow River,

is an interrogatlon of ‘the validity'of armed conflict as a means to
. e . ' ‘ » ' . : . & . N .
-political change, that is, murder ‘as a political argument, from both a

practical‘and»moral‘viewpoint. 'Because of the intensity of conflict that

civil war generates, the dramatization of that conflict facilitates the

juktaposition of contrasting ideas‘ahd attitudes, not only about .

immediate political issues, but also about soc1al moral and splrituai

values Touched by a revolutionary sxtuatdon all of Johnston s charactePS"

become 1nvolved in an ex1stential crlsis. Although not. totally alienated

LS

from their soc1al enVironment the revolutionaries 1n The Moon in the

‘ Yellow River and in. The Scythe and the Sunset and Dotheright of The_

. Golden Cuckoo, are engaged«in a struggle against the political

"establishment, thereby iSOIating themselves from-that'socioépolitical‘
order.. Their revolt forces an examination'of that order; nevertheless;

of paramount 1mpbrtance in their~strugg1e is the examination of their own

motives, aspiratlons,,and values. If Johnston s, revolutlonary drama 1s a’

;journey from illusion to reality, the reality‘that his characters discover

at the end of: that passage is themselves and thelr ldentity as, strlpped

vof‘thelr illusory ideals5 they are-forced to act. The complexlty of



character development in the drama originates'in the dialectical tension -

- 1

. between ideal and action. Camus' description of the revolutionary
process can also be seén as an apt'summary of the inherent paradox faced

- by Johnston's heroes :

Rebellion engenders exactly the actions it is asked to
. legitimate. Therefore it is absolutely necessary that
~ . rebellion find its reasons within itself, since it cannot find
o it -elsewhere. . It must consent to examine itself in order to ,
- learn how to act.l

i W
+ 1

-

Johnston's”revolutionary hero, an idealist, is forced to act because he
rejects the 1njustlce of - the status quo, but, truly the romantlc, hls

1

'actlons are merely 1neffectual gestures In h;s use of force, he must,
: as Johnston says,.piay the other man's ganm. Rejecting.an imperiaiist
power because" of its mllltary aggression and its oppression of the
. \ %colonlzed state the rebel is automatlcally compromised by hav:.ng to oppose
mllltary force by means of force. The 1deals of the purlstgare sullied
by his actlon therefore, revolutlonary act1v1ty is always’ futlle as far )
as Johnston 1s,concerned, and that futility is realized by his’ nse of. a
satinio fode. T ‘ -

”Like,Shaw ‘Johnston‘empioys the comic mode to debunk social
conventlon, and conventlonal morallty .For Johnston as. for Shaw,
"laughter 1s one way of deallng w1th the 1nadequac1es of life, the
solecisms of experience."luf While Shaw, to effeot social change, emoioys

15

a teohnique"that works by incongruity»in a dialectical process,”.

Johnston, partlcularly in The Moon in the Yellow Rlver and in The Sczthe

_ and the Sunset, uses the technlque of contlnual contrast to expose the

"

danger of adherlng to 1deallsm at the PlSk of 1gnor1ng reallty 'However,

his ultlmate purpose is not soc1al reform, as is Shaw's. And although

a4

P



they are written in a comic and satiric mode, Johnéton's‘plays reveal a
continual preoccupation with experimentation ih techniqﬁe and styleu
Robeft Hoganle obeeryation that Johneton's work is too intellectuel for
the drametlo med ium, and“heqce "he‘is.at war with his for'm,'-‘16 poihts to
his proclivity to innovete. ‘Moreover, asoJohnston himself COmmehts, "the’
varlety of styles that the plays disclose is 31mply a reflectlon of my

wl7
search for an adequate means of communication." Even in Nine Rivers

from Jordan (proee version); Johnston utillzes an extensive variety‘of
styles and fOrfms.18 ° S - : o

| sAs we trace the dramatic pettern‘ofbthe‘four plé§§‘we shall see
an evolution.in the theatmeht'of‘the revolutionary theme; nevertheless,
the;diversity,and variety>in style remains constant-throughout all of
Johnston's draha.~”The issues which fofm the revOlutlonary dialectic are

1n1t1ally apparent in The 0l1d Lady Says '"No!'i however the dialectical form

, and theme become more complex and sharply defmed in the later pléys.

The Moon in the Yellow*RlveP exempllfles Johnston 's diversity in style

| which ‘is paralleled by the content of the play—-the sub-plots compllcatlng

its action. Central to the play, the revolutlonary theme consists - F'

chiefly, as in The Old Lady,. of an examlnatlon of the romantic myths of
patriotic margyrdom. The same theme, of course, generates the

dlalectlcal dlscu331on of The Scythe and the Sunset ; however, in the much

later play, the psychology of revolutlon ;s more . exhaustlvely explored;

<the play is a more complete analy51s of the polltlcal and moral dilemma

i

of revolutionary action. Coming between The Moon and The.Scythe,~The

4

. . | k :
Golden Cuckoo (first produced in 1939? is treated in the conclusion of
' o C - . Y 3
~the preSEﬁt‘study; the treatment of the political theme is a departure
from a violent revolutionary situation.. Metaphysical rebellion is the

1
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primary concern of the play; moreover, recent revisions to The Cuckoo
reflect Johnston's ccntinuallpreoccupation with experimentation in style
‘and form. '

Johnston's first play, The 0ld Lady Says 'No!' is an innovative

—
“tour de force, Ireland's flrst expre551onlst play. ~Alfh5ugn two. later

plays, The Moon in the Yellow Rlver and The Scythe and the Sunset, are in

a representational form, elements of non-realistic or surreallstlc‘style

‘and technique reveal themselves, espeqi%}ly in speech.  Moreover, in a

newly revised version of The Golden Cuckoo, Johnston has introduced

non-realistic and Brechtian elements into an otherwise realistic form. In
- "
these changes to The Golden Cuckoo Johnston is emphaSLZlng the non-

4 .
reallstlc mode and returnlng to ‘his roots in the theatre--to the non- |,

v

o

_illusionistvfcrm of The Old»Lady Says 'No!' 1In the plays with a revolu-

.tionary theme or‘motif exnreseioniém'is a major influence on forml The
._overlapplng of realistic and express;onlstlc elements of style parallels‘
the' 1deolog1calqor thematic dlalectlc As well as belng revealed 1n
theme and chapacter,vthe revolutionary dialectic is reyealed:in the
tensdon created by the use of contrasting styles or modes,

. v
The . exaggerated, surrealistic style»of exbreseionisn_is an

appropriate vehicle fcr a revolutionary theme, which innoives a
diecnssiOn of radical, political and moral phiiosophy.: Moreover,
expressionism is particularly suited to a satirical or critical treatmént'
of nevolution: the flexibility in tlme, space and action, all of which
can be alteged and dlstorted and the removal of the need for logical’
’ i

progr3531on in plot~eand-the—&ack/of character development facilitate

;the freedom to 1nnovate and treat 1deas and themes as abstractlons,

immediately and directly.' In The OL@ Lady Says 'No!' for example, the
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,
~

‘characters are exaggerated stereotypes,'Emmet’béing tgg'generic patr_iot,lg

from Irish’ society spanning thei&ineteenth_century and into the twentieth. !
‘ S \ .
Each character and his dialogue,is a subjective realization of the
romantic myths and ideals of Irrsh nationalism which are exploded in the
play. Ironieally, Johnston uses expreSSLOnism an outgﬁowth of German
Romanticism, to satirize what are essentially Romantic ideals embodied in
typical ro%antic heroes, espec1ally Emmet——The Speaker a type, of Byronic
hero. The play inverts the romant1c1zed but hallowed image of Irish
patriotism and nationalist ideals, and this negative view of revolutionary'
politics is given expressive emphasis;'of?course, by the expressionistic
style.

Although The 0ld Lady SaYs '"No!' is not a major focus of the

present study, a brief preliminary exegesis of its expressionist form and

an examination of its theme is essential to subseqlient discussion of the
. _‘ .

three later plays, which, though they may appear diverse and different in

form and content, in fact share many of the characteristics of The 0ld

~Lady, in form and theme alike. The 0ld Lady is embryonic, and reveals an
initial, explicit statement of a revolutionary theme. The treatment of

the revolutionary theme is dialectical to the extent that the validity

and value of revolutionary aetion is debated. While there exists a
dialectical tension between the ideology of civil rule and order and the
impulses of the romantic revolutionary, the role of revolution in Irish
history, and the rcmantic temperamentNis unequivocably condemned.

In "A Note on What Hanpened," Johnston's afterword to the play,
he implies that a central concern of theuplay is: "Tne theme of the

Romantic temperament seeking for an enviromment in which to express

itself ._.';,.“20. Giving the revolutionary stance credence, Johnston

t
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further states: "The search for the Land of Heart's Desire is as old and
AN .
as universal as the Holy Grail. . . . Every land has had its share of

Emmets preaching their burning messages to the accompaniment of'barnyard
noises; and Ireland has more than her share."21 Citing Plato and '
Nietzsche who have promulgated man's responsibiiity and capacity to alter
his environment, dohnéton salutes the attitude of mind of fhe
revolutionary, for in this sense, as aAreactidn against environment,
revolufion is seen By Johnston to be "a creative act." Nevertneless,bin

The 01d .Lady the tension hetween ideal and action doés not have the same

tautness of intensity.as in later plaYS. Deapite Johnston'a comment,
revolution is not dramatized as a creative act in the play-—althbugh both
sides of the’revolutionary issue dre presented. The play critically
examines the ro}e of»the revolutionary hero, Robert'Emmet, in the
rebellion of 1803, its satiricai focus encompassing the larger myths of

_ Iristhationalism Modelled on the Américan expressinnist play, Beggar.

on Horseback and upon Capek's The Land of Many Names, The 01d Lady bears

more than a passing resemblance to Strindberg's A Dream Play and The

Ghost Sonata inAits'surrealistic and dreamlike form_and structure. In

his exhaustive study’of expréssionism, John Willet quotes Johnston
e . 22
describing the play '"as an expressionist gesture of dissent'": however,
. ¢ , .
in his notes to the play, Johnston refuses to employ the term expressionist

in negard to The 01d Lady. He states: "The 01d lady Says 'No!' is not an

exnressionist play and ocught never to have been miataken-for one';
claiming instead to have "attempted to evolve a thematlc method based on.
simple association of ideas," 23 what he terms "the melﬁlc method".
-Johnston'a play does not exemnlify the extremes of some of the German

<

expressionists-;it laqks the sharply, - angular distortions, and Gothic,



nightmarish qualities of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, for example.

-

NeVertheless, the play contains ba31c elements. of expressionlsm and can

quite justly be placed in that category. df_ ) .

\ LikeVStrindberg's A Dream Play, the play is not structured as

12

conventional narrative. Racher, it is "arranged as a plece of mu31c w1th
various movements comprised of voxces that confront each other freely
moving from 1dea to ldea, imageisto image, as in a dreamstate; In the
orlglnallproductlon,‘"the rhythmatlc chantlng of the Choruses was carried

. out to the throb of a drum, for which purpose a considerable portlon of
the dialogue had practically to be Scored--the parts coming in one on top
of the other as in instrumental music or a madrigal"zu—-hence,”the term
"melodic mefhod". The playlet wﬁich opens the'play consists almost
entirely of lines drawn from ‘nineteenth century Irish verse (what

' Johnsfon terms 'Erin a tear and a smile School')e-%he lynicism’of'the

language reinforcing the musical tenor of the play..

Once the Speaker, who 1is 51multaneously Robert Emmet and the
actor playlng hls’role, is hit on_the head, the dream play begins as hea
wanders'through modern Dublin in an hallucinatory.daze, The play pfoper,
;ne Speaker'sfjourney through thelnetherwopld of'Dublin'in search of Sara
Curran, is feminiscent of Bloom's'nightuiime rambles througn the

- underside of Dublin in the "Nighttown' episode of Ulzssesl- In hia.cuest,
the épeaker encounters a.cross-section of Dublin society. The speecn and
style of the_opening‘acene changes from'the pseudo-operatic. and fomantic

o

- style of Sara Curran's and'Emmet'sllove—tryst to the realistic style and

e | . - :

£ : ' . o .

e speech of contemporary Dublin which quickly alters in turn to expressionist

dialogue. This abrupt contrast forces both settings into ironic relief

as Emmet is abruptly moved from 1803 to 1926, the year in which the ééama
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was written. A sense of unreality is injected into the "realistic" world
of modern Dublin by the Speaker's split conscicusness, and the contemporary
scene.comments,on the earlier setting as the crassness and philistinism

-of modern dﬁbliners undercuts Emmet's batriotic ideals which are shown to
be unfulfilled and mocked by reality. .

Johnston's characteristic us; of contrasting and disparate
modes is reflected in-the stydpes of speech employed, which counterpoint
each other in the piay. Their'juxtaposition provides dramatic and ironic
) coqtrasf for the shifting perspective from which we are shown Emmet's
patriotic dream. The blend of styles-~from the poétic to straightforward
realism to expressionism--is again éxemplified in the opening scene of
Part II, whidh is an expressionistic set piece, satirizing the |
intellectuals and philistines of contemporary DublEﬁ. The Irish
nationalist ethos--its political and cultural identity--is defined and
’reinforced by the reciﬁation of patriotic songs, poems and the general's
war memories, antiphonies o; Irish nationalism which dre both hymns to
revolution and hymns t§ death, the elements of patriotic myth.

The motif of patriotic verse provides a unifying thread
throughout‘the,pi;y which moves in apparent disorder from street to
tehemént to salon with characters who fade out, change and reappear as in
a dream. Besides. providing unity, Emmet fs poetry is a continual counter-
- point to the realistic dialsgue which inte sifies and shifts to the
s&rrealistic, repefitious, elliptical Epéech of expressionism. The point

at ‘which Emmet receives the blow to his head aptly demonstrates the

»> e

expressionist shift in theme and %ialogue. The Speaker's rather
incoherent speech gives way to the staccato, rhythmic whispers of th;>\

Forms:



n et e e

.obtrusive role in outlining scen&s and signalling shifts in scene,

15

"Poor, poor, poor, poor
Hit him, hit him

With a gun

Butt-end

Dirty, dirty."zs

Here, the hercic is reduced to the grimmest interpretation of'reality.

Moreover, the disintegration of the speaker's recitation to Sara Curran

with its frequent pauses as he reaches, half lucid, for the right words

exemplifies the inéffectTiiity and degeneration of his romantic role.
: ' ’ f . .

"They that are down will be down . . . down . . ., up
erect . . . redeemable . . . love thee, Sara .

+  redeemablecurran . . ., ." (27)
Quite apart from employing eéxpressionistic technique in dialogue,

N

the play makes full use of chiaroscuro. Again the transition from the
initial scene of the play to the darkened stage and the appearance of the

Forms is a typical example of expressionistic lighting. The play opens
. 2 :

in'darkness—with the light in Sara Curran’s window providing the explicit
contrast in light and dark which typifies ekpressionism‘and continues

throughout the play as the lights are aiternately brightened and dimmed.

The forms initially éppear-as shadews, as do the "shadows" representing
R . : . _

'Yeats, Joyce;-Sﬁift and Wilde who appear on a backcloth in the last

movement of the play. The outlining of line and form, that is, the
shadowing and shading,’is prototypical expressionism with its emphasis on
line, manifested for example in the angular anguished lines and forms of

German woodcuts of the early twentieth century. 7The‘Old'Lady does not

share this hardness of line, nevertheless, the lighting plays a major,

\

setting and action, modulating the movement of the play. It becomes -

-strikingly metaphoric‘aé the Speaker lies on the stage attended by the

.
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doctor and stage hand: the lights pulse to the sound of a distant "boom-
‘boom—boom as of someone tapping on a big drum" (27). Not ;nly do the
pulsing lights and tapping of the drum imitate the actor's heartbeat as
Canfield'point§ out?6 but in addition the rhythm of £he lights and sound
is repeated in the measured pauses of the Speaker's speech; exemplifyihg
the play's unity of form--in its visual, musical and verbal details--a
triumph of Johnston's inner design. Moreover, as the music, sound and
lights move in a kind of rhythm, so do the characters, as they fade in
and odt, ;nd"mefge and re-emerge into and out of each other:

The departure from realism that expressionism allows for is, °
demonstrated by the chéracterization and casting of characters in The 01d
Lady: primarily, the characters are personifications of universal types
oé abstract principles. For example, Emmet is a typical romantic'hero
and patriqt; Sara Curran “is a romantic heroine; and éépecialiy iﬁ Part II

’

in the salon scene, characters are representative of differing elements
\ . .

of Dublin or Irish society. Mofeover, as in Strindberg's A Dream Play,

these characters merge and change only to reappear in different-form as
‘different chafaﬁters. Thé physical resemblance of these characters links
them in a delibérate manner. Both Crattan and Major Sirr, played by the
sahe~actor, rebresent the role of law and civil ofder. Sara Curran's
transfbrmation‘into The 0ld Woman enécts'the disintegration of patriotic
ideals and seems: to exemélify the impossibility of their survival in
modern society. SararCufran aﬁd»The 01d Woman are a cémposite portrait
of Cathleeh Ni Houlihan, who characteristically appears:in Irish
literature ashboth a beautiful young girl and an old harridan.' The

stereotyping of characters facilitates social and political satire, as do

the actors' multipie roles, for the audiepce is prevented from

s 0
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\
identification with the characters to any great degres. In other words,

PRI S e

this technique of characterization creates an alienation effect which

reinforces the ;atire by forcing a.critical detachment. In addition,

‘although the use of types may be characteristiéally expressionistic, it

is also ; standard comic device used by Johnston, an element of his

i satire in many of the comic scenes which abound in his work.

’ The comedy originates in the discrepanc§ between the
predictability of the typical character's behaviour .(that is, our
expectations abéut his role) and his actual behawiour in the play. A
chavactér's behaviour is, at times, a bizarre variation on the stereotype,
usuallj exaggerated §nd at once ironic and qpnfusing. The Speaker's
shooting of Joe exemplifies this kind of departure and as an abstraction
is a microcosm of the revolutionary dilemma. The Older Man, from whom t
Speaker takes a gun, and the Younger Maa ironically accuse the Speaker,of
play-acting the role of ﬁobért Emmet, and thereby denigrating the Irish

;' ’ race——hpld%Pg it up "to scorn before the world". Both Emmet and the

\f\\\\\\\"/ﬂf__—_igggaeféfgdg;;:gunding h%y cling to a superficial ideal of patriotism,®

‘ ’ "the appearance' of patfiotic ideals being literall} realized“in Emmet's

uniform. The Speaker's requggg\:o their demands that he remove his

uniform, is to shoot Joe. His réactipn is extrehe; the entire scene, in

fact, is surreal in its exaggeration. The absence of a reaso;able motive

and the- cold blooded destructivene;s of the act is nightmarish, an absurd

depictién of the effects of civil insurrection on an‘innocent.population,

'The Speaker‘s motive points to the theme of‘agting frombthe irrationél

urge‘"to ééve face," which Johnston dqvelops more fully in The Scythe and

the Sunset, : R ) : , '
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"What could [ do? I ask you, what could I do? [t was war. I
didn't mean to hurt him. . .*. Shoot back then! [t |s war.
Shoot! [ can die too.'" -(u47)

The Speaker's quest for Sara Curran, an emblem of the Holy Grail of Irish
nationalism, thus ends in mindless destruction and death. Moreo;or, the
continued’disgrepancy between 1803 and 1926, the time warp represented by
the speaker's split consciousness, acts as a distancing device alienating
us from the characters.and action, exacerbating the hallucinatory or
surreal atmosphere and making Emmet's actions appear the more absurd.

In the use of formal devices to "alienate'" or "dis aﬁce" the
audience, Johnston's intentions are crucially similar to those of Brecht
inasmuch as a critical detachment is demanded by each playwright from his
audience. Brecht defines the objective treatment of text and performance

as "complex seeing".

Thinking above the flow of the play is more important than
~thinking from within the flow of the play.27
2

From an ideological perSpectiQe, both piaywrights depict a dialectical
process in an hisfofical context. Although not a Marxist, Johﬁston
createsVcharactersxtrapped in a web of necessity that is determined by
historigal circum§tance. As do Brecht's, Johnston's historical, thét is,
revolut ionary dramas, force "complex seeing' which is accomplished by
thinking above the flow of.thg play. As.a result of this objective
method, the characters are always seqondary to the process’ they are
eng;ged in ;r become caught in. The role they play in a dgalectical
process, étself an ideological debate,’xranscends their individuation.
The exéfessionist mode 1is singularly appropriate in creating a

\! . e el . sy 2t
critically conscious response because in its departure from reality it is

-
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‘llegendary myth of the Irlsh natxd%ﬁl hero lS satlrlcally inverted

IV;HJoe) is shown to be wangonly destructive

_'ldeakﬂsm that fl@as 1ts expressxon ln rebellxon, and death the reallstlcffl

. . SR . -
" . . .

a reallzatlon or dramatlzatlon of a psychologlcal process ' Johnston

’ claims‘no debt to Freud or-Adler;28 evertheless, The Old Ladzﬁdoes N

’

dramatize an attltude of mlnd a psychologlcal state. Whlle the play

occurs: prlmarlly through the agency of the Spéaker, lt is not Smely hlS

Q \

psychologlcaxgstate ‘which is deprg’ed.' Rather the attltude of mind

revealed in the play is, to use Jung's term, the "collectlve unconsc1ous" -

\
N

_’of post Independence Dublln Holdlng.all aspects of Dublln soc1ety up

for examlnatlon, from prostltutlon to the effete soc1allz1ng of the upper

)

‘class (where polltlelans, ex-revolutlonarles, apd anxlsts llke O'Casey

- sl

and Joyce are satlrlzed), Johnston reveals the. attltudes and mores of

._‘“ R 7‘____,_._,,_, e

S;.

: _:contemporary Ireland and lronlcally lnverts those attltudes Iﬁ aat “’?L

' Johnston saYs, the play is. a search of the romantlc temperament for an-

env1renment in whlch to express ltself both the "romantlc temperament, f

e Lo

gfrepresented by the, Spéaker and the,&env;ronment" Dublln, are crltlcally;.;,~]

. .,{-.R‘- » -

found wantlng Through tﬁe agency Ofvthe Speaker “the romantlc and :L/iflz"

@ ¥ )

'ﬂ_ Moreover lh Part I of the play, the vo;ce of reason, Grattan,"’

..’ - e
LAt .-”,

‘result of the use of those means to achleve polltloal freedom.,.The<

e \,‘

- I - ; RO
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revolution:

20
dialectical ¢onflict becomes therefore a choice Between reason and

y

Grattan: \Full flfty years I worked and waited, only to see my

- \country s. new-found glory melt away at the Blddlng of
. ‘ 'the omniscient young Messiahs with nelther the:
W . ility to work nor the courage to wait . . .- Oh, it

.. 1s an easy thing ro draw a sword and raise a
‘3“-\e barrlcade It saves working, it saves waiting. It
-saves everything but blood . . . . (32-33)

Grattan's dialogue not only expresses a conservative and
reactlonary polltlcal v1ewp01nt .but sxgnlflcantly characterlzes
revolutlonarles, such as Robert Emmet as me551anic leaders, a descrlptlon

of the revolutlonary that recurs 1n greater detail as a motif in both The

‘ﬁMoon and The Sczthe ' Counterlng Grattan the Speaker artlculates the

iKY

‘antltheSlS of Grattan s call for reason and patience, expre581ng a
’ romantlc preoccupatlon w1th death moreover, death as a- cllmax to the

'role of patrlot martyr.‘ The motlf of play actlng or performance is

contlnued, underscorlng the idea of the revolutlonary as the actor ln a

ﬁi drama of whlch he is the creatdr -an 1mportant element in the mythos of '

. -

. Ir‘lsh, Qatlonall’sm'. - > o K ~ ' - "n»‘
He is an“old.man.j He does not understand the‘Way we do. He
-can ‘only ‘doubt . . . whlle we believe . . . “believe with

heart and soul and every ‘fibre of our tlred bodles. Therefore
I am not.: aﬁramd«to go*on I wlll leS my wounds in the last
act. I w1ll march proudly through head high, even if it must-
be to my grave. That is the only testv*,(aa)_ ' .

- K Loe
§ T4

Grattan s respgnse to the Speaker deserves to be quoted in full because

)

th deflnes the wages of IPlSh patrlotlsm the Speaker ] dream results in =

- o

death death as a meanlhgless cruc1f1x10n and a’ natlonal pastlme,

"endlessly repeated ln a cycle of deSpalr, the domlnant lletmotlf of the

<

play‘ e f Cme
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" Ah, the love of death, creeping like a mist at the heels of my
countrymen! Death is the only art in which we own no masters.
De@th is the only voice that can be heard in this distressful '
land where no man's word is taken, no man's message. heeded, no
man's prayer. answered except it be his epitaph. Out into every

‘_quart of the globe we go, seeking for a service in which to
die: Qsaylng the world by dying for a good cause just as
reddily as we will damn it utterly by dying for a-bad one. It

- is all the same to us. It is the only thing that we can
understand. . (33) ' ‘

~

’

a

It is fitting-that the dream of death be expressed in an environment of

) death. As the‘play progresses, invocations to the dying, the dead, and

Ireland as.a vastugraveyard, described by the Blind Man as belonging "not
to them'that are on it, But to them that are under it" (68) become more
frequent and lntenSe.‘ In fact, the Bllnd Man's descrlptlon of Dublln
encapsulates the themes of the play the~domlnatlon of the present by
the sentlmental myths of the past the ]uxtapOSLtlon of the llv1ng and

the dead The living world of Dublin, however, is the lmaglned mythlcal

Ireland Qreated by her dead.poetsnca threat to thoSe'who believe in her

L

 because ironically a justification for the violence ‘of the present.

, p Y A
In' every dusty corner lurks the livinghworld'of'some dead poet,
- and it waiting for to trap and to snare them. This is no Clty of
“the Living:~vbut1of the Dark and the Dead! (63) '

The Blind Man who "has hls own way of ‘seeing"‘is a Tiresias—

like flgure, a bllnd seer’ who as a descendant of the Klngs of Thurmond

N

represents the_shade of past her01sm and*glory, exemplifying in his -

‘decrepitude the real decay of heroic ideals.ivNeverthelessi the Blind Man

e

is a major figure and«a\precursor of Endymion the percépfive'fool of The
Scythe, and the Bllnd Man s commentary on the flnal scenes of the play

underscores the splrltual bllndness of the other characters. The final -

movement of the play 13 Joe's wake, orchestrated by_the Blind Man,,who

summons the shadows to dance. What follows the dance of'the_shadows who -
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represent-some of Ireland's greatest contributors to English literature,
is a scene of apocalypse ‘the flnal judgment of Emmet, the great shadow,
‘the "Shadow of Ireland's Heart". The multiple alluSLOns‘to‘the 0ld and
New Testaments and“Angllcan-prayer and ritual cneate a Black Mass_of
Irish national myth, exemplifying thelmelding,of nationalism and neligion.
fon the myths that fopn the historical consciousness of Ireland are
inextricably intertnined with_énnistian symbol and myth,,hence\the mythos
of Irish nationallsm is sacrosanct. Because the practical extension of
Irish patriotism, however, ends in death,‘the sacned,or'religious elenent
of nationalist myth~becomes'death—dealing, a curse. In the\Speaker'si
final lltany, death and destruction are valued above life. Moreover, the
Speaker who equates hlmself with Christ when he says "My nlnlstry now is
p ended'", becomes a kind of ant1~Chrlst a type of antl-hero

The concept of drama as ritual and as a political act is thus'
breaffirmed in the closing coda of the play. As a me;31an1c leader, the
Speaker falls because contemponary Dublln .whose pOlltlcal 1ndependence
is in part due to the efforts of Irelandfs patriots, is unable to
recogniie her’hefoes. ReaWakened in the world of the'lQéO's; the Speaker
who is literally fragmented as a per/onallty emerges as'a kind of antl—
hero whose quest deflnes him as a prototype of the existential hero in.
hlS repetitive wanderlngs and contlnulng adherence to the "patrlot dream".
Infused wlth the’language of Christian ritual, however,'the play seems to
glve_the Speaken considerable.stature as "The Great Shadow-of Ireland's
Heart";~ Nevertheless' although finally cheered by the other characters

~

at the end of the play, the Speaker does not achleve self knowledge Nor‘

is that Johnston s lntentlon. The Speaker is more the embodlment of a

voice and less a developed or.snbstantial character. Because the

v
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characters are reduced to types, dramatic tension is not generated so J
much. by conflict between them, although an ideological conflict exists;
instead, dramatic interest or tension arises from the formal texture of

the pléy created by the use of expressionistic elements.-- The revolutionary

dialectic exists in The 01d ﬂady inasmuch as the conflict between reasoh
and revolution is presented in the interchange between Grattan and the
Speaker; revolution is unéuestionably éondemned, however, because itlis
éurrqunded by mythic and:illusory'ideals, and thus becomes blindly
deétructive, destroying what it sﬁould be'freeing. What.is contrasted
effectiyely in the play are illusion and reality--in yhidh'juxtaposition
the audience is stripped of its iaealé‘about Dublin, “the_strumbet city
~in the sunsetﬁ, and Ifish'political history. Thus, in this case, the
dialectical exchange occurs between playwright and audience. |

In The Moon in the Yellow River and The,Scythe and the Sunset,

the episfemological ﬁrégess, the movement from illusion to reality, i;
closed, and occﬁrs within the framework éf the play. Characters are more
fully realized and both.their fdeological debate and the action generate
- ps&chological movement to greafer Seif—awaréness and self>knowledge.
.Iﬁ viewing the four Qorks thaf deal with perlufion the degpée of seif

knowledge attained by revolutionary leaders varies from play to play.

" The 01d Lady Says 'No!' can be considered an introduction to the issues that

form the revolutionary dialectié, both in terms of theme and form:. The

‘Moon in the Yellow River is an examination of the'revolutionary hero and

of murder'. From the point of view of
e ' '

form, Johnston employs a representative or realistic mode; however, a <

the justification of .the "politics

uijaniety*sfﬁgiyles reveal themselves in the play; Thus in The Moon the™

revolutionary dialectic also occurs in the use of contrasting modes.

N
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.Ideological issues are much more .clearly defined in The Scythe and the

Sunset than they are in The Moon in the Yellow River. There is a

movement in clarity in the expressions of the revolutionary issue or

theme between the two plays. Johnston's treatment of the psychology of

revalution evolves and becomes more clearly defined in The Scythe and the
Sunset. - +

.. The Golden Cuckoo in its latest form is a further permutation
¢ -

L

of Johnston's characteristically dialectical treatment of revolution.
Little conflict exists in the psyche of Dotheright, Johnston's revolutionary.

He is predisely defined as a type of Don Quixote whose stabbing at

<

windmills may be ineffectual in practical terms, but in metaphysical
terms is necessary, right and successful in its own idiosyncratic way.
His character is an example of the metaphysical rebel: he is Johnston's

A

St. Joan. Like The Moon and The Scythe, The Golden Cuckoo is primarily

in a realistic'mode; but what is of crucial interest iﬁ analyzing the
play from -the point of view.bf the revolutiqnary dialectic are the
revisions to that form;v the empioyment of contrasting modes sharply
définés the .metaphysical rebeilion that occurs in the play. Althgugh'the

‘initial version of The Golden Cuckoo first appeared in the late 30's,

Johnston's revisions (made in the 50's and 70's) require that it be
treated last in the following discussion of the evolution of the

revolutionary theme in Johnston's political drama. The first major

'

restatement of the revolutionary theme after The 0ld Lady was. Johnston's

-

" second play, The Moon in the YellﬂﬁgRiver and it is to that major work

that we shall now. turn.



CHAPTER II

ROMANCE AND REALITY: THE MOON IN THE YELLOW RIVER

" The Moon in the Yellow River, produced by the Abbey in 1931, is

a majér'departure from the avaﬁt-garde expressionism of The 0ld Lady Says

'No!' to a more familzar realistic mode. The play's representational fbrma
and concern witﬁ (then) contemporary political issues and Ir}eh nationalism
coaform to tﬁe traditional characteristics and expectations that had
evolved to define a "typical' Abbey play. Yet, despite its adherence to
the conventions of realism in form ane'structufe; The Meon eontains
surrealistic elements of style which both'gptensify‘and illuminate speecb,

action and character, at times transforming the play from the mundane to

the magical, reminiscent of The 0ld Lady.

Expre551onlst1c technique is not overt in The Moon as it is in

The 0ld Lady rather, the freedom in action and character that

expressionism allows for is subsumed in a heightening of/the realistic.
Surface of the play; manifested‘parkicularly in comedy aap~ aree;_-That
is, farcicdl dialogue and action straia‘against the realietic mode,
continually ¢reating an atmosphere of absurdism that undercuts the

- pepresentational form." In.this way, a dialectical tension'is created in
the combination of contrasting modes; At high points of dramatic action
in the piay there is a continual movement to the surreal and absurd.:

As does The Old Lady, The Moon crltlcally examines the role of

revolutlon in Irlsh pollthS, nevertheless, the play expresses a complex

of . themes, one belng the impact of 1nternatlonal lndustrlallsm on Ireland

Cog
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The play is, therefbre, more than a pritical look at revoiutiénary
asbirations and values; however, political rebellion is always either a
major part of, or inflﬁence on the actidn. For, in tepms'of political
rebellion, the revolutionary dialectic encompasses the theme gf inter-
natiénal industrialism; The Moon's revolutionaries.peact against the
;transitiqn of Ireland from a rural, pastoral retreat . to a mbdern
industrialized state;' Thus, in its most general interpretation, the
»dialecfical,pgnfrontatiQn in the play consists of the old order against
the new. ;ge international theme thus becomes part of Darrell‘Blake and

Columba's reaction against the Free State™~government.

Nevertheless, in his preface to The Moon in the Yellow River,

L]

""Let There Be Light'", Johnston states the theme of the play simply as h

o ) .
ipternational industrialism. Minimizing its Irishness Johnston says:

Indeed, I have sometimes wondered whether the fact that” its
setting suggests the Liffey or the Shannon, and that it

contains incidents drawn from the conflict of Irregular and .
Free Stater, is sufficient to constltute The Moon 1n the Yellow
River as an Abbey play at a11.l

Déspité Johnston's remark, the state of civil unrest of the late 1920's
 is, of course, as equally important é focus o%‘theme and action as is
international industrig}ism. Characters, actions and allusions have
international spbpé; at the same time, however, the aétion and;
characterization of the play are locaiized aﬁd typically Irish. Johnsggn

draws on several contemporary political realities for the situation of

’
N

" the plot. A sizeable minority of the Irish people rejected fhe'Treaty of
1921 and continued their clandestine revolutionary activities well on
into thé_late 1920's. The I.R.A. rebellion was initially a reaction

* against the exclusion of Ulster. from the Free State, and, subsequently,"
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a reaction against the violent'repressive measures of the new Irish Free
State govebnmeht:' between 1922 and 1923, the latter executed seventy-
seven political prisonefs without trial.2 '
Mofeover, the Shannon Hydroelectrical Power P{?nt, approvéd in

1923, was a controversial issue from 1922 onwards 'in the iﬁ?a7t Republic

and, although the plant was never actually destroyed, it was in constant

" danger of insurrectidnary assault. A massive project built under the

. N . .
supervision of German engineers, it was also to some extent a measure of

political expediency, a "diversionary tactic'" to draw attention away from

- the I.R.A. opposition,s.;Economically, its purpose was to provide

inexpensive electrical power for the immediéte industrialization of rural
Ireland; Thus; from a positive point of view, tﬁe Shannén scheme was an
attempt by the new government to.bring'Iréland into the twentieth century
industriélly and stimulate the ecohdmy. Negative response to the project
Qas xenopﬁobic, ideological and ecological. The profect, direcfedvby
foreigners, would despoil the countryside; moreover, from an ideological
point of view, the ﬁroject coﬁld result in_Ipe;an&’s submipsion to the
"culf’ofvthe machine." International industrialism became, in effect? ah»

issue in Irish politics. The various strands forming the contemporary

N 4

Irish poiitical situation are woven into the play and are the occasion

a

for the conflict and action of the plot and an important element in
characterization. ) ~

-

The play's focus expands to encompass the univepsal implicatiqns

of its themes largely through multipl§ geographical references and

~allusions to classical myth and history, while simuitaneousiy narrowing

. to an intihate view of Ireland and the Irish. 1The-dYnamics of the play's

shifting perspective can be described as a constant movement from general

Y



to particular, conversely from the unique or local to the universal

depending on the chéracter experiencing the action. In some ways there
are similarities with Eisenstein's technidue of collision-linkage-
mon£age,which creates violent.but dramatically effective metaphoric
juxtéposition of scenes to advance narrative and theme. Through the
agency of Dobelle, Tauschland Blake, tﬁe poinf of view shifts from

Dobelle's living room wfthvits uview of the Works, to China, the Gran

Chaco, Munchen, Dante's Hell, to constantly return to Ireland which, by

extreme contrast, is comic, mundane, and as Dobélle says of his home, '"a
deuced unmannerly house'--replete with the buffoons,'George and Potts,
and the comically aggressive Agnes.

) .

The constant shift in perspective occasioned by change in point
of view or mood and actioﬁ is part of the dialectical process in which
there is a continual motion between'contrasting or contrary modes of
thought or behaviour. One of Johnston’s principlé.techniques in modulatiﬁg
shifting perspectives or. movements of point of view is verbal irony and
ironic deflation. 1In thislirénie interplay between characters, Qe afe_-

presented with a kaleidoscope of differing views on the Irish in revolt:
4 N . . B p

twentieth century man for'or against the machine, active man versus the

‘passive or contemplative man, the romantic idealist pitted against the

cynical realist, the life of imagination or the spirit as opposed to’

materialism. The‘opposing_points of view form antithetical poles in the

dialectic or argument carried on throughout the play in Johnston's

Blakean realm '"where Contrarieties are equally true'". )
1 =

As in Shaw, these dialectical contrarieties are revealed in exten-
sive conversation, witty and humorous debates, but in The Moon the arguments

or confrontations between characters are punctuated by a great variety of

S
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action and movement, some of it totally unpredictable. In its various and

L

lively action and brilliant flashes of color and vitality, it is

reminiscent of The 0ld Lady Says "No!" The comic, but analytical discourse

of Act I, for example, between Dobelle and Tausch is invaded time and

AN .

again by the farcical action of the other inhabitépts of the Dobelle

household. The arrival of the I.R.A. men, Willie and Blake, gives the

action a more focused direction as the revolutionary theme begins to

’

dominate and "international industrialism' takes on an Irish character
and is worked out both in an Irish and a specific political context. The

plot is generated first by the dialectic--in particular between Dobelle

i
..

and Tausch, then Blake and Tausch--and secondly by the insurréctionary
intent to blgw up the powerhouse. |

Participants in the various individual confrohtations that
propeL,the,plét forward, the characfers are also representative types
ina;much as théy function in an ideologicaitframework. Tauéch is,vfor
’ekample,an ideologue and a '"practical man'" represénting the new age of
induétrialisﬁvandbpreaéhipg the teheté of technological progress. in fhe
play, in whigh the.active man ;eréus the roméntic visionary is a major
dialectical contrast; Téuéch is both. He is a practical man of science,
an electrical engineer; but his commitment to modern industrial progress
is romantic, visionary and, it appears, deluded. Much.of the aetion and
dialogue of tﬁe play deflates-his vision of the future. Nevertheless,b
Tausch is not dealt with totally unsympatheticéllf. Early in Act I,
Tqusch's'commitment to inaustry_and technology is‘matched by-his
enthusiastic devotion to music, an appropriate e#emplum Qf German culture,
and to his family. Tausch exemplifies two conflicting straiﬁs in the

German psychg: the barbaric, - which allows the adoption of a new,
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Godlees technoiogy;and the artistic, spiritual and intellectual elements
of a culture whose achievement has been a major contribution to Western
art and thought.

Joﬁnston's treatment of Tausch "the Bosch" is acgtely

perceptive. As a manifestation of the German bourgeocis consciousness

(circa 1930) and as a personifiqgtion of the new technocracy about to
launch the Thipd Reich, the character of Tausch surely anticipates the
political and social changes that occurred in Germany in 1932-34. As

Tausch says of Germany:
, 4 -
There we still have the virile youth of a new nation: hope,

courage and the ability to rise again. Put Germany in the
saddle and you will find that she can ride. (109)

&

Whether in fact thnston has the rise of Hitler in mind specxflcally is
irrelevant to aﬂpanalySLS of the play. Nonetheless, what happened in

Germany in the 1930's as a ‘result of the yoking of science, technology
aﬁd the state ie an extreme example-ef what the rebels in the play are

reacting against.

Cn a lesser note, Bobelle reacts against Tausch's romanticism.
Tausch the practical man romanticises not>only the material effect of the
new industrialism, whicﬁ will "redeem" Ireland from "the sordig

trivialities of peasant life" (109), but dlso romanticises the attitude

‘ . . 4 : . e
of mind, of intellectual freedom, ,that results from material prosperity.

He Etates: : \

Do not please think that I am preaching the doctrine of

material prosperity. That matters nothing. It is here, in the

brain, that we find all that is of any value. It is the change

of mind that only power can bring that w1ll be the justification
for all my work here. (109) -

The "doctrines of material prosperity” that Tausch does indeed
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preach are here dlevated to the spiritual: material brosperity will

convert the masses to the values of a new technological age. Ireland

will be a "happy nation of free men". Tausch's unrestrained enthusiasm

.is not only the result of an intellectual commitment but also an irrational
_belief in "progr;ss". Tausch's ideals and romantic aspirations for the
new age are dangerous-because for him the ends not only justify the means,
but aiso the means in themselves beéome the end of his doctrine and the
endeavors it genérates.

Although they do share their profession, Dobelle's character
(in almost every aspect) is in dialectical opposition to Tausch. Tausch
is most impressed by Dobelle's céreer: he is proud that he is now the
neighbor.'"of the man whose'wdrks . + . [he has] studied for so many s
years" (100). Dobélle, well-educatéd and certainly successful in/his
chosen field, ha; "built railway bridges anywhere from Hungary to Gran
Chaco" (lQl). Like Taugch, as a young man he too was an idéalist,serving
”Righteousness:with that intense desire fér service that one has»in one's.
youth" (101). Subsgqpently réjecting ﬁis ser&ice to- "Righteousness", the
distinguished écholar and railway enginker of international repufe has

returned to Ireland to live in near seclusion, amusing himself with toy

trainsyand the Encyclopaedia. Dobelle's return has been initiated by a

moment of "revelation', one learns as the play progresses,'reiated to the
" death in childbirth of his wife Mary, and‘to the realization that Ireland
is his spiritual home.; Dobelle's moral aﬁd spiritual nihilism is
complemented by his emotional“witﬁdrawal.‘ Blaming his child, Blanaid,

for the death of her mother, he has eqfrusted her upbpinging and education
to his sistér, Coluﬁba. His rejection of Blanaid is at times active and

cruel. Tausch's kind, friendly interest in Blanaid is an admirable@gnd

T .



32

ironic contrast to Dobelle's unsymﬁéthetic and hostile attitude towards
the girl, which is dramatically exemplified by his refusal to accept her
gift of the Girl Guide diary that was given her by Darrell Blake.

Dobelle is a dispassionate observer of the events that unfold in the play
and his objective analysis and denunciation of Tausch's belief in progress
engage our trust; nevertheless, Dobelle's treatment of his daughter, one
ef several of the play's sub-plots, only serves to alienate us. Although
he is certainly a spokesman for the playwright, he is, significantly, not
a completely appealing eharacter; at-times, indeed, he is far from it,

His relationship with Blapaid and his belief in wrong are actualizations
of and a morbid var%ation on the theme of romanticism permeating the play.
In his own way, Dobelle, the ob]ectlve analyst, is stagln%$hls own, one-
man revolt against the immutable realities of his life and as the action
unfolds, his rejection of reality proves as futile as does that of the
other characters.

Darrell Blake is a far more appealing character than Dohelle.
and his actions are meant to be seen as a foil to Dobelle's renunciation
of the world. While Dobelle is a disillusioned romantie, cynically
convinced of the inevitable corruption and hopelessness of life, Blake is
a type of Byronlc hero, playing at the game -of '""Revolution" and half in
love with death Both Blake and Dobelle are similar in appearance--
refined,usensitive, highly strung--clearly having something of the -
imaginative seneibility'of artists.. The character of Blake exemplifies
thefeonjunction of art and politics: throughout, he is engaged in a
performance in which his actions dlstance him from hlS role as rebel

leader. As a politician, he s;ncerely believes in the necessity to react

against a government that has made a mockery of the ideals of the
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ﬁrole.-.WLllLam IrW1n Thompson comments on the perceptligulnSLght.of;the

revolutlon but ds an artlst he'has an 1ron1o perspective .on hlS actlons

't'

and an understandlng of the 1nherently contradlctory nature of hlS duaL

Y

-
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Tb llve out hlS role the polit1c1an must belleve or pretend that
the next revolution 6r piéce .of leglslatlon will‘make a "
'«dlfference and that the dlfference is worth living. and dylng
for.-. . «...The. art;st with an older sort of wisdom- knows ‘better.
. he sees that the revolution” ‘that is to bring about ‘the
dlctatorshlp O£ the proletarlat w1ll brlng about the dictator-
shlp of the exproletariat.5 PR ‘ .

R
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Blake throughout thé first two acts of the play engages in a self-consclous'

~ __\

N . i
parody of hlmself -and hlS "enemles" ' Hls sPeech'ls saturated WLth' .

alluSLOns to llterature—-Dante, the Blble AqulnaSJ—g1v1ng 1t the lyrlcal

grace of poetry Nevertheless, Blake must be taken serlously as a

r-nevolutionary_ ‘Desplte hls charmlng:manner and hlS maklng a game of

..

blow1ng up the Works, Blake is sxncere in h1s actlve revolt against the

Free State Government and 1ndustrral development - dn creatlng a

» t

revolutlonary who is an. artlst flgure, Johnston is approprlately 1m1tat1ng

a4y

llfe ' Irlsh hlstory is .rife w1th ‘the hero who blends romance and reallty,»”

as dld Padralc Pearse the paradlgm of the revolutlonary in modern Irlsh
polltlcal hlstory 1 Pearse, poet and rebel leader not only romant1c1zed :
‘the cause of {rlsh lnsurrectlon,but shaped it and elevated it to the
level of the mythlc and sacred In Pearse 5 almost wholly subjectlvell
response to the polltlcal s1tuatlon of Ireland prlor to 1916 death was
percelved as a sacred act of martyrdom and bloodshed as "cleans;ng and

: . 6
sanctlfylng",‘ Blake s character 1s-é varlatlon on the theme oﬁ the

revolutionary romantlcrthat‘was to_be more completely developed in The

- -Scythe and the Sunset. Whereas Tetley of The Sczthepis a totallfg’

L . s



: committed ;omantic:modeiléd‘largely on ?adraic Pearse, Blake's self- ~
,csnsdiogsﬁeég complicates hisdromantﬁt)involvementsomewhat. He is
 Ndeadljd§§;ions in purpose but;‘at thewsame elmé knows he is playing a
. game, Infthe dlalectlcal structure of the play, however his romantic-
Ldeallsm makes hlm the '"man w1th the idea" opposed to his counterpart ‘ , '@
;Lanigan,."the‘man of action"”, whom iponically he is responsible fon
sbringing into;the revolutiOnany movement. Not only are Laniéan and Blake
. - S . :
idialectically cdntrasting characters, they can also bevs§en as two sides
“of a singie character 'Blake nepresenting the intellect and Lanigan the
will® Their split personallty exempllfles the split in Irlsh society and -
politics after 1ndependence in 1921, when a strong and voc1ferous mlnorlty
re] ected the terms of the treaty with England Lanlgan, who has become a ' g
4;member of the Free State police. force,has compromlsed accepted the
'treaty and the new Ireland: he.ls~a polltlcal reallst in comparison to
the - ‘romantic 1deallst Blake. | |
i In a.sense, however, his killing:of Blake is a’reVolutionary‘
act. As he says; "I was a rebel once. What I've done was war then. Now
I'm on_ the other s1de and 1t s murder‘... . (and'further) . ,:. I‘ve_
always been taught that 1t s not words but deeds the country needs, sp
'I'll‘go on-d01ng what‘I can,'no matter!” (150). As a physxcal‘foree_man,’

" he has dispensed with forms of law and justice and used guerrilla tactice-

to maintain civil order. Through‘Dobelle's negative neaction,iwe-sbe@
“that Jonnston does not condone panigan's action, bnt'nevertheless
recoénlzes its neces31ty Tauschvmust learn in’the COnrse Qf the play
that in the advent of a new. order, the "blrth of a nation is‘ne" 1mma»

| conceptlon"-(152);, In supplylng power £6r the barracks, Tausch ls

-“personally implicated in the Irish polltlcal sltuatxon: he must aacépf“'

t
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least hi ted at,by the settlng‘_ The Dobelle househoid occupxes the

35

that death is the price of his adherence to "rlghteousness"‘
Tausch's entrance into Dobelle s dwelllng is: ‘an entry lDtO an

\

Irish "Heartbreak House"7 where the old order that of tradltlonal
Ireland is fast dlSlntegrating, it 1s a process represented by the chaos
of the stage settlng, w1th its books, blueprlnts flshlng tackle and toy

trains contrlbutlng ta an effect of "shock1ng dlsarray ~Issues orn

to be dlscussed ln the play are symbollcally represented or at

whlch is, about to unfold The dlsorder of the room beSLdes representlng

h the prgsen;tpolltlcal and soclal state of Ireland exempllfles.the”‘

'ﬂleccentr1c1t1es of Lts lnhabltants and the ldlosyncratlc relatlonshlps of

hthe Dobelle famlly, and ln partlcular the estrangement of father and -

Q'daughter. The sound of the turblnes, whlch can be heard "whenever the ;‘l_“"

'e:subplot of. the drama the blrth of the Mulpeter babx and also embodles a

“”v1sitor, Tausch Later on, she lS unquestldhably domlnant in. relatlon to ‘

. lndustrlallsnvg;'f "“'] vfxf' o

jhall door 13 opened"; lS an audltorv sxgnal of the 1mpact of lnternatlonal

./4

Salew

' ﬂ

bodled domineering woman »lS laylng the table.l She 1ntP0duces the;”F

el "u.

.jprimltlve or elemental llfe force 1n her superstltmpn laden lament for -

et

jfjthe sufferlng of chlldblrth Her rugged but un1magxnat1ve practlcallty

Tielwy

1fcauses her to dlsregard her approprlate soclal roleﬁgglle admrttlng the

5. ,n - !

S

?her son, Wlllle, and hlS revolutlonary act1v1t1es are of llttle

. I

‘281gn1flcance to her. Early 1n Act I, @aggston cleverly uses her speecht,f

*to satlrlze her as a stereotype of the lgnorant and superstltlous Irlsh

P

As the flrst act opens, Agnes, the servant, an enormous full—3 --j

(._. .
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peasaﬁt and, by eontrast, Tausch as a punctilious teehnocrat, the prophet
of - the new industrial age. The Works, whicﬁ are to Tausch a symbol of
man's capacity for power--both real and potential--are te Agnes merely
clatterlng mechanlcallsms", a nuisance "driving the blessed sleep from
[Mrs. Mulpeter's] . . . poor tired eyes". Moreover, her
,malappopietlc use of language and lack of fespect for Tausch's authority,
fd;‘he ie,"after all, socially and economlcally her superior,-and a guest,
are an approprlate 1ntroductlon to the atyplcal and dlsorderly Dobelle

.household - As well Agnes is a type of Cathleen ni Houllhan, a strong,
['4

)

v earthy,peasant woman,whose humorous 51mple—m1ndedness, vitality and

_*assertiveness undercut the various posturings and perspectiveés of the

/other,charaCters.

'The purpose of Tausch's vigdit is to meet Dobelle Tausch

' “thattrlbutes Dobelle s return to Ireland as. a love for his homeland and

+

’ "the conclu31on-—that . e [hls].. . . own place is the best after all".

eTauseb,.tue practical man thinks pne can become acquainted with the true
o T‘*naturevand charm of lveland oanA§ eountry'by taking a couree and,

HCA_: a;havlng done that, is susceptible to the '"call of romance" and the "charm ‘
._ 0f the West" Tausch's 3udgment .is supe »flc_mal and romant'ased as it
”i'is on_his own sentimental feelings for_hj}‘hﬁmeland. 4 »’7

Tauscb isibliﬁd te the reallty thate%%e'fafcical‘ﬁair, George

© and Captaiﬁ Potts, whe.ha&e)entered_ﬁdrunk and.disorderly" andvgivea us
the scenarie.of;typiealblrish humour, afe, in‘their sentimep;al grief. and
- general - ineptitude and’dlearray, an inteéral part of the "charm of the
wesé". Dobelle has~renounced the'world’because it "maddens" hih ‘but

returned to Ireland one assumes, not because it is any less mad, rather,

ﬁgfause he has no 1llu51ons about a nation of Georges and Captaln Pottses,

B
N



o

o , R 37

who "may believe in fairies' but "who., trade in pigs'--a nation where

" reality is clearly seen to be irrational. As the exchange between Tausch

and Dobelle continues, the.Germah perceives that Dobelle's retreat is

spiritual -and smugly makes reference to China, an iponicfaliUSionpto the

title of the play as ‘a romantic aspiration to the life of the spirit or

imagination. One assumes he is interpreting Dobelle's renunciation of

the world as a contemplative or mystical withdrawal. But Dobelle has

renohnced the spiritual, and uttérly rejected the moon in the. Yellow

Ri@er, a symbol for the romantic delusion of Irish patriotism.
ﬁf ' Tausch says (smiling), "I suspect Mr Dobelle that you visited

(AR

e ‘ ) . r-m . . .
China as well as the Gran Chaco". Dobelle's retort again juxtaposes '

Tausch's idealism and the life of ‘the spirit against an image of
unremitting coarseness: : L.
: : N . N \

I suppose every cock crows loudest on its own dunghill.  Here
it is still possible to live on one's own mind. Even if"

usually it proves a mighty poor diet. And speaking of diet, I

did ask you to supper, didn't I? (102) ’

The images of defecation and auto-cannibalism effectively undercut
Tausch's pretensions to insight about what might motivate his neighbours.

In addition, they epitomize Dobelle's cyﬁicism and hard-edged pessimism

concerning man's potential for virtue in an evil world, and Dobelle's own

—

lack of gpiritual puépose. Although Dobélle'é Qorld view fs at the very
ieast purga;orial, if not hellish,-fhe-méod does not darken to désp&ir
due to tge entry ;f Columba, who cuts an absurd figure, profgctively
wheeling her bicycle through the living rooh.

Columbé's’hostility towards Tausch is rendeﬁed'humorously;

nevertheless, it focuses on what is ostensibly the major theme of the

play, the rejection of international industrialism, that is, *'the Works",

o (
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?y a group of %ocal-inhabitants who dre clandestine reﬁublican revolution-
aries. It seems Columba is not directly tiedfin with a political
 organization, that is, with Willievand Blake; hqﬁéver, she has spentltimq
in jail and is actively subversivé, composing and distributing
revolutiocnary propaganda;:,Her role both recalls.and corresponds to the
historicai role of women in Irish revolution;ry politics; liké Emer of
The Scythe, she is a.kind of Counfess Markievicz or Maﬁd Goﬁne,

Because of her eécentricity,'one doesn't takeihér protest
against the works too seriouély; howevér; it does anticipaée the entrance °

of the armed revolutionaries, Willie and Blake. And al%pough‘Columba's

idiosyncrasies are treated lightly, her extreme

regard(gor her possessions,
\ .

in particular'the bicycle, and the affair of fhe'mowiqg machine, are
irdniCa;ly played against her political stand; fully articulatgd later in
,Act‘II. ~As the play progresses, we are forced to také hér seriously.
'She-is'ggainst man*s dependgnce on the machine _whicﬁ will forever alter
his liféstyle and values,.and égainst the man'who controls the machines,
thereby controlling men. Tausch does not anticipate or fully comprehend
Columba's and Blake'é\rejection of the advent of modefn industrialism in
Irélandfandnthe alien technocgaf, ", . . with é small technical education
and with neither culture nor religion to»guide him", who miéht untpinkingly
iﬁpésé_his will upon thL majority. Tausch, a man whq;believes in order
and hence in the prediC%ébilityvof human behaviour, is misled by his own
superficial ;nd illusory judgment of the Irish, Although nog-violent,‘
Columba is part of a socio-political environment where»eccentﬁicity,
politiéal anarchiém and violence; delibérate or otherwise,/éﬁfear to be

. ) ' /
the.nbrm. Columba, Willie and Agnes represent the innaﬁé/irrationality

- M . . //
of the Irish,creating a dialectical tension between jyéir irrational®

. » X
., . /

A
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inefficiency and Tausch's righteous belief in the sdpremacy of order.

The romantic, irrational impulse to rebel in Ireland is institutionalized .
- .

in fhe I.R.A. " As Dobelle says: "In most couptries the political
idealist is merely a bofe, butLhere’he has thé disgoncerting_tradition.of
action.. He usually bhas his own government and his own army as wéil, yéq

" see" (104).. a

Tausch's reply--'you mean to say that hé-doesbnot recognizg the
.machinery of'democrady?ﬁ-—reiterates the motif4of order and the méchihe.
Tausch's yoking of the ﬁachiné iﬁd democfacy tends to dehumanize thg state;
;Einforcing the gap between the reﬁ?Iﬁffbnaries and the“preéent'governmeﬁt
of Ireland symbolized by Tgusch's.wprks. Once\ggain, we are also_rém}nded

that Tausch sees human behaviour .in mechanical terms, as rigid and

t

controllable. Moreover, human industpyiand initiatﬁve, yhen directed
‘towards production, are valﬁable for their own sake;_for,.despite its
ominous potential,)Geérgefs gun immediately gains Tausch's admiration and
'respect.' Téusch‘says, "0f course it is not the application I admire. I

am not so materialisti¢: But the spirit--the praxis--it is an example"

~

" (1om.
: Huﬁan intelligence when manifested in technélogical achievement

is here divpréed ffém-moralify, ihasmuch as the gun 1is an instrument'of

human destruction and, of course, is ironically the eventual destrgyer of

Tausch's powephousé; .Tgusch's faith in'the harnessing of the human

sﬁirit in practical endeavor obscures any aBility he might have to

/ , . o .
‘perceive apparent or‘reél danger Pesulting'fpom the practical application
of Schiller"s_dictg@ that."freeddmgcannot exist save when united with

might" (109). Indeed, Blake's rebellion (like Lanigan's murderous-action)

is an enactment of Schiller's logic which is dangerous in its reduction
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of human values, hence, human behaviour, to simplistic and amoral terms.
From Tausch's point cf_v?ew, it is the legitimate use of power (that is,
the "freedom" to harness electrical power) which will transform aﬁd
redeem Ireland "from the sordid trivialities of peasant life to something
newer and be%ter" Tausch does not stop here, however. but contlnues in

helghtened and lyrlcal language

Soon you will be‘aehappy nation of free men--free not by the
magic of empty formulae or by the color of the coats you wear,
but by the inspiration of power--power--power. And on that
day,=I shall say in the words of Horace . . . . (109)

Tausch's hyﬁn to power (with biblical intcnations and biblical
and claéeical allusions, By which He raises it to the sacroSanct)eis
‘abruptly interrupted by the entry of the masked gunman, Willie. Willie's
-entry ironically deflates Tausch's romant1c12atlon of Schlller s credo
and Tausch's belief in Ireland's potential for order and material
prosperity. Dobelle's dark and prophetic warnings that Ireland holds
".o. . vampires . . . that feed on blood and bear bcmbs‘. .o .”,.and that
". . . in the mists that creep down from the mountalns you will meet
monsters that glare back’at you with your own face. . . ." (109) begin
to,be‘fulfilled. |

Silence and an ecohomy of language and mcvement.maintain.an
initial ten51on while the characters, in partiecular, Dobelle grope for
appropriate phrases and gestures. Intense suspense is created by Blanaid
running .out of the room as it seems fcr a moment she is in danger of
being shot by the gunman, The tension diséipates with the entry. of Agnes

“and her recognitiocAfhat the gunman is her own son Willie. At an
exceedinglyrswift'pace, the play has mé?ed from excited expectation;..

' -climaxed by Tausch's speech on power, to great intensity and from that to
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comedy. Agnes' comical indignation about her dirty floor immediatelyy
undercuts the seriousness of the revolutionafy threat. Willie's "military

\ L4
business'" becomes a source of amusement: threatened violénce that held

all in suspense just moments before has been complete reversed and, in

a comic routine worthy of the music hall Dobelle accuges Agnes of being -

violent in her reaction to Willie. In response to his mother's scolding,

Wil;ie comically speaks the theme of the play when Ne says to his mother,

"That's right. - Now, violence never did any good, Ma. You know that"

1

(111). Furthermore, Dobelle “and Wlllle s prolonged dlscu551on about the

-
»

payment fof‘petrol underscores the naiveté of the supposed revolutionaries,
who aISO’seem,absurd;y inept. Because the dlscu581on,1s prolonged, the
_comedy moves from the merely amusing to the farcical and sllghtly

_surreal. From the p01nt of view of the dialectic between Tausch and
Dobelle, the scene exempllfles the transcendance of Tausch's belief in -
‘the machinery of power by human relatlonshlps. The warmth and ilvellness
of the eharapners' relafionships underscore, then the harshness of
Tausch's phlllstlnism and by contrast, make hlm seem sllghtly repulsive,

-

At this p01nt in the actlon,Darrell Blake, the revolutlonary in
command of“the opefation, enters, "with,gr;at grace and charm of manner,"
and,;rafher inappropriate;y, unarmed. His sardonic, almost satirically
humorous‘manner matches that of’Debelle-and both, in fact, treat the
occasion as little more than a social call. Blake'asks for a drink and
responds flippantly ;o TauScn’sbanxiety~by parody ing himse;f as_apman of
aetion; \Accopdiné to thedrebel, Tauseh.rather than a thinking man, -
should be ", . . a man’of action like Blake . d L Blake goes on to

describe himself as "terribly dangerous, I aSSure you. You_should see

the blood I've spilt.in\my time!" (114).

: <.
ra o
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The dichotomy which Blake ‘has set up, the man of ideas againsF
the man of action, applies of course to Plake himself; he is‘not the man ‘
of action but,bironically, the man of ideas. Blake is an intellectual”
rather than a physical force man, and again,he is a poet or artist figure
(his name surely an allusion toﬂthe pre-Romantic poet, William Blake).
Moreover, in tﬂia confroh;ation between Tausch and Blake, a central irony
of the play is introduced. Blake frivolously names Revolution as his
reason for blowing up the power house. In response to Tausch's disdainful
diemiasal of revolution as "just a word", Blake replies: "A beautiful
word. .So few people aopreciate.beautiful wo;ds nowadays" (1ll4). Despite
namlng revolution as his motive and force as his' method, he parodles his

“role and mocks Tausch's concern. .He romanticizes revolqﬁhonary oolltlcal

action by what he says: there is no doubt that he is an actor in a drama
. %

of which he is the creator. Both from his perspective and from Johnston's,

Y

his revolution is a creative act. Nevertheless, here, his sardonic

3

manner detaches him. sufficiently from what he does and says to indicate
his awareness of the paradoxical nature of the role he has cast himself

in, and’ifs inherent difficulty.

Nowhere has ‘the futlllty of violent lnsurrectlon been better

exempllfled perhaps than in Ireland, where Wlllle s cry, "UP THE REBELS!"

€114), has resounded in some form or another throughout a history of.
: 'ﬁ ‘ 5 N ’ -

N . ‘ - [
foreigu‘conquest and domination; The use of force‘compromises the -.

_ 1deallst he usually ends up playlng the oppressor s game 'Thos, as
i

Robert Brusteln says the "ideal of revolt remalns pure and absolute, but

the act of revolt 1s usually a source of tension,_ sufferlng ang despalr n8

'
Neverthe;ess, The Moon“rarely darkens to despaln; instead, despair and

violence are almost completely in&erted~whenever they are hinted at in the

L
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play, as in the case of Agnes' recognition of Willie.whifh deflates the
threatening possibility of violence. |

Against the background of an'absurd afmosphere where the
ivrational takes precedemce over anything reasonaple’or predictable,
Tausch seémé to be the only character taking bimself seriouély at the . end
6f Aét I. vTPe curtain comes down on Tausch feverishly attemp?ing to phone
the military aided and abetted quite naively by Willie, whose oblivious-
"ness is a source of considerable comed& and again a mockery of Irish
inefficiency. Willie‘s.and Blake's intentions to blow up the Péwe{ House
can hardly seem thrgatening in the faée'of\such naiveté.

The play shifts from the fairly rapid pace of excited dialogue
. ' & . . . ' | "
and movement of Act I to a subdued (by contrast) Captain Potts and George

entertaining Blanaid with an amusing réminiscence of 1life at sea. The

setting has moved from the interior of the Dobelle residence; however, the

untidiness of the room--a store for the Coast Life Saving Service and a
"dumping place' for- the Dobelles' belongings--echoes the chaos of the

- . R
Dobelles' living room. On one side of the room the gun's shells, "four

.

polished projectiles', stand on a workman's bench and they and the gun

act as a magnet dréwiné the principal characters in one by one. The

s

initial scene with Captain Potts, George and Blanaid is a set piece, a
ne 1 ~aptal .

quiet interlude,which momentarily diverts us from the other characters

and the conflict between Tausch and Blake. - George angd Potts' anecdote

and Blake's presentation of the diary to Blanaid are‘by turns amusing and

touching. ¢

The tempo of the dialogue is conversational and realistic, the
language for the most part commonplace; however, Blake's charactefistic_“

religioys diction gives his speech a lyrical grace and romantic intensity

- 4 -

2
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markedly different from the speech of the other charactefé. Fof example,
as hé hands Blanaid the diary he tells her: "I want tb atone for my past
with a present" (119). Iﬁ addition, his continual a%}usions to religion
(initiated by theAblessing'of the decanter in Act I) are humorous and
self-conscious mockery, an explicit reminder that he is educated,
thoughtful and aware of the implications of his idealism and of his

.
révolutibnary role. Columba's remark from Act I, which overlaps with the
acfion of Act II, that the "proud and their pride shall be laid low"
kllg) is heard momentarily, echoing the religiogs tone of Blake's comment
to Blanaid. Although Célumba is not self—coﬁscious as is Blake, her
religiosify exemplifies the Irish cultural context and the religious zeal
of the Irish revolutiénary movement in general. In addition, the religious
. and classical allusions in speech, pafticularly_Blake's, intensify thé
mood of the play: this tendency towards the surreal "alienates'" us from
the romantic ideals.motivating the revolutionary characters.

v

. Moreovér,'the juxtaposition of Tauschﬂs bourgeois sensibilities
and its correspondingly mundane speech Qith Blake's lyrical andiromanticl
"lines gnderscores the dialectical cogtra;ts between the ﬁiddle’élass
reactionary and fhé romantic rebel which gain an even greater intensity
as the action continuesh Blake's intention to use the guﬂgto play a
great joke. on Tausch as well as.his exuberant elaboration of the planned
destruction of the works réveal‘ that Blake's motives whiie éincere are
_secondary .to his impulsive désire for £he romantic gesture. ..In this
.'instance he is certainly the artﬁst'cr;ating a rev;lufionary scenario, "a
cat and mouse game" that is fantasy rather than reality. The running

. / N v .
account by George and Potts of the guh's workings, about which it is plain

Blake is totally ignorant, is a comic counterpoint' to its underlying threat,
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both in a real sense (it is after all a potential danger) and as a symbol
of the end re;ult of industrialism. The.handling of the projectiles, the
carryiﬂg outﬁof them one by one, is also farcical, the high point of the'
farce surely when Willie drops one, causing all the characters to head
for cover unﬁecessarily, as the shell does ﬁot explode, displaying tyﬁical
Irish incompetencé from all points of view.

At this point in the play, the characters, especially Blake and
- Tausch, intensify their deﬁate concerning man against machine. Throughout
their exchange, Johnston sardonically plays on the motif of the machine;
for example, Blake tells Tausch he_hopes-that "L . [h?] is a foeman |
worthy‘of (his] . . . steel'", and goes on to imgvéés'upon Tausch the
horror of the invasion of industry into Irelaﬁa while in the background
.‘Geo%ge aﬁd Potts conduct a comical course of inquiry into the pqssible
flaws in the gun and its shells. Rejecting Tausch's concept ;f progress,
Blake refuses to have the Irish turned into "a race of pimps and beggars"

by Tausch's "ludicrous machinery'". Totally opposed to Tausch, Blake's

definition of progress is:
~>

If man has anything to boast of that the ant, the bee and +the

mole haven't got, surely it's his greater capacity for enjoying
" life. To me it is progress just to live--to live more

consciously and more receptively. Herr Tausch,do you never

see yourself as rather a ridiculous figure trying to catch life

in a blast furnace? (127) ' o

2

Blake's séeech on progress cleary defines him as'an aesthete, a‘romantic
who-sees Irelana,as Dobelle states near the end of the play,és "Hespebides>
--the garden where men may sleeé", a lapd of shadowy Qaters" wherein Blake
‘can live out a dream o? vision. BlaKe's visionary aestheticism is
reinforced when he says to Tausch: "I am Persephoné; weary of mémory 4

putting poppies in my hair" (131). Moreover, in ‘associating Tausch with




——y

sympathetically recounts his respon

46

the blast furnace, Blake evokes an image of Tausch as a kind of comic
devil. Although staid and guileless, Tausch is cast iq the role of demon
--a Mephistophiles to Blake's Faust--offering physical ease or "progfess"
as paymenfﬁfor Ireland's soul. Reinforcing the view of Tausch as a
demonic god, Blake refers to him as a "demon pantechnicon driver" Qho
would bring his world into 'new quarfers" (131) and, jokingly; he refers
to Tausch as saying: '"'Let there be light', And the evening and the
mornin% were the first day" (128). But Ireland is immune to Tausch's
ordef for, as Blake says: ". . . here we believe that the dawn will L
break in the West. You bring us light ffom the wroﬁg direction™ (128).
Blake sees Tausch's vision ofe{re_land as a circle of hell,
peopled by "dirty workmen" who are shackled by the ma;hine rather than

freed by it as Tausch is, a description of the prolétariat echoed duriné%%

the mock court martial of Tausch by George, the Christian Communist, who

M.0 the palefaced factory girls of
Birmingham: ‘ ) i Oy

’ All those women and young girl ng to work night and day,
with their poor, pale, pasty faces thgt they have to make up
with rouge and all that, brought tears to my eyes, old man.
They ought *¥6 be kept out of doors and have proper homes of
their own, you know. No life for young girls. (135)

The court martial occurs in response to Tausch's demand for a

1

.democratic hearing; it is, moreover, a method of continuing the debate

and discussion which Tausch has encouraged in order to divert Blake while
waiting for .the police. In drawing the characters together for the mock

trial, 3lake again uses religious diction blended with legal terms and

2

phrases. He says: R S

£ 1

I

R T SN
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Dearly, beloved . . . Our German brother stands indictéd before
the ba® of <this Court on the gravest of charges. He has

outraged the sacred person of our beloved mother--Cathleen ni
Houlihan . . . (133). a7 L0

A
R

The . scene which Blake, the high priest of revolution; oréhes-

trates has a chimerical quallty as. the illusions and misgulded loyalty of

w BN
o ’

the characters are 1ron1cally reveale@ Wlllle hav1ng taken. an oath

4

", ..e‘to’obey . .« . [his) . -. . superlor offlcers and not to recognlze*

\

_the‘Government until the country s free" (134) admlts that destroylng

the works mlght harm the country but that bulldlng them up agaln would o

\ <\

. solve the problem of unemployment a ludlcrous rationale completely

: mlSSlng the p01nt of'Blake S'lntentlons. In jolnlng~the I.R.A. 'Wlllie,

totally 1gnorant of .the 1mpllcatlons of his actlons, has entered upon a

s

‘ revolutlonary game Wwhich can end only in death and destructlon George,

1

too,: flnally exposes hls part in- the game of revolutlon. Hav1ng extolled

the virtues of fresh air for the Blrmlngham factory glrls, hence choosing

‘the green fields of Ireland over technologlcal progress, George is

»

__hcrrlfled at the prospect of actually uSLng the gun. George, the

4ChPlStlanC;§?dnlSt who "wants everybody to’be free and happy and at
. p
o

peace,"” and:
. -

N, -

reveals that the gun-building was a hobby-horse to be ridden for its own

sake and that‘he cannot bear to have the fruits of his four years of

Communlst. That he and Potts in their chaotlc bumbllng are really agents

;of destructlon lS apparent however when they dlsclose the tragx—comlc B

'01rcumstances surroundlng the death of Potts wlfe who\drowned after

' belng thrown overboard in-a fog lnte several feet of water Potts' ¥

' retellxngaoffthe;lnc;dent;;s;humorous and matter—of-fact, Maggie was

e,

° -

~
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0 has-supposedly.bu;lt‘the'gun_to.effect his polltlcal_views,n

">ﬂlabour "blown up in a flash" George is”only by'default'truly a Christian’

v
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foun# "floating,a cable of two‘off Salthill " The wrong ways up@h(l29)
In the context of the ju&tapos1tlon of the ratlo al and the 1rratlonal
‘Maggle s death 1s totally 1rratlonal, and shocklng because unnecessary

Although humorous as an anecdote; the 1nc1dent parallels Blake s GEath
ky L -3 B .
. “ [
lnasmuch as both deaths appear to- be absurd because meanlngless from a”
Ed 4\‘ LY .
hEManlstlc perspectlve.; Agaln, the anecdote 1nterjects a note of the

w

. surreal’ lnto the: reallstlc texture of”the play :(wfn" , . / . 1.3

~

'I‘he comm characters, Wlllle, George Potts and’ Agnes are

[ a
PR G

v'”reallstlc representatlves of "mother Ireland" (]uxtaposed to - Blake s

. '1dealized ~sacred Cathleen nl Houllhan) and form. a matrix of low comedy

’l;whlch culmlnates 1n the couft martlaL 1n‘add1tlon3rthey represent the
e L3 R s oo

' IPlSh people whose "democratlc w1ll” appears to be’ qulxotlc and
lrratlonal The self-elected speakers for thlS proletarlat, whlch is by
turns comlc and maddenlng‘ln 1ts bllnd confusxon, are Blake and Columba;

It 1s Columba who most succ1netly artlculates the concerns of the antl-

& .
B

. : e
mach;nlsts. She has no ob]ectlon to a factory but sees the Power House }

and what'it'pepresents asya'threat,to modern civilization: . A <} _

Some people, I know, are inclined'topscoff at the significance of
Power Houses and to dismiss them llghtly as ‘justa small matter.
-But it is those very people who before they realize it have )
. become dependent on the very thing they tried to laugh off. They
" :think that’ fhey can give them up at any time.  But they never
.. can ;,P;.-Now once you become dependent upon anythlng,you are
.~ the slave of the man who controls it. ~Expected to bow the knee
- -to scdme place—hunt‘mg industrialist with a small technical’

. education”and with neither culture nor religion to guide then.
And if anybody thlnkSyé'am going %o do that he is very greatly
mistaken.: I Wlll not be dominated or controlled by anybody .
(134-5) - R -

'"Dobelle s¢ perspectlve on Tausch is dlfferent he respetts the

sincefity of Tausch's motives but is convinced that Tausch's belief in

progress_is»deluded and dangerous. - He says:
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,You wish to serve somethlng you call progress. But progress--
_whatever it is--is never achieved by people like you who pursue
it.: Progress is. the fruit of evil men, with sinister motives.

yYou and your kind can only make misery. (138)

-

In his - attempt to. communlcate the neceSSLty of evil, he joins Blake in

y

"alludlng to Aqulnas . o
: deAqulnas tells us that in order that the blisses of Paradise may

4. . be more dellghtful to.them the blessed in Heaven will be
ww;_expected to.view. thetorturésof the damned and to re301ce

»

4

o QEVen'in Heaven.evil has its‘necessaryfrole. .

At thls p01nt 1n the actlon Lanigan enters and Blake, the poet-i

‘-revolutlonary, llke the unicorn to whlch Blake has just compared humself
"a lonely, chaste and noble beast .in many ways very like myself" (x38),

fls doomed to extlnctlon. " More crucial, of course, is that the unicorn is

Pl

‘Ireland 1n the struggle agalnst England (referrlng to the Royal Arms over. ~

\Thejtlreplace Blake describes "the eternal struggle of the Gael w1th the
Gaele-of,the lion’with the unicorn"), for the latter is a creature of

'1mag1natlon myth and fable. Its association with Blake reinforces his

'

ascetLCLsm and. attachment to romantlcally ldeallzed tradltlonai values.

N A . Blake'scantithetical double and executlonen, Lanlgan, w1th his
“pale saturnine facerand‘sunken cheeksf and his "exnresslon of haunted'
melancholy",is inadvertently romanticized by Johnston.' Johnstonlsf~
descniption of Lanigan is of‘an archetypical gunsllnger; ﬁeverthel§p§:

, Lanigan means business.apdv.as a "practical revolutionary" 'is the agent
' Y . ! ‘ B =
of Blake's destructlon. ”The final‘écene of Act II is the climax of the

3

dialectical contrast between the romant;c 1deallst and the man. of actlon

PN

, AT
_The‘debate between ‘Tausch and Blakeiover ;nternatlonal ndustnlallsm is-

MR

o o

; . i 3 K : , . , .
king outyof the revolutionary conflict. In effect,

RN

\
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.Blake is 06/;ronting his double, his anti-self, a monster of his own
creation who has crept down from the mountains and now stares back at himA
with his own face. Blake's‘contempt for his Frankenstein,Lanigan, "thiszj
‘Vbile green clotheseprop"-klﬁo), can be interpreted.as a fofm of self-
vhatrea, a fomantie melancholy fuelled.by disillusionment.

Blake, the.romahtic pessimist, and‘Lanigan,.the'eold political
‘realist~—jpxtaposed in the dialeotical structure of the play as opposing
- 'versions of the contemporary Irish patriote—form a composite portrait of
‘the Irish’ revolutionary of nationalist myth which is universali%ed in

|

Blake' s final romantic gesture. Rather than have Blake die SLnging "The

Rising of the Moon", for example fﬁg woptex of revolutionary action

g L S

expands and encircles all revolul: mﬁ%wﬁgl revolutionaries,with the use
of Pound's eric_"Fﬁ--I Loved the Green Hiiis".

The‘visual pattern of.sky and.laﬁdscape contained in the poem
~and tHe_tYpieally expfessionist chiaroscuro effect created by the.
juxtaposition’of light and dafk~in.the image of the moon in the Yellow fh

: : : . 6
evoke a pattern of metaphorical associations begun with Tausch's

ion of China in Aet I’ and reinforced by Blake s periodic: references
~Ch1na‘ which become 1ncreaSingly‘explicit. When he suggests'in mock
'ée;iousness that he play the Chinese NationaﬁrAnthem (lul) the
internatiomal implications of the revolutionary theme are emohatically
undefseored: the political theme is once again universalized by the‘
pattern oé allusions and images.. Even more significant however, is the .
suggestive, ethereal and dreamlike quality of Blake's responses to Tauscﬁ
They are not only evocative .and surreal (1n contrast to the realistic

| conteyt) ‘but also.51gnal in their mystical fervor the extent of Blake's

withdrawal from the.nepresentatiosal world of the play.
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The poem's landscape is the psychic or interior landscape, the
land of Shadowy Waters, into ,.which the romantic hero withdraws. Again

P

the link with Li-Po and China hniversalizés Blake's withdrawal and his

' state of mind. Moreover, his drunkenness:allows for and underscores his

intense subjectivity. Blake becomes the’drunken pdet, Li-Po, and reveals

the slightly hallucinatory state of mind of the romantic revolutiondry,

the febel-artist? which Blake has be?n’eﬁgaged incbecoming ig a kind of. ,
existéntial struggle thrdughout'the play. | |

Moreover, jﬁst as the poef,»Li;Po,has died drunkenly embracing
the regiéétion of the moon in the Yellow River, a romantic vision of
beauty, 3lake dies for a Véiled abstraction Symbolized by the reflection
of the moon in the Yellow River.  The myth he and Willie émﬁrace in their
revdi;tionary game is the saqreg vision of Ireland as the béautifdl
Cathleen ni.Hoﬁlihan, the four_greeq fieldg of Mogré's bqlléds. In
.reglity, she ié_th; mistress, déath, ﬁham,'in a- foreghadowing Qf his own
death, Blake haS'toaSted momeﬁfs before. "To déathfyﬁerf Tauséhf'that
makes the whqlelworld kin . .';1Tngre*s nothiﬁg cruel about her ..
Qui;e the reverse" (129). A-%"J

As the ‘action continues to his death, Blake's speech consists

-

o & : . , )
of a cluster of images evoked by references to Nietgsche's Zarathustra,
Li-Po, China and Nero--objective correlatives of modern self-consciousgiess,

e

“art and the imagination, and conversely, corruption, betrayal and death.

’Thévuse of»mpltipléiallusions at-this point in the ‘action creates an
almosf_hallucinatory effect., The techniqué iéiexpreé§ionistic as
'Johnstgn induces a drea@—like quélity‘of dissociétion through ghe pattern
“of Biake's speech'which is at odds'with'TaUSCh's iﬁp@tieﬁt demands fér a

reasonable response from him.
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. .Interjected at Blake's last moﬁent iS:Tdusch's reﬁérk: "This is
no countfy! It is a damned.debating societj! Everybody will talk--talk--
t%ik——" (lué)._ Tausch's remark is an”ironic céun%epﬁoint to the murder

which will follow and an imposition of fhe political debate that has been
overshadowed by Blake's final performance. Bléke's last line of dialogue

is replete with, characteristically, not one, but several allusions: to

Li-Po, Nero's betrayal of Rome and to the role of Blake as artist. Blake

unwittingly speaks his an epitaph: '"Qualis Artifex pereo". (Whatsoever
arti;f I am, i perisﬁ.) The synthesis of inaction and action is drématized
in the shqoting»of Blake. Léﬁigan's action stuns all the1chafacters and
creates a mément‘of stillness and silence as Blake sinks into a ﬁblesséd

martyrdom". Wulstan Phillipson comments on the ending of Act II:

. few curtains [are] more effective than at the end of Act II in
The Moon wheén Lanigan shoots the drunken Blake in the back as
"~ he plays and sings at the piano: the whole tragedy of Free
Stater and Republican . . . seems to be epitomised and starkly
revéaled as it is.in 0'Casey's death of Bessie Burgess in The
Plow and that of Johnnle Boyle in Juno. A terrible beauty is
born in each of these climaxes. i '

In the sﬁrreal:context of Blake's imagination,'his deaﬁh is
elevated to an apotheosis of a"mysticai quesf'fbr infinité'repose; He is
indeed-—”Persebhone, weary of memory, putting péppies‘in [(his] hair.

But in the thematic social and political context of theApla§, it is‘
'meanihglessa The final image_of his execution daes not tranécend this
harsh feality. He-is an Emmet who has died for nothing and without the'
histrionics and~ritQal.fhat surfounded'Ehmet's execution whiéh could at
least beielevéted fo myth. At the end of Act II, the characters and'
audieﬁce are left sféring into the void.  In this'r;spect, Bléké's révblt

is existential and his death absurd because meaningless. He is a
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‘frustrated messiah carrying on an inherently romantic quest in a world of

abandoned gods and utterly and ironically defeated, not only by his

o thsical death, but by its brutal nature. Even on a realistic level;

Blake's death is‘"sobering'and disgusting". The counter-murder of

~ prisonérs by the Free%ﬁtate government, as Johnstop states in the preface

to t%e play; succeeded; and he gives a crucial reason when he adds: '"Nor
did the glamour of patrid;ic maftyrdom attach‘itself to thé victims"'(§2).
Johnston's structuring of the piay with Blake's &eath occurring
two—fhirds of the way throdgh reinforces the.igxenSe meanihglessnessiof
Biake's death; Life resufies much aé}it hgh before in Dobelle's living
room. Columba fusses aﬁout hér‘roller skates and the incident of fhe
mowing. machine, both rather gnsuitable concerns for a person wh§ is anti-

N . ]

machine. George and Potts lament the loss of their gun while Dobelle
. = »

.pléys with his electric trains. Blake's death becomes a part of the cycle -

of vengeance that will carry on between Irregular and Free Stater as

Lanigan prepares to dodge Willie's bullet in the back. While not condoning

Laﬁigan's~action.Dobelle'sees that it is inevitable and neéessary to
maintain fhe Government and ensure indﬁstrial progfess. ‘Dobelle says to
Tausch: "I hate him. I hate him iike'poisgn. If I vere to see him
hanged, whenever I turned on your light i should feel more sorry for him

than for my friend Darrell Blake" (152).

\
For Lanigan, as '"Tausch's ffngéégon the trigger", has acted to

' preserve the new order imposed by Tausch and the Free State government

which‘supports his particular brand of philistinism. In the epistomological
. N s

\

process of -the revolutidnary dialectic, ﬁanigan's.killing of Blake

exemplifies fhéiextreméfof the politicsvof hight or power. As Blake's

"doppelganger", Lanigan embraces his fate as executioner of Blake who is,



sS4

in a sense, his second self. The inspiration and brains of the movement,
Blake has been the inltiator of a chain of acticns which has led to his
own death and the probable assa551natlon of Lanigan. Botn men, then, are
Faustlan in their 1mpulse to destruction. and true rebels in the meta-
physical framework of the play, the tautology of insurrection. For
alfhough Lanigan's action is ruthless and condemnednbi/gpbelle, it is
necessary as an-act of war; moreover, as an extension of the politics of
1521-1922, Lanigan is merely holding up his end of the revolution. While
Blake is self-conscious, hebis partially deluded; whereas Lanigan, as
Dobelle realizes,:is¢c9mpletely self-awaref Blake's "creative act" of
.rebellion is a romantic’ges%ure against the inevitable; lanigan has
"embraced'the inevi%able and necessary Thus, both men hage conrageously
played out thelr roles in a game that can end only #n death\
Tausch, stlllbdeluded, believes that heé and Blake could have

reached’ some underatanding but, as Dobelle points out, Blake belcnged to

a world that would have been destroyed by Tausch:

You'd always have been disturbing the waters with your machinery
and drowning his moon in mud. No, in the end you would either
have had to kill him or to give up your fight. You remember--
he who establishes a despotism and slays not Brutus abldeth but
a little tlme (152) PR

s 7

In the concludlng scenes of the’ play, Dobelle takes on Blake s role as

visionary-and continues in a dialectic with Tausch whc reaches no lnsighf

'.1nto the irrational norm, the paradox of Irish polltlcs which is a

lmlcrocosm of the struggle between reactlonary and futurlst fundamental to

the new age of technology. 'Tausch, ever-the proselytiser, sa}s: -"I see

-what you are at, Mr. Dobelle. You wish me to belleve that.Lanigan's shot
. . .

was part of my world--that he and.I are truly qn the same side" (153).

v

&
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Tausch's response to Dobelle's insistence that Lanigan is just

himself, his "finger on the trigger", is that "all guilt must be avenged

" on earth!. ' Tausch fails completely in the course of the action and

debatehto»see that guilt ién never be avenged without perpetuating a
cycle of bloodshed.. Lanigan's act has its own brutal honesty and ;
integrity and is a necessary acfbof war tq, preserve the Works which we
discover are Tausch's final purpose, "greater than the life of man',
beeause'they represeht "the future of humanity" in a universe Qhere
everything has a purpose: "The great rlver is there-~the granite pler—-
the nav1gatlon lock--the turblne house beside the slag heap" (155). And
in a moment of perfect ironic deflation the last remaining shell thrown

on the slag heap blows up'the.Works, sending Tausch into hysferia; Like

~ the bumbling devil he is; he dashes off to a corner of his comic Inferno

to lnspect.the smoklng, scorched heap of ruins.

~With Blake gone, Dobelle dominates the thlrd Act more
1mportant than hlS debate Wlth Tausch is the resolution of hlS cynlcalv
despalr.b The polltlcal debate becomes expllc1tly metaphy51cal as Dobelle
assumes the role of '"metaphysical rehel."..Hls readlhg of The Infermno
feeds the language'of the last act creafing a syﬁbolic cohfext in which

he expresses his conviction that evil and the irrational must be

-

confronted.

His recounting of the incident in‘which hia uncle Shot the .
horse\underSCefes the absurdity of human exisfence where evehts do’ not
oceur in acCordance with benign Providence but rather in\accord with an.
incongruous order dictated by a/bapricious(lady of Forfﬁhe. The |
dialectical opposition of good aad evil mpstﬂhe eonsideredbin‘the context

: s N

of the constant possibility of "the supremacy" of the irrational. To the
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extent that it cannot be imposedv(particularly in Ifeland), Tausch's
belief in the sopremacy of order is a myth. In the ideological or
politicalvconstruct\of‘the fevolutionaﬁy dialectic, the sctions of the
I.R.A. will continue to frustrate the efforts of those politicians and
industrialists who wogld,impose the political, social asd economic order
: . .

of international industrialism on Ireland. Ddbelle's anecdote of his
uncle's horse exemplifies a complete inversioﬁ of accepted order and like‘
Blake's death is surreal and absurd. Unlike Taﬁsch, Dobelle accepts- the
irra?ional and sees that Blake's death is‘merely the logical extension of
Tausch's belief in '"righteousness."

Conventioqai_mora;ity and Christiaoity‘are>insfruments of "right. "
as is ?aﬂSch!s.belief in technology but lead to the sacrifice of life for

religious principles and modern progress.

Dobelle: I'm not against their religion. I am against their
rightness. It is right that a woman should die so that a
child's immortal soul should be saved from Limbo, therefore I
say that I am against right. It is right that memrr should -
murder For the safety of progress. . . . That is why I am
against rlght and believe in wrong . . . I believe in evil and

~in pain and :in decay and, above &ll,:in the misery that makes
man so much gneater than the angels. (lu46)

Therefore, in Johnston s v1ew.Chrlst1an1ty fails in any satisfactory
‘manner to resolve the problem of good and evil. There is no synthe51s;
' no supreme goodness comes out of their antithetical opposition. Rather,
“the.bliss of Paradise is ihtensified-by a view of fhe damned--an imege of
an irresolvable paradox.

Nevertheless, Dobelie's sterk cynical Qiew of: the universe‘is-

. ¢ . '
mitigated and made bearable by a moment of epiphany, which culminates in a

3

rebirth of love. Quoting Dante's ejaculation to Beatrice, from The

Iﬁferno,‘"ah; Bice--la Dolce Guida. . . . take away this cursed gift of
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laughter and give us tears instead",ll Dobelle turns and sees whom he

perceives initially as his dead wife Mary on the stairs. It is in

reality Blanaid, who, hearing the explosion of the Power House, has come

down to investigate. ' In a moment of insight he finally accepts Mary's

death, forgiving Blahaid for the death of her mother. Moreover, Dobelle's

final utterance on good and evil is one of acceptance and an explicit

statethent of e ﬁetaphysical view that recognizes a universe dominated by
o,

equal forces of éood and evil. It is his acceptance of evil thet

constitutes his metaphysical rebellion. Years later in The Brazen Horn

Johnston wrote:

The widespread Zoroastrian'concept'that assumes a conflict.
-between Darkness and Light . . . becomes a basis of a Theology
--that Evil is at war with Good. In agtual fact there is no
conflict of any kind between Light and Darkness, which merely
complement each other. Nor, for the matter of that, is there
any more Qf a struggle going on between Hell and Heaven as
there is between Wlnter and Summer.l :

\

N

Moreover, in Johnston's Manichean universe evil is a positive force

. - O 3 » - ) » . .
“inasmuch as man's unhappiness is, in part, due to his consciousness.

. } \ :
Dobelle says to.Blanaid in the closing speech. of the play: "And yet isn't
it unhappiness that makes men so much greater than the trees and flowers
and all the other things thafvcan't feel as we do? I used fb\thank the

devil for that and call him my friend" (157).

In th earlier version of the play (first published in 1932),.

Johnston's final-judgment is one of utter despair and darkness: ". . . a
1life has been destroyed . . . we've put out the -light and left the world
in darkness . . . Death and Darkness--No, there's no curing that, I'm

Pl

.. 13" . e eas . . . .
afraid.'” True enough, in the initial version, as in the revised version,

the final action of the play is Agnes' entrance and opening of the

A\ ' - A
- a
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shutters signifying rebirth; neYertheless, Dobelle's speech leaves no
doubt as to Johnston's predominately pessimistic theology in 1932. 1In

tﬁe later version of the play, however, Johnston has softened his doctrine
of "death and darkness" and partially reconciled the natural, Dionysian
force of Agnes with Dobelle's cynical despair. The formerly fatalistic
certainty of the dominance of evil is more ﬁuted kin the later version)

in which Dobelle's assertion becomes a question:
N
Darkness . . . death and darkness,

Ah, can anything cure them? . .
I wonder. (158) . . ' '

‘Although thére is ﬁo resolution to the conflicts--either
politica} or moral-—the;dialectical process is subsumed in Dbbelle's
Aacceptanée of the necessity of evil and death. Through Agnes, an embigm
of fértility, the natural éycle of death and rebirth absorbs, at least
momentarily, the cycle of&véngeance “and Dobellé's nihilism. For it is-
Agnes' ritualistic opening of the shutters éigﬂifying the birth of the
Mulpeter baby that we are finally leff with--an act of epiphavy that

transcends the lack of an intellectual synthesis between good and evil,

_ i)
life and death. In Johnston's universe, as portrayed in The Moon in the ﬂi!f

Yellow River, any other kind of resolution is impossible.
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CHAPTER III

THE REVOLUTIONARY DIALECTIC IN THE SCYTHE AND THE SUNSET

Like The Moon, The Scythe and the Sunset is a discussion play

dealing directlylwith the Irish political situation in an %%storical
context. It, too, is an Abbey play, although of a much later date (it
was first produced at the Abbey in May, 1958)'and, thus, is primaniiy %n
a realistic mode. The revolutionary diaaﬁctié evolvesbfrom‘an -
insurrectionary situation in The Moon but’is gradually absorbed into a
.ﬁredominately psycholoéical andkmetaphysical context as Dobelle !
articulates his views on the problem of good and evil; as significant, of
course, is his acceptance of Blanaid and the self-revelétiaﬁ it affords.
Hencé,\the_plot of The Moqn is bomﬁiéx~;and in effect, the play's various
sub-plots become primary towards the end éf tﬂe play. This complexity of
action does not exist in The Scythe. The play chronicles the EaéterA
Rebellion of 1916, the insurrection which instigated the ferlufionéry

movement culminating in the establishment of the Free State government in

T~ x:«

- :a ¥ N)l.' " '_ p
and at times pa551onate.dep1ctlon of the lives of Dublin 3enement-dwelleré Wi

during Easter Week, intimately detailing the impact of thk ;ﬁ: 114

their daily lives. In contrast The Sczthe is' a much morengﬁﬁéctlve,é

59




60

dispassionate and sardonically funny treatment of the revolutionary
situation. More intellectual than is O'Casey's play, The Scythe is a
dialectical critique of the role of the revolutionary and the consequences

of revolutionary activity in twentieth century politics. Both The Moon

in the Yellow River and The Scythe and the Sunset examine the character
of the revolutionary; howeVer,in the ‘later play the exploratioﬂ of
character andfmotive is more detailed and complex. In his political
drama, Johnston is consistently a more detached, more analytical observer
than is O'Casey.

In his Preface to the play,,thnston tells us that the purpose

in writing The Scythe (its title a deliberate parody of The Plough and .

the Stars) is to give a view of 1916 delibebately contrary to O'Casey's
anti-war perspective. Johnston describes the relationship of the two

plays from this podnt of view:

Neither in'verbiage\ plot nor sentiments, does this play of mine
presume to bear any relation to its magnificent. predecessor.
The only point in so titling it lies in the fact that The
Plough is essentially a pacifist play, implying that if only man
had 'a titther o'sense', these outbreaks of destruction and
bloodshed would not o¥cur. As a quiet man who, nevertheless,

e is not a pacifist, I cannot accept the fact that, theatrically,
Easter Week should remain ‘indefinitely with only an antl-war
comment, however fine.l.

. S ) - 3 ' .
) 3 Iy ) . P
Johnston goes on to describe The §§f3he as anti-melodrama, .
_ , _ — .
because it questions a traditional, romantic view of revolutionary

-

“politics in which the rebels are romanticized as inherently noble,

. representing the forces of virtue, and in Wthh the establlshed government,

.reacted agalnst, is oppressxve, hence evil. : In the process of

de-mystifying the role of the'revolutionaries in 1916, Johnston examines,’

s

. in detail, their motives and éspirations.c The subsequent portrait of his
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."revglutlonary characters' reasons and ray onale’ for part1c1pat1ng 1n

,~armed confllct is complex dlSp&SSlonate nd reallstlc as the characters

\

respond emotlonally and lntellectually to self-lmposed condltlonsKBf

‘hzbyarfare. ;As‘a drama of ldeas the play revolves around the revolutlonary

'"dialectic prlmarllyvfrom an ldeologlcal perspectlve in the,guxtap051tlon
of arguments elther~for or agalnst revolutlonary actlon with a~ chorus of -
characters who express differing oplnlons and pOLnts of v1ew, varmatlons

-on the dlale lcal theme As in The Moon»the characters' various po;ntsﬁ

: !‘of VIey concernxng the rebelllon prov1de a consmstently Shlftlng

Y ) _ .
fperspectlve that’ 1s lronlc and comic. .Characterlstlcally, Johnston uses

‘Farce and comedy to 1ron1cally dramat;ze the ineffectual posturings of

:

the characters who ‘espouse a romantlc polnt of view.

¥

Desplté Johnston s criticism of the myth of revolutlonary

martyrdom created‘by the aftermath of‘lgls (in Whlch the’Irlsh revolutionary

_ leaders were summarily and brutally executed by the Brltlsh) he dOGS'nOti

1ntend ""to debunk 1916"  As he says, in ob]ectlng to the popular and

R

: hlghly subjectlve Irish accounts of 1916:

.. it is far from my lntentlon in thls—plaé>to debunk 1916--

a stupid accusation that I am glad to say is more.generally

~made, by those who have never fired a shot. in anger, than by g
those. who have. Whether or not we hold that the actual fighting S
was widespread or of first-rate quality, we must agree that the : v
affair, on the whole, was a humane and well-intentioned piece ‘ R

of gallantry., And. the more one se&s of how these uprisings . B ‘

- have since been conducted elsewhere the more reason -everybody -
has to be: pleased ‘with Easter Week. In those days . nobody had -
much experience of warfare, or of what would be likely to ‘gecur
if the British Army were challenged in open rebellion for' the v
first time¢ in three or four generationms. Nowadays, there is .
hardly a corner of the globe that has not got plenty of data off
the subject, but we must not forget that the Irish Volunteers
were the first to try. For this reason alone, the Republlcans d

. must be credited with consxderable courage ln taking the fleld
atan.;,& @l)

El
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Thus, the courage "and actions of those men and women who

rebelled agalnst the Brltlsh 1n 1916 are flnally not re]ected lnﬁthe play,

Sy ~

because to do so would be tantamount to taklng a pac1flst pOSltlon, E
rather, it lsgthe;r motlvatlon that is held’ up for scrutiny. Johnston’s-

rejectlon of pac1flsm is-a convietion born of his experlence:_ war and .

“

acts of war although perhaps ev1l are necessary in t ontext:of g

. .

" social and polltlcal reallty This v1ew 1s expres ine Rivers from

‘ .

Jordan’, Johnston's autoblographlcal work” on the Seco . »JWorld War -
(pubLlshed in 1953). The following is part of a dlalogue whlch Johnston
creates betWeen two characterse—hlmself and a prlest--dellneatlng'the
-dilemma of uar in very simple terms.- The prlest has poxnted out that men',
'on both sides. in a wargare v1ct1ms to the extent that. they are oast in

roles dlctated by thelr natlonal governments and do not dct out ofﬂa -

Y

Hﬁﬁce hntween good and evil:

A

D: (Johnston) . . . If War hasn t got a rlght and wrong 31de
-~ to it what buslness have we in killing each other at. all’ L S
L : , ] S ;
) . HO: (Priest) I'm not trying to, justify it. War is a curse,
s v that man brings down upon himself through Bvil . . . [and
) ‘ » further] : .+ Mortal man can't refuse to fight anymore
- L ‘ than he can refuse to suffer under any other. affllctlon.‘

‘Thus,.in going‘to wandrmanuis caught in the web of historical

neceSSLty and -acts out of a mlxture of motlves,bnelther totally good nor j - A

3

o evil.” Moreover Johnston feels that since death lS 1nev1table, it must

L

be'accepted--whether or not one is shot to death 1n a war or dles ln bed

p b
'3
. is lmmaterlal. In Johnston s unlverse death and v1olence are 1nev1table

2

and- not to be feared elther 1ntellectually ar metaphy51cally Therefore;

.

ffone can see Blake s death ln The Moon andaTetley s and Palliser s deaths

K

g : : !
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~ idea (motlvatlon) versus action, are unlversally 51mllar : In addltlon;

63

1n The ScXthe as, lamentable but at the same time as essentlal events in

:Johnston s metaphysxcal system In part, due tO'Johnston s refusal to

romanticize the moral choicevbetween good,and eyil:}andlife and death,

hls drama has theﬂresonanoe'and depth'of psygéplogical realism.
fﬂiﬁhile‘The,Moon4deals'wgfh;the'ten;lgns_befween:the I.R.A. and

the Free‘Sbate;go?ernment;da'historicalrealityifigs_revoldflonary .

3

.situation neVertheleSS“iSVan imaginary scenario‘of'what miéht have '

a;»loccurred had an 1nsurrectlonary assault on ‘the Shannon Hydro Electrlo

Power plant worked ’ Conversely, The Scyth‘ and the Sunset deals leECtly

'and accurately w1th eVents that actually occurred durlng Easter Week

1916. The Irlsh polltlcal SLtuatlon at theﬂend OF the“play is alSO

placed in an lnterﬁﬁtlonal context- Johnston uses. hlS character Palllser

-

'fto make the p01nt that the Irlsh Rebelllon is the beglnnlng of the

' mllltary decllne of the BPltlSh Emplre, “the flrst step in "the passxng of

) fPalliSQr; T Ireland s only the start. We' re golng to go

. _,_hj,"’on w1nn1ng evemy war, but piece by plece we're going

o -7 0 . to-'give it all away--not because we 're -licked, but
~because we reé bloody well-. bored. . . . It won't be the
first time that people like you’ have loosened the
foundatmous of a C1v1llzatlon.v. oL (xes)

) » -
S T

,JGiving;the-Irish situation}an international dimension

1'dontribdtés to the-hﬁl?ersalify.of fhe %%smes and issuesfdiscussed in fhe :
:lzplay The dlalectlcal contrast between realxs!ﬁ*kd romantlc, "the man ‘of
,actlon" and "the man wlth the ldea", lS played out on the stage of IPlSh

'poiltlcal hlstory but we are remlnded that the scenarlo 1s enacted

..Q!

‘.elsewhere ;n dlfferent contexts, whlch, in thelr essentlal components of

: where men_meet each cher_ln v1olent'¢onfrontatlon, allmactors in the

; i ., A ~
. : K : S _ —
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drama arevcompromised“becadse each ends up playing the others' game.

Johnston states in the Preface in chafacteristically,paradoxical fashion:

It is not an Irish put a world phemomenon, that the man who _

e loses is often the mn who wins, and ‘each side usually expends

~as much energy in playing the other fellow's game as it spends
in furthering its own. (92)

At -the height of confusion_in Act’ IT McCarthy asks: "Whose game is
& .
~ o everybodytplaying? It's painfully obvious . . . that nobody knows whose
game is whatﬂb(lss),‘introducing a major motif of the piay. This theme
ie crucial in The Moon. Bota Tauach and Blake are oeldded by romantic - ;
ideals into "playing the other felloﬁ's gameﬁ Twenty seven years later, | .
SR Johnston has refl%fd and concentrated the dlalectlc of the deluded
Ty : E ¢
. romantlc again in a larger revolutlonary situation in The Scythe:
L . »mgreover,,the.actlon of the plot now centerscon a 51ngle predominant
'ﬁ%ﬂ theme v1eld1ng a spareness and cohe31veness of form and structure not
found, for example, in the earller Moon which is far more diffuse in.
~theme, form and structgfe..~
o ’é -The pevoiqtiona:y scenario or plot holds no;sﬁscense in the ’ .
‘play--the entire action is a kind of fiashbacklwhich, rather than‘being
a feiﬁterpretatioﬁ‘of eVenfs, isianiaccurate recreation of ‘them.
. Neveftheiess, the drama i§ tense,»éfedibie_and‘effective, occurring
fhbbugh the_reVelation of’character.in a dialectical confrontation
within the historicai framework This is not to manlmlze the action of
’ the plot in whlch Johnston attalns a stralghtforward texture of reallsm.¢ R

Rather, e achleVement in the ‘play is. the meldlng of the lntense and f

dpama, e dlscu351on between Tetley the revolutionary and Pallxser the

soldidr, by means of whlch the characters moy e fﬂﬁm a state of 111usxon

~©
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and deluded idealism to self-knowledge and a realistic. evaluation of

their motives.

~ T jﬁ?
> .

W .
N .
manifests Johnston's characteristic mixture of styles particularly when

Although predominately realfstic'in style and form,-%%e play

e

characters' idiomatic speech tterns change into an ex ressionistic
f .SP pa g ~exp

‘incantatory style. In addition the play is expressionistic inasmuch as

a

Johnston is interested in and successful in revealing individual

characters' states of mind. It is not so much what they do--and they do

t

a‘great deal in the course of the action--but, rather, what they think

and say that isbof greatest significance in the play. The dramatic

tehsionjof the play is achiewved primarily in the effective juxtaposition

' of the characters' differing points of view on violent revolutionary

~\\

'action_(the major'substance of Acts II and III)'and their.response to the

nece531ty of VLOlence and death 1n an extreme 51tuatlon. In the unfolding
AW

of the last twoékéts, Johnston achleves through the epistemological
process of dbhfrontatlon and debate not only historical or llteral
real;ty ‘but psychologlcal realism as the characters respond to the
worsehlng SLtuatlon‘and'lmpendlng military defeat. The dramatlc teosion,'
then, arises out of the psychoiogdcai (rather than physical) combat
hetdeen @etley'and Palliser; in this confrontation their roles or
positions ln the debate subtly shift and flnally, reverse. Thevcruciaﬁf
issue whlch they and@ in partlcular, Tetley, must come to terms wlth 1§°
the one whlch Robert Brusteln aptly descrlbes (1n another context) as |
"the crucmal dlalectlc of the modern drama", that is, the confllct
betweeh,idea‘and actlon, between conceptlon and executlon.u_'As.the

2

characters progress through thelr maze of self—delu31on the perlodlc

S

fbetween reallsm and surreallsm underscores the dlalectlcal theme.

. i
¢




in a musical work ," and theee surrealistic, expressionistic choruses

Indeed, the "mixture of styles" manifested in The Scythe

resembles the melo&ic method of fhe 0ld Lady in which fofm.an@ language
are lnfluen:ed by mualcal design and eompOSLtlon. Incantation'and poetic
speeeh functlon as formal motlfs, much as a recurrlng ‘melodic phrase does
' : :
(which resemble vocal,'even sung interruptions) appearing. in a
representational drama place the physical actuallty of realistic action
in relief, isolating the speech aﬁd behaviour of characters.. An
allenatlon.effect is thereby created\ The interjection of expressionist

A \,
dialogue, in which Roisin, Endymion or“@aginnis reveal essential themes

\
N

and subjective truths or simply comment on the adtion, forces an
objective evaluation of the reVolutionary characters in the act of
creating. their revolution,\thaf‘iQ, in the précess»of becoming’

revolutionaries. The dichotomy of dramatic form in this way exemplifies

the dialectical tension between subjective and objective truths. The man

a

_.Qith the idea in'rhe,pfocessbof:engaging his ideal must become the man of

action. He must embrace his "&oppelganger" in the process of self- -
discovery in order to become self actualized.
Just as Lanigan. is Blake's double in The Moon, Tetleyifinds his

double in Palliser and in his gradual reallzatlon of the’ nece531ty of

death in- aCtUallZLHg his 1deal embraces Palliser's pragmatism, hls bellef_-

in th e realistic and the practlcal. But the relatlonshlp ‘between the

two men i's doubly dynamlc in that Palllser the anti- revolutlonary, also‘

‘ experiedbes the pain qf,self—discovery and in the end engages ig a kind

of metaphysical and moral rebellion, in which he imitates his own

‘dquble! Tetley. In effeet, they‘play each other;' games,fboth politically

¥

and mefaphysically. As early as Act1I, Endymion—-herald,'Fool,
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soofhsayer,(§eer-—versifies the fundamental themes and issues of the play; ‘45'

he fortells the eventual end of the struggle between Tetley and Palliser:

- The issue's knit.
-And every Ffellow plays the other fellow's game.
.« The Green makes murder and the Crown makes martyrs.
.And the great and unwashed Liberated loot.
Victory's the Crown, my friends, for him .
With the least power to engineer his own defeat. (123)

:J%Q. ] . - A51d?ﬁﬁqom what occurs off-stage thé\actlon of the play,
Ea '
A v Tetley and Pa;i¥§§r 's pSyChOlOglcal warfare, is c0nf1ned to a 81ngle set

= ﬂ J’ ; the .fain rooa of Y'an cnprexenticus restaurant koown as The Pillar Cafe"
located oﬁ,Sackville Sfreet, wﬁich'later become§;O'Connell Street,
fDublin's'principal»or ﬁain street aldpg which is located the Post Office,
the Bank of Ireland and other important\buildings. The dismal.and dirty
" cafe scene reflects the lower claas segment of Doblio's society and its
environs hhile.the so~called "Latin air"——t e flags and'postersf—very
. o 51mply but effectlvely place the sleazy Dublln settlng in an 1nternatlonal_
context remlndlng us that the actlon about to uniyld is contemporary with . .
the World War'raglng in Europe. ., Moreover, the flagi, cartoons and
religious emblems’ are subtie, symbolic references to the revolutionary
military.actiOn about\to take place and, in addition, th emblems;hict'at~
N thematic implications.qf that action,’that is, the British 'nvolvement, {
- o ‘the>religious fanacicism; aﬁd the romantic bravado that prooel it
forward. The use.of.a'single,?selffoootained’set which'physioal
'coﬁfines the characters, metaphorically dramafizes‘the psychic as will as
phyg;cal confinement that warfare engenders. Moreover ‘the characters are,

S

_caught in a kind of temporary hell, which resembles at its most

claustrophoblc Sartre s hell of No Ex1t—-from Whlch there ;s no route of

escape and ‘in ﬁhlch these characters who are hostage to’ thé revolutlonAry,
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'

situation are forced in their confinement to re-examine and analyze their

actions and motives in an atmosphere of emdtional intensity heightened by -

their proximity to one.gnother.
o -

. The characterization of The Scythe's revclutionaries who create
this tamnorary ";éﬁl" is partially modeiled on several of the actual
persons and personalltles who organlzed and led the Easter RlSlng,‘
\lncludlng Padraic Pearse, Joseph Plunkett and James Ccnnolly. Padraic
Pearse, lawyer, teacher, poet, myStic revolutionary and martyr, read the

Proclamation and By the week's end waa fully in command of the rebel

forces, flnally surrenderlng as thelr commandant. Tetley plays the roie
of commandant and eventual martyr as d1d Pearse, but, although dedlcated
to a romant1c1zed 1deal of natlonhood he. is not a poet nor is he given
the mystical ‘cast that Pearse no dbubt affected. Rather, Q'Callaghan is

@

the poet-\revolu'tionary, "exotic, striking, with pistol ax\ sword", who

.
v

in behaV1our is highly strung and "over- dramatic". He, moreover, has‘the;
"hlgh color and burnlng eyes" of an invalid, coughlng frequently In all
respects, his character is deliberately reminiacent of Joseph Plunkett,
the univébsity‘teacher anc poet who left hisvsick bed to join Pearse,
Machnaghb(anothervpoet) and the cther volgpteens in the fight. Williams,~
who was_clcarly involved'in the labour movement, is thereby associated
with James Connolly, feadcr of the Irish Citizen Army, tne armed |
contingent of the Irish labour movement. His contempt for the volunteers,
as exprﬁasedv%o Maginnis--", ., . If it wasn't for us in the Labour ,:
movement, the Volunteers would still be forming fours TR (107)--and
hlS lack of enthu51asm at ‘the readlng of the Pr0clamatlon exempllfles

something of the'split between Connolly's Citizen Army force and the Irish

Volunteers léd'by Pearse; the two groups only joined forces at the last
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(VIR

~ moment in planning the insurrection and had different objectives and

4 A

ideals-.
Emer is the female counter-part to the male revolutionary, in
particular, Tetley, and is one of Johnston's "killers". As Johnston

points out in“his preface:

. . the women of Ireland ever since the Mdud Gonne era have
. been the most«vocal part of its militancy . . . when it comes
to the po;nt——both my women are killers. (86)

é, E , Palllser calls her: "qulte a k;ller" towards the«end of the play, echoxng

o

‘Johnston s remarks Emer lS, of course, the queen to Cuchulain, the

warrlor klng of Irish hlstory and legend Johnston 's Emer, who has

__dellberately taken the name, personlfles and aets out the warrior ideal

R 3 . of Irlsh“natlonhood. ThlS 1deal 1s aﬁ lntegral part of Pearse' s~1deal of
".the hero expressed by him through the character of Cuchuialn in hlS

i i . ) a ‘o

. Cuchulaxnn Pageant.

Y

Better a short llfe w1th honour—than a ‘long.. llfe w1th dishonour
Cee o I care- not though 'I were to,llve but oneé-day and one
nlght if only my: fame and deeds lxve after me,.r. e e

LN H

3 ) ' N ~' ‘“; y . N ) . L. N ‘:_‘b
' In fact, ;1n The Scxthe the 1dea of her01sm examlned by Johnston

AT Ty

B RTIE S

3f“-vls that molded By Pearse and’ expressed b%,hls revolutlonary heroes and.

'Aherblnes*' together they create a COmpOSlte of the revolutlonﬁry hero in

>

R action and ldea as enYLSdoned by Pearse.‘ F X Martln wrltes ln Leaders

/

and Men of the Easter Rlslng; Dubl;n 1916 R S e .
' [Pearse] molded a new\ldeal the IPlSh Hero;-a man who exempll-';;fll?gg%i~
fied the virtues of Cu Chulalnn and the mythologlcal héroes of ’ gqi .

ancient Gaellc Ireland, who was modelled on Christ in self— _
‘abnegation, sufferlng, -death and ultimate. v1ctory, who. had the. = ' -
verve and upbending determlnatlon of Wolfe Tone, _John. Mitchel ' .
and Thomas Davis, who was ldentrfled with the Penlans ‘and the
‘common- people of Ireland long sufferlng under the harrow of L
‘English dominatlon. v . : ’
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Moreover,»it'is crucial to note Pearse's view on bloodshed within the
context of Ireland's insurrectio? which, for Pearse, was a holy Qar and
therefore justified.' To Pearse,| bloodshed ". ... (is) a clé;ﬁsiqg and

) sanctifying thing, and the nati n which regards it as the final'hqrrof
has lost its manhood.: There>are many things more horrible than bloodshed:
awg slavery is one of them."’.

A number of elements in the play are emblematic of the-romantié
ideal of the hero and Irish nationalism;expressed by Pearse,-who was
gventually canonized in the Irish national consciousness as the chief
mértyr and.saint of the riéing:‘ Emer's fgfocity exémpiified by her
firing of the machihegun, and hef refusal to surrender at the end of the
play; Tetley's "far away_look"_and his acceptance of martyrdom; 0'Callaghan's
melodramatic guise;.ggstﬁres and costume (including slave bangle)§ and
Maginnis' metamoréhosis in battle. 1In Addition to the ideal of Irish .

"freedbm, the~go$l of indepépdent nationhood,»chi;fly expréssea by Tetley,
the dimension of theﬁlabour;struggle is included in the beyolutionary_ |
éthos of the play, through the agency of Williams, who sympéthizes witﬁ-
the looters; and dismisses,the bdﬁrgeois sensibilities of the other

revolutionaries--"The bourgecis mind. Not one of you understands the
B [ ' ' .!k ) Y

poor" f 26). Williams' relative maturity (ﬁé_isfin his 40's), and his
appea lncé as a stout mustachioed man armed with airevolver, also gives
. - : ; <
an impression of stalwart, no-nonsense efficiency borne out in his
ihitial‘violent and hostiie treatment of Roiskn and Maginnis. His-
appearance and behaviour is in marked contrast to those of Emer, Tetléy
. ' .+ and OfCallaghan; who together exemplﬁfy‘the romantic ideal of the

revolutionafy hero. Like Lanigan, Williams is the praétical man tﬁrned

1

revolutionary. At the Vvery outset of the insurrection his realistic

'
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‘ resﬁonse to the political situation put Emer and Tetley's motives and

attitudes toward the revolution in question.
, - '

4
The characters of MacCarthy, Endymidn and Palliser are
juxtaposed to those of the revolutionarie; in tﬁ; context of the
revgQlutionary dialectic, which in The Scitﬁe is'moét clearly defiﬁed in
the debate petween the idealist and the man‘ofgaction3 the political
ideologue versus thébpolitical realist. Interwoven within fhe discussion
of the ﬁeaﬁé\and motives of fevolutidnary action, is aﬁ eschatological
argument concerning deaﬁﬁ, ﬁhé évgntual fate of the‘revolutionarx, which
intensifies the conflict befween Tetley, the 1d¢ologﬁe'and Palliser, the
m&n of act;on.~ Palliser, the proféssioﬁai éoldier,ﬂis Tetley's |
opposition'in every way. TetleY's amateur zeal is contrasted
tb Palliser}§ professional detachmenf, which is proﬁably'the\resﬁit of

breeding and training. Paglliser is the representative of the Irish

" aseendancy class, that is, an Anglssirish Protestant gentleman, an

officer in the Irish ﬁancers; which is a regiment of the British.army on

Irish soil. In the course of the'éctioﬂ;'Pallisér ends up "playing the
! : .

other fellow's game", not out of any rational or reasoned analysis of

principles but, rather, in an angry' confromntation with Emer, because he
loses control of his reason in an attempt to save '"face'', Thevconflict

between Emer and Palliser exemplifiés Johnston's belief that in the end

men act primarily out of a desire to save face rathér than from logical "

motives. As he states in the Preface:

3

The fact is, that . . . men do not act from logical motives as
often as they act under the promptings of the urge . . . --this
thing that the OriefAtals call "face". (92) °

~

Even Palliser, Johnston's spokesman fdr_mﬁdh'of the play, is

/
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caught up in the web*of emotional conflict generated by the insurrectionary
situation. Palliser's role, however, is primarily that of an ironic
self-conscious commentator on the revolutionary action, the operations of
Tetley and his colleagues. His reading of William Blake and constant
sardonic allusions to the poet place his analQSis of the revolutionaries'
motives in a more universal context than Simply that of the contemporary
Irish political scene, invoking the dimenSions of the Blakean universe
and of the romantic hero within that universe. Associations with Blake
enrich the revolutionary motif and theme, suggesting that the actors in
the dialectic are not quite what they seem. In general, Palliser's
~comments are satiric.counterpoints to.action, shaging and coloring our
response to the_totally'committed revolutionaries, Asmtherlay progresses,
‘ ho&ever,‘Palliser becomes increasingly implicated in the violence
generated by the insurrection despite his attempt to remain '"the uoice of
reason." | | i

In contrast both MacCarthy and Endymion are richly comic
characters who embody the characteristically Irish matrix of 1rrationality
and humour in the play; moreover, they are constant foils to the
revolutionaryigame through their roles as commentators on the action.
’ Endymion'in particular, is a Fool in the Shakespearean tradition,
functioning as a choric character throughout the action. Both Endymion
‘and MacCarthy have their counterparts in reality, 'Endymion is apparently
based 'on a true character who frequented the streets qf Dubling 8 MacCarthy
is representative of the professional classes in Johnston's social mosaic
and. his attitpdes towards sex and marriageuseem typical of.those in a
‘conservative, repressive society, which through his comic dialogue is

[

‘satirized in the play. MacCarthyfs absolute indifference to the'political
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MacCarthy's chief interest ig keeping himself supplied w;;n gﬁqudb
g.r;; s \.\.g “X{"‘
which he risks the'bullets of the British and 1nsurrectioharf@§ : H@%V _5 "

c<
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behaviour is heighténed to provide a comic contrast to the deadly serious ‘g

=

1.

o # s %
revolutionary leaders. ' - . . ﬁk
MacCarthy's sardonic humour, expressed in witty oﬁe—liners, :‘:

sets the initial mood of the play which opens shortly before noop on .

L]

R ’ K %,
Easter Monday, 1916. The first scene of exposition introdyces us to the ™

kY
-

principal characters (except Palliser); its humor draws us into the
Dublin scene With subtle foreshadow1ngs of the entrance of the armed
revolutionaries. Rapidly and economically, Johnston not only gives us

factual data, but in the process something of the flavour of Dublin,

largely through the‘eartﬁybworking class speech of Roisin and, secondarily,

-y

Maginnis. In some scenes, the play achieves almost documentary realism.

For example, in several brief interchanges between characters we learn
that the city is closed and all are holidaying either on Kingstown Pier:

e

"Wild Thyme is blowing now on the banks, and the officials are at large,.

N\

“

airing their tots on Kingstown Pier" (96) as McCarthy says or off at
Fairyhouse, viewing the annual Easter races. Time is told by the
Angelus, symbolizing the predominately Catholic culture and religious ,

B

context, just as Maginnis' Gaelic salutation signals very subtiy the

. assertion of Irish nationalism, a major focus of theme. Roisin's

disappOintment at having Maginnis upset their holiday plans all for

N

nothing, as it turns out, is spoken in an expreSS1onistic incantation

which economically yields,a full and complete picture of Dublifi. In

u

addition, the speech achieves a cinematic effect in the sudden shift to

her point of view; her perspective "pans" as it were, the city from
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Y hofgﬁ to Pine Forest.

An' out comes the sun, .

Te warm the jarv1es on the jaunt te Falryhouse.
An' buckets an' prams on Merrion Strand. \
An' chizlers feedin' ducks in Stephen' sfreen,
Or peddlin' their way up te the Pipe Forlest
But once he has fke spancelled te the sink
Where are yer mafd¥g minoovers nowW

Like tealeaves--up ‘the spout. (98)

Her incantatory speech, a series of brief stat!ments which

express her state of mind and momentarily isolate her, creates an
» - ) .
alienation effect forcing us to respond critically and objectively. 'In

the structure of the ideological argument for and against revolution
wagedwand dramatized in the play, both Roisin and Maginnis represent the

working class, and during much of the play Roisin, in particular, 7

a

« undercuts the revolutionary ardour of‘Emer‘ana Tetley through her
ﬁnegative response>te fhe rising. * She tells Maginnis: "Ther's no playin'
at wars: for this‘ﬁﬁdy, It;s hard labourjfor me" (98); Her impatient
' rldlcule of Maglnnls"wpluntary act1v1ty is a relatlvely mild expression
' of*the contempt*and hOStlllty felt towards the Volunteers by: the majorlty

v of Dubllners an antagonlsm which was most marked during the rising.

N »‘g . >

RolSln ls,'moreover3 a type of Kathleen ni Houlihan, who functions like

- vv'

Agnea, the - flgure in The Moon as a satlrlc comment on the hallowed
symbol of Irlgq natlénailsm. McCarthy calls her "dark Rosaleen",ewho is

. & ,9 # .
Cj the. symbolaq rdse ‘of Irlsh natlonhoodg however llke the Old Flower Woman

»

of The Oid Lady, her role as natlonal symbol is inverted. As am dern
N i

‘Kathleenqnl Hoﬁllhan her,eXpre351on of the polltlcal consciousess of

B
Q‘

‘the Dubl1n populaca is ironic within the context of natlonallst myth and

- e - A

:

— T g{]uxtapdsed wlth Emer s mlnorlty poxnt of v1ew which, of course, is

lronlcally 1deallst1c in the context 6f the political reality R0181n

o
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hrepresents. Like‘manyvin'the"vanguard of a re;olution*,Emer, a nurse, is
) mlddle—class and is xn the p081t1on of hav1ng to convert those around
B her;. Both Rols;n aqd Emer are strong characters whose blunt sarcasm
.jcontrasts-with MacCarthy s humour. The comedy 1S~a deceptlve prelude to

the revolutlonarles' entranoe whzch sxgnals ap abrupt Shlft of mood. As

the play 1s retrospectlve; MacCarthy 8 comic banter creates an~alr of

Durlnsgthe flrst scene of the playg comedy reaches 1ts hlgh

p01nt w1th the entrance of Bndymxon who causes MacCarthy to throw a mllk

"];,Jug over the slde of hls face. In moments of slapstick COmedy MacCarthy g

is: transformed from sophxstxcated fool ‘to clown and the atmosphere of theii

play is helghtened and transformed to the surreal As choric characters,'.

‘hg and Endymzon are foxlg to one another, MacCarthy belng the sane

/

L

‘counterpart of hzs lnsane patlent.‘ Despate hzs absurd rldiculous . ;

:appearance, Endymlon s flrst utterances are not-only perceptlve comments

Lml

on the actlon but acute and complete statements of the theme. He‘states

hls functlon 1n Act II
. \._

Someday I shall be heralded by horns.‘
Enter Endymion--Chorus to these large events, T
Comlng to limn the progress of the off-stage scene. (122)_.

’

, . R -

._-& : . . ; Doy

_As he. says, he is a link to the off-stage scene "a vehlcl‘ through whlch

those conflned An the cafe learn of the larger ebents surro"dlng them.

' are untrue.»' RN "‘, *‘k



We ve:taken three more barracks, and there s a German submarlne
out in the bay.' Men from the COuntry are pourlng in every hour. :
R (125) ‘ . :

LR

he'hopes of'the‘rerolutionaries during the actual.rising Endyml

n6t only undercuts the other characters preten51ons to 1n51ght but hi

dress, partlcularly hlS ankle éuffs, lS an all?gorlcal representatlon o

Nevertheless,  this speech accurately represents the false rumors that

g 78

i

on

s

£

the‘“Blakean,realm" of_paradoxlcal truth, where appearances are 1llusory

inversions of reality. Like O'Callaghan he carries a sword but in%an

' absurd jumble of SthkS and umbréllas, a- fantastlc creature in a bowler :

hat and an old fashloned formal sult. He is approprlately dreSSed for
ne of the"pleasant llttle partles" out at MacCarthy s place, "The tht
‘Flower Refuge for Nervous Complalnts" where Emer supposes fhe gueiss ar

1ndlst1ngulshable from the patxents (102), lntroduC1ng a 'minor motlf
@

't’--\\generated by Endymlon and’ MacCarthy, which 1s that, in a world of

conxradlctory realltles, the sane and 1nsane are. 1ndlst1ngu1shable.

i,

le
0 .

9.

)

Moreover fhelr constant lnterjectlons of farce)are part of the contlnu

juxtap051tlon of the ‘comic and the serlous,'a satlrlcal counterpolntlng

SN v \

o of tone undercuttlng the revolutlonarles' hlgh serlousness.

A

The comedy qf the flrst Act’ls remlnlscent of The Old Lady.yl

its multlple altusxons ’ﬁb the Dub@.n"sce}le in MacCarthy'v ongozng

oA

.

stream-of-consclousness recltatlon concerning monuments to Irlsh

al

th

-,eommentary Offerxng to show Emer the c1ty, hlS speech appnoaches a .

hlstory and Ghlture, debunking 1n the process the myths created around -

‘o

, himr_ﬂﬂelther_O’Connell nor'Lord Nelson escapegh;s_lrreverent wit,

, e
L e O'Connell begins it in person.u To the left--our leerator,
"u;standing on. his pedestal, surrounded by his large illegitimate .
V;:fanaly, 1ook1ng out over the water. Next we come to.the effigy
- -of l nonentity who Is said to. have brqnght the uater-supply}to
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-+ Dublin . . . a memonlal to an unanQn plumber and here, to the
. right, between us and the puhllc urinal, presiding over the
' entire vista--Lord Neldon . . . a one- eyed English Sailorman

with an eye for only one. thing. . . . (103)

BTN

. ' ’His earlier comparison of 0'Connel Street'to the Nevsky‘
‘ Prospect is douhly‘ironic. The Liffey andPO'Connell Street suffer by
comparlson, in purely physxcal terms to the grandeur of the Nevsky
y promenade and xts rlver moreover .the assoc1atlon wlth the St Petersburg
€§Street'ls an lronlc (and anachronistic) allus1on to the Russxan*

<D Revolutlons of 1905 and 1917, the latter far surpa351ng the Irlsh r181ng‘

-~ in magnltude d&d in hlstorlcal and polltlcal~1mportance. Ireland ls,'

. ,. -

flnstead a- "land of salnts and cemeterles that laughs at. nothlng but
ltself; and where even the route marches to glory never come’ off" (lOl)
: Nevertheless, the reference to the Nevsky Prospect and MacCarthy s

metaphorlcal remark that ROlSln lS "Marle Bashklrtseff behlnd the

: oM . .

samovar", parallels the Irlsh revolutlonary act1v1t1es w1th those of

‘ \Russ1a, once more tuklng the theme out of and beyond lts purely Irlsh

' locale What lS more, the subtle allu51ons toggke Ru351an revolutlon )
hint at the lnsurrectlon about to commence, whlch when lt doesvhappen o’
astonlshes Macgarthy and deflates hls Falstaff1an’”301e de V1vre"

' MacCarthy weakly comments on events occurrlng out51de the w1ndows of the

¥

535 1nform1ng us of the takeover of the Post Offlce in stunned

v

elllptlcal speech

P BN
SN . -~

. -« . Swarming into the Post Office . . . breaking the windows,
. and turning the people onto the street ... . [and further] .
' About’a hundred men with & cab. Yes,rI saw a cab too. - And a
‘couple of drays fllled with plkes and guns. N6.. I saw nothing.
(1ou) PR

';1 B ’ . /

% atmosphere is complete. MacCarthy o‘longer dominates the action and hls

s
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banter merely punctuates and lronlcally p01nts the’ intensely" grave actlons
" and speech of Emer and the rebels Williams' threatenlng movements
towards Roisin exemplify the seriousness of the intenﬁions of the rebelsf
who’have in reality created a state .of war'by theirucivil'insurrection.
The,chorickoharaeters-TRoisin, haginnls, MacCarthy and Endymidnr—now
,funcrlonnas_commentators in a dialectical prooess,which domlnates the
+second and third acts.
| O'Callaghan's and Palliser's entry on the scene complefes.the
expos1tlon thelr contrastlng appearances are a. vlsual metaphor of the
dlalectlcal debate which is to- follow. ‘I&\Lancer s uniform-and with a
cllpped mllltary moustache", Palllser is c¢learly the profe551onal
soldler [eX Callaghan on the-other hand, is so romant1c1zed that he is a
carlcature of the dashlng flgure he wlshes to play Poet turned soldier,

¢

he is. the artlst-revolutlonary hero who oreates hlS role and stages a .

> . e ¥ .if..
: performance——w1th scarf, sword!and "enérmous plstol and a hanglng

s

holster"--a Byronlc, "Flyboy F br ', By the end of Act I lt is clear

that the revolutlonarles are toy oldiers playlng at war. Tremendously
exc1ted at the rout&n%%of the lKaficers and naively engaged with the game
'of war, O'Callaghan scolds fd/’;n:- "This lS war, glrl War’" (lll)

a

desperado or:gunman. P lllser the real soldler curses hlS hurt leg and
is sternly told by Q'Ca laghan not to swear in' gme presence of women, a

hlnt at hlS dellcacy and- sens1t1v1ty that is laughable under the

c;rcumstancesh; a.‘~' ; S ‘w ;'-‘? .
R Moreover, Q’Callaghan treats‘Palliser with'concern and courtesy

: strlctly ln accordance w1th ‘the rules of war—-there is a comic. dlspute as

to whether 1t is the Hague or Geneva Conventions. The p01nt is, of

8.

R
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‘course, that O'Callaghan's conception of war is conventional and romantic.

v

A comic and satiric touch to his treatment of the prisoner is his offer

of a‘clgarette,'a gesture reminiséent of the last puff given in popular _
’. . . o~ L .

' literature or Hollywood f£ilm to the enemy before‘he is shot or hangedf

O'Callaghan s expectatlon of honourable behav1our from the prlsoner also

exempllfles hls bellef in playlng by the rules, and his. knowledge of the

oonventlons of conduct 1n war is contrasted to his 1gnorance of the

machlne-gun s worklngs.ﬁ Tetley s hope that Ireland will sit down.at the
peace conference and his comparison_of‘hiscaUSe'With that of the allies
¥

is- 51mllarly undercut by ah 1nablllty to use the machlne-gun As Tetley'
says, thlS army is unorthodox Its lack of Sklll is matched by B
dlsorganlzatlon whlch 1s exempllfled by Maglnnls’ orders not to moblllze
from the Chlef—of Staff - Both the lack of mllar support and the o

jnlzatlon glve the rebels little chance agalnst the Engllsh ;In

o,

i'he Irlsh rebels' best‘chanCe for success lies’ ln the moblllzatlon

- \‘ l;‘p@ oM \
of men such as Maglnnls, th-have nelther the pass10n of Emer nor . th!f
@ JS‘ : @
conv1ctlons of Tetley, but nﬁbenﬁheless some 1dea of how to use a- machlne-
’u; N~ )

gun. MacCarthy astutely ?@serves later 1n the play that "Mixer is the

‘\>

‘real mllltary genlus" (121) whlle Palllser and Tétley aré ngely role

g

playing in their chosen occupatlons. Tetley, however, ;n his role_of
leader convinces'Maginnis‘to.fight. Maginnis is also rather brutally
taunted and goaded by Emer ("You have your chance now, Maglnnls. Are you

‘301ng to take 1t, or are you what that glrl called you—-a Mlckey Dazzler’"

(115]), re1nforc1ng her characterlzatlon as a "klller"
"As the first act ends the atmosphere of chaos and extreme
exc;tementjgenerated by a war-tlme 51tuation with. lts attendant c1v1l,

soc1al and psychlc dlsorders is broadly outllned in the lntense and

rv;



'.dflthe coqnter-revolutionaries"

~

" emotional actions of the characters.- As MacCarthy has coollyfobserved,

e ~ o :
what is being witnessed during the reading of the Proclamation is "The
Birth of a Nation"-—echoing Dobelle‘s comment in The Moon~-"the birth of
AN
a nation is no immaculate conceptlon "  Inside the cafe, Maginnis, Tetley

and O'Callaghan moblllze for actlon whlle outside tﬁe scene is chaotic as

R o

Roisin describes it:

. A

.The chizzlers xs all over the street eatlng sweets from
Noblett's. The women are dancing jigs in Talbot Street. I've
never seen the like in all my born days.. . (115-116)

’

\,’;

Both MacCarthy.and Palli%er are sardonically detached from the
chaos--MacCarthy continually, hngorous and qui:e<feady fo take ad&antage:

of the dlsorder by looting along Vlth the mob.

greet the lnsurrectlon w1th annoyance moreover, Mac

3 o

oﬁ-Tausch's phoné%callﬁaf thewclo;

instances the action of the plot :
se of the carelessness,

tude, and nalvete of the revglu ’onarles As‘Palllsen points out

l‘isiEE.
Tt ley and W1lllams, who are as far as he is concerned civilians

“trying to play at soldlers, they "don't even know enough to occupy the

But,:to Tetléy; the inshrrécf@@h is,abrevoiution, that is, a fulliscale
But, to Ietley, t BU - e ehat : e

™
. phone exchange"; and so through thelr lack of, * allow the,iEngllsh to
; malntaln thelr llne of communlcatlons and easil?tsurround the rebels,
"qulckly pushlng them.to a denouement oﬁélefeat.. D;smayed'by the Brltlshf

'use of artillery pn_the»Qnays, Wllllams”;s ready to surrender the fol%owing

.dayf37_/%3““:'%"§33fpy ' ' e

T

e started it to make a publlc protest-—not to force the .
workers to commlt su1c1de along with us . . .. (133)

q

I R
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LI military operation which riskgafull reprisall‘ ItEﬁs apparent midway
2 =through the. second act that the rebels aye los1ng and that their surrender
{

; T is the most reasonable course of act;on.' Tetley is not only confused
| | uncertain that surrender,is the best course of action, but also

{ . disillusioned with the lack of support from the people he is seeking to

" liberate. " i :

. . . I'd fight to the 1last bulldlné and the last man if' 1
wds - sure of only one: thlng--that I was flghtlng for my country
.and “for my people, and not just for my own satisfaction . .

It's their [the‘people's] hostility that's.really shaken me---

not any questlon of whether we are going to win or lose . . . 2
Do I have to pretend to myself that I am another Jesus Chrlst--
that everyone s wrong excepts ... (139) i

- It is clear to Tetley at“this point‘that the political goals of

v c . . o ; o . . -
%-" R PR { 4
By 0
¥

"~ o . the rising are frustrated; thus he questions his'own motives.~ ln the
- dlscuss1on which. follows, between Tetley and-Palllser both men s motlves

are, in the process of examinatlon reduced?%p 51mpllst1c and personal
{ .
T .“2ﬁﬁs. Palllser the profeSSLOnal soldeer,<ﬂges not enjoy flghtlng and

&

- is dedlcated to peace whlle Tetley, who hates ev11 wants to fight it to
: o g
X ,express~"the.purpose" of hlS~llfe. Moreover, according toJPalllserﬂ the»

; ‘ ~ rules of war are #dt sacrosanct as Tetley wants‘to belieVTufﬁ

Palliskr says: L : ‘, . > ‘ !

The whole art of7war'is to know‘when:to.break the rules -

e ' intelligently. And it has nothing 'whatsoever to do with being
- , either an officer or a gentleman. The fact that you. don know
.;»thls, classmfles you--both soc1ally and professlonally ul 2)

” In addlng the dlmens1on of class to\the argument Palllser

Fr gt Ly s 20

further compllcates the analy51s of motlvatlon thls, moreover,‘lndlcates

a. certaln loss of control whlch antlcxpates hlS ass1stance to Emer in.

ek s s e e o

flrlng the machlne-gun.‘.Palllser means to counter«Tetleyﬁs m;sgulded
, o . ' : - S G ‘

DY
AN

- deriaaTae o e



o

W

. ‘J \i“ " e .
z 7’?3 N

P

L S
3

tlonallsm with realism and common sense, both men, however, are motivated

in pPart by the de51re to save face. - Tetley has experienced the emotional

release \the excitement of being in.combat and says disparagingly to
. ‘ . L T .

Palliser:

" Your professiqn is quite terrifying, Captain--it's so simple.
. It requires no ‘special qualities, except an indifference to
one's personal fate that I find rather pleasant . . . {[and
further] . ... I found since yesterday that saidlerl g gives
one a great feeilng «wof release--especially when ydu e bound °
to be beaten. - suppose that's why so many stupid people make
a success of the Army. It doesn't require much courage to be
shot at. (142) ' '

o A

. Nevertheless although Tetley doeségot rellsh martyrdom, he will not be

‘i“saved by Palllser _nor w1ll he repudlate the revolutlonary cause which

‘ givesﬁﬂts l@?e»mEinng

&9,}, * .
Stunned by Tetley s refusal to see reason, Pa111 gr has clearly

understood the danger of maklng martyrs éut of the rebels,»enuncﬁgféd e
" ' . . - N N ' * - '

his exchange with Clattéring.("Lég's march them through the streets

without thelr pants, and ship them off in a cattle boat to thelr friends N

--the Huns" [128]). Palliser, however, begins to act in part out_of‘an

irrational desire to save face and also because he now perceives Tetley -

asfdangerous and wants’the battle to continue in order to defeat the
rebels. Tetley, the son of an Engllshman, 1s,1ron1cally, set to destroy

Palliser' s Ireland as Palliser says to Emer, ". . . he wants to_destroy

‘most -of the things that my country means to me .« ., " (145). In an

W

1ronlcureversal of»roles, Palllser becomes the patriot- howeyer, Palliser's

£

nation, the Angloggrlsh ascendancy, is ‘doomed: as is the Brltlsh emplre

‘Both Pall;ser and’ Mlss Garr;ty ("an ole-Loyallst in black bombaz1ne w1th

a pxcture of Klng Teddy on the whatnot") represent values that are

.extlnct. Miss Garrity s playing of contemporary pleces functions as a

) -
e

po T e
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. musical counter-point or, motif‘setting the action i» the period adﬁ,

T

< ar

®
¥

moreaver, is an objective correlatlve, symb01121ng the gra01ousness of

,3 .

. «.'\;y)b'_

:g-‘y ﬁﬁk wy s
""order. Clatterlng comments

' the play, the values of the o d British order ar

for Palllser‘s for‘br cool detachment. ~

‘unconv1nCiﬁg thé‘kandLVLduals should respond to emo

Edwardlan England a perlod flnally destroyed by '"thé loosenlng of the
foundatlons" of British c1v;llzatlon.

‘Palliser, convinced that "life is much too complicated to

.

define a purpose', nevertheless believes in the order and forﬁsiof that
civilization which civil}insurrectioﬁ-on a global scale is busily
destroying. What Pallisérbclings to and‘eventually dies for, in

part isfa nostalgic aﬁpreciation of the old ordér--the pomp, ceremony

and aesthet*cJWalues of Brltlsh civilization. In his own way, Palliser'

i

'ms an "1deali%t“ Angered by the’ 1rratlona11ty oiﬁthe rebels however,

}d lrratlonally in typlcal Irish fashﬁin
rlbutes to the destrnctlon of ‘that -
- "Scratch a Paddy and you're all~the,same,,

no matter whﬂ%

iform you're wearingﬁ (128). Palliser'simply acts from

what Johnsto 't rms "thls thlng the Orlentals call 'face'". It is not
e 4&’

s;'for, in

expressed in extremely
B «l
superflcial terms ‘to this p01nt, nd- seem inadequate~as a justification

-

A e

In the exchange with Clatterlng, the only other British soldler
a . . \ :
ln.the play, xhe ccnduct and mores of ﬁpé Brltlsh army are reduced to the .
rldlculous and the banal Palllser who as an Irlshman ha§ a "reasonable

and perceptlve apprehens10n of the polltlcal 51tuatlon, lS unable to

*'1mpress upon Clattgrlng the potentlal serlou4hess of full reprlsal by the

: Br;@ash. Whlle Johnston achleves a certaln reallsm 1n the theme-—the ;

Brlt:.sh were indeed stup:.é in thelr dealmgs wJ.th the Imsh--he faz.ls to

i

'v;"i 3
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.provide.a more balanced view of whe; the British, and Palliser, stand for
in the politieal dlalectic of the play. By,contrast, at no time do the
rebels become .small minded or ridiculous;

On the orher hand, as a character Palliser is wholly engaging

and sympathetlc, although alienated from the army he supposedly represents

Palllser moreover, llke Grattan of The 01d Lady, is the voice ‘of reason

in the play. His commentary and insight fuelled by the reading of

' Blake's Marriage of Heaven and Hell ("Blake says that if the Fool would

only %x‘sist #n his folly, He would become a wise ‘man" (144]), Palliser,
for example, perceives the irony of "Endymion's fate. For Endymion (like

Dotheright in The Golden Cuckoo) is a comic'Christ-figure,_"a hero and a

lunatlc," who has glven his sanlty to save a man drowning inia Gulnness

A ]

.vat. Both Endymion and Dotherlght defy ‘reason bﬁi are "W1se in thelr

t

folly". Im Endymlon the ideal of Christian herOLSm--to rlsk death for
another=-is carried tollts loglfal extreme, and leads to the inversion, .of
the conventlonally reasonaﬂle and the sane

- In the conventional world true her01sm is impossible and cans

only be met with defeat, because in the process of acting man is fotced

to compromlse hlS values, . The shooting of elderly veterans "w1th wooden
. ' .‘»R‘
guns” at Ballsbrldge is a minor example of the needless ‘destruction caused
4 i

'by the rising. ,MacCarthy adV1SeS Roisin that "love lS a vegetable that

~must be planted in a bed pan, and\watered‘with a nice supple.of

disappointﬂents" for no prlmula can llve that isn't planted ina -

*

: reasonable amount of dlrt" (120) MaeCarthy s remarks are a comic
’ -

renderlng of‘%he metaphy51cal synthe51s of the dialectical’ confrontatlon
. ~~

in the play. Tetley, as well is Patllser to a certaln'extent, must

e L o ‘. 5
‘confront the illusions that motivate their actions and reactions. - .
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'qTetley becomes the ldeal of Cuchulaln t&ut, on the other ‘hand , he also

; a practlcal nece351ty in the struggle for lndependence and will ensure’

v 85

- a

For much of the play, Tetley, "the idealist," misunderstands

his own motives. His continued interest iff the forms of behavioun—-his
A . . . .

overwhelming belief'in'the cods or "canoniof good form" in war aﬁd more

- significantly his fear of ‘hanging due to his lgnorance of how one maght

react——show that his adherence to style becohes eqnally as important as
' <
the goal of political independence in motzi‘ting his actions. He.is
4 ’ . )
captivated by his own performance. - Thus, on one level, his rebellion is, |

like Blake's, a-romantic gesture. Nevertheless, he is not romanticized °

as is Blake, hence, the game he is playing seems far more serious, his

‘emotional commitments:morée beliewable. He too acts from the prompting of
' i . / .

"face". | : . , . L ,
Whether we Jose or win is a matter that only God can decide-
'How we behaVe is something that depends on o&sselves (1uu)

;@ I : <
: Urged on by hlggénemy, Palllser and envelgled by Emer ] moment'»

© of pa551on he fully embraces the role of revolutlonary leader and martyr

Aswa soldler moreover, he learns the strategic nece531ty of»guerrllla

warfare and adv1ses Maginnis to go underground lling martyrdom;

r‘ 5

o

becomes a polltlcal reallst knowlng that the Republlcan Army muSt

‘. : e s

P

hencefqrth engage in dev1ous underground warfare. Hls death now becomes

thefsurv;yel.of.thé na;;onallst'cause. 'In‘contrast, Blake i Anot a

pollt1ca1 realist, nor does his-death have any value.\ One cah at least
. .
argue that Tetley s does. From rpmantic hero in search ‘of ‘the Grail of

Irish freedom Tetley lS elevated to a mytbologlcal flgure. The.converSLon

of Ro:.sm symbollzes the reactivat:.on of. the myth of Irlsb natxonal;\.sm.
. :

Tetley becomes the Emmet of 1916..
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\ Maginnis' transformation in battle parallels Tetley's_new.power.
_ Maginnis' battle speech has the resonance and color of epic poetry and

v

again is a set piece of expressionistic dialogue. ' " ‘ o

». '
The gun was red-hot in me Hands

An' I cooled it off with oil from a tin a sardines
The smoke'd catch me by the troat .
* And tear the eyeballs from me face.
But it was them went back--not us
Back, an then on agin, .
Till all the terrace was a hell a flames -
And the lead was rain runnin'' from the gutters. (153)

Isolated in the overwhelming emotion and excitement of battle, B

. Maginnis is transported, becoming in that moment the patriot-hero, the

. fierce warrior of Celtic legend and myth. Maginnis' transformation is a

s
.

-“ connincing portrayal’of thektremendousiattraction of‘violence; ".o. an’
tne mosk unholy joy came over me, for 1 knew then I was a soljer, an'
nuttin' could ever take that away from me. . . ." (154).9

In the final Act, the playls coda“Palliser Miss Garrity and

Endymlon play and dance to the death of the old Ireland, dominated by thely}

-

\Ascendancy O'Callaghan rightly fefers to Palllser as Dan Qulxote,\for

Palliser is now the antl hero, the man wlthout power in the revolutlonary
I
game and to hls own dlsgrace prlmarlly responslble for the revolutlonarles'

eventual trlumph 1n hav1ng so effectlvely ""played the other fellows game", S
\ ) .
Slmllar to Blake s flnal4d1alogue in The Moon, Endymlon s lyrlcal

commentary creates a vortex ‘of images into whlch the theﬁts and motlfs

;- of the dlalectlcal confronfatlons are woven. Pall;ser, Endymlon s
X » :
"be oved sqp", is now the scapegoat ‘the. Chrlst of the old Order,v S
juxta osed to Tetley, the saviour ‘of the new order of Irlsh natlonallsm.
' A

s

A1l the characters are sxmply playing out varlous roles ln the

disintegrat;on of a &;neteenthAcentury,world view, -the passing of an

<~ .
. , s . -
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T ) S | w
F”% ‘ % ' Inperial civilization. | | ' '
£ ‘%: . ‘\‘% " Tetley, with his greater insight into the revolutionary process,’ ..
% - bt h. that is, the politics of pehellion, perceiVes-the‘significance of his new g ;Jﬂ

i . . Y N
4 role and Palliser's, as the star witness for the Crown, and that they are

v both playing roles dictated by an 1nev1table'hlstoricalﬂprocess. Indeed

within the framework of his visionary view of Irish politics, he has

become '"Jesus Christ" and for him the agent of inenitability~is-Divine ‘ﬂgi!ﬁ

Providence.

v It's not my casting, Captain. It's Heaven that provides us _
. with our roles in this fantastic pantomime. (161) . - {

‘Although Tetley has moved from polltlcal nalvete to a reaﬁi%*ic

understandlng of what is necessary to ensure continued resxstance to

- England, ; .
The boys who come through thle will have to do their own

fighting. Only next time it will not be strictly in accordance

Wwith the rules. (160)
S

) h‘ ' . ) . ) .
he i3~sii$f perceived‘hy Johnston, through Palliser, as deluded and
v 4 ) N
, ,‘dangerous. Tetley s self lmmolatlon on the pyre of Irlsh natlonhood will
! » I8

generate a resurgence of national consc1ousness, lt is, however a
"'-"" : ¥ éo
“-cﬁnscxousness activated through the primitive rlte of human . sacrlficqﬁ /

‘Reason is subsumed in the emotional and rellglous fervor of what will

N

i become a "popular" cause of fulfllling Pearse s mythlc Ldeal of‘the Irish
polltxcal leeder the: Gaellc warrlo: who is a messianic hero. )
- Tetley s, 1deal of the martyr hero corresponds to the Christ- K
‘Cuchulain figure that Pearse envxsxoned For egample, in the . poem

‘"Renunciation", Pearse accepts the necesslty of crucifixion end,emhraces

S " Qeath.” |
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I have turned my face ‘ ‘ ’
'To this road before me,

To the deed that I see 10

And the death I shall die.”™™ -

FECR AP P N

That Johnston is directly drawing on Pearsq,s mystical Ldeal of - . L °

patriotism, a mysticism that renouncesuthe life of the body and the llfe
N

of men in society, is velnforced by allusi&gs to the Book of Revelatlon ‘

that appedr wlthip the play.‘ As Palliser helps Emer fire the machine-gun : ?

he angrily ;efers to the Book of Revelation.

o E | A S - "
' Now my dear, if you really want to open the Book of Revelation, . : T
all that you have to do is to . . . press the trigger. (147) , 4

\
/

'Emer does lndeed open the Book of Revelation. The final hours of the ’

)
N
¢

o
of

i

battle are described in apocalyptlc imagery, as earlier prophesied by
- %

Endymion: ‘ o ‘ : o

Bl

e

Till generals and ministers arrive
Bringlng a bloody sunset from the east. (123)

i o . Y

At the beginning of Act III, MaGCrthy repeatedly refers to the fires

.-‘“
Ha

FIEER (P e

Pree

i
g

that are engulfing the City of Dublin,'to the sun that "has come out on
this blood-ged‘evening"} but Maginnis' battle speech contains the most
vivid and strikiné réferehces to the apocalypse. In image afte 1mage

the blood and fire anQ/fear of .a vloleﬁkvapothe051s are etched q sharp.

~‘clear Lmages-~the wave after"wave lapping on the beach at Braj!are "brown
‘ -

breakers turnin red,V bowbs and bullets roar "bloody murder " "smoke
tears the eyeballs from the face{'"the terrace is a holl of flame"

Joined to images of bloody destruction are intermitteng aklusions to o

) . , o ~ . e , - _
legendary figures and battles of -Irish myth. 'Pulltscg,turqs,to Emer and
ays : | l‘ . ‘ -

N
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* ' Weep not for Ferdia,‘trustipg bride
- He lies embattled by the ford,
Drunk with the bloodied waters of the Grand Canal. (150)

<Shaped by‘Céltic and Christign‘myxh, the bloody‘cause of Igish
na;ioﬁalish wiil'oncevagain bg embraced by the Irish. Tetley;s écti&ns,
it is clear, will berpetuate the‘cycle-of vengeénce.and bloquhed,‘which
has dominated the history of Ireland for the past seven\i?ﬁdrédyears.
Tgtley is fighting for a cause, As Palliserkpoints out, and tﬁe English_

oppreséor will simpl¥ be replaced byﬂanother. The new Irelandvﬁill be

Min chains again, as you had it before", Palliser says, echoing Endymidn's
earlier fgmarks:_ ) ' . , ’
“‘Hard-riding squires -

Dripk the last stirrup-cup of powerﬁ\~A - \
Another lordship's here to stay. (155)

Tetléy refuses Palliser's offer fo save hi§ own life, while Palliser
bequésfto leave the burning building and play Judas to.Tetley's Jesus.
‘And, in the end, égliﬁsér comes Gff ‘the hore admirablg-éharacter and
Johnston‘s_mordgvviéfbﬁ: ‘Tétléy's final justification for his death is
that af leaé:t he,'sv‘ "dqing somethiﬁg the world w111 know about" and
.’ fulfilli£g his destiny, whefeas Palliser iS'Choééing death in ob¥ivion,
without eSchatqlégicgl reﬁar§ ("any p%e'inmthe sky"). The variety and
&itality‘of thg,Britiéh;ehpire, builf Becaﬁéé aéébf@igg fo Rg}lisé?l "
Mo . Qe h&d'life aﬁd an inferést\in gurselves‘. . ;",is‘sadrificeﬁ:in
. Iféland én¢ abroad becaqse;the*ﬁritish-are bored’and tired. o

. thgsfon's‘fihéi ju;tificatgon for the graduél disintegfafion
"_df'th§ eﬁpéne'is'Qague/and,Qeak; thd§£oﬁis¢emsktb be séyiﬁgrthat the
‘Bfifishiempire.is djing_from withih,kand henée‘ifidoéé no¥'desér§é toi

N N

- Palliser and Tetley's dialectical confrontation has no resélution.
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survive. Nevertheless, throughout the play its antithesis, the .Irish

nation, is repeatedly seéen ‘in negative and life—denying/ferms.. MacCarthy,
as raissénneur, focuses continually, in his humorous and satiric thrusts

at Emer's repressive demeanor,odﬂthe repressed sexuality of the Irish in
‘ A

' general, a result of Ireland's Jansenist Catholicism in which any visible

manifestations of sexuality are seen as sinful. Ireland, ab MacCarthy

a

. . : - . X / . a. A
. says, is a land of '"saints and cemeteries'". And, moreover, he comments:

Hereﬁfherebafé no such things as bosoms.’;The female frontis-
piece is only a plaque, for medals, holy‘and Celidhe. (154)

MaéCarthy, the lovaEle clowﬂ,;and earfhy voice of reason in the
dialectical contrhst between the Ireland of Christ and death, and the

&

Ireland of Sheridan and Wilde, preséntq‘in his Falstaffian humor,

gpropensity‘for drink and vital interest in sex, a healthy alternative to

. : A .
the sterile persona of Emer's nun—like’virginity‘and icy reserve.

.

- 'symbolized, 1ron1cally, by her glven name, Pearl. 'Her'names, then, are

allegorlcal and symbollze the comblnax;on of c/;stlty and feroc1ty whlch
s

2l

" characterizes Pearse s. ideal of *the Irlsh patrlot,, Twinned with the

~ lyrics: N, . S

juxtaposition between repressed sexuality and a lusty love of life is the

conhtrast between\thé pomp and beauty--the images of British civilization,

. and the bloody, fiery destruction of the Irish rebellion. What Ireland

has left behind is mostalgically and evogatiQely summarized in Endymion's

3

The Aprll wlnd blows cold on royalty,

Swift, Grattan, Sheridan; Wellington and W1lde,

Levees on Cork Hill, =".

The tramp of crimson sentries in the colonnade. ‘ ‘
‘No more of Suvla Bay or Spion Kop. : ' Sy
" The bunting under which we spilled our colours on the globe

Shall hang in gaunt cathedrals- :

Where no one goes. (155)

Cd



" bloody apotheosis is an untried order.

_their‘"éahse" is suspect, and shown to be; for all its gallantry,

. : o : al

I

In embracing its historic destiny, Ireland is foresaking thae achievements

. ' /
of the last two hundred years manifest in Anglo-Irish figures--Swift,

Sheridan, Wellington, Wilde--artists and soldiers, who have made major

contributions to English-speaking civilization. What emerges out of the

i

Palliser's refusal to live is simply a refusal to participate

in the revolutionary myth of dying for a cause which in that action

[}

becomes dangerously elevated, becomes sacred and dogmatic; it is, moreover,

a death which he believes is unnecessary and suicjdgl. In'The Brazen :

Horn Johnston writes:

What we are after .is Something for which we should insist upon °

living, so long as this much more difficult feat remains.
decently openr-and particularly so if living includes the

annoyance of some sort of crucifixion’, rather than the comfort .

of oblivion.l

- 4
Alfhough- the consequence of Palliser's‘choice is death,

Palliser chooses to 'go on living as does Mids Garrity playihg_a final

salute to life. A sacrificial figure, although more Dionysian than

‘Christian, he does indeed embrace "a sort of crucifixion" but not like

Tetley, who surrenders to the oblivion of an all-consuming passion,

immolating his self in the process. Tetley and Emer sublimaté the
. . o N . : » . . & y ﬂ\b 4 ’
richness of sexual love and passion in their ascetic, albeit zealous

commitmenf/;;NLhe'causé.of Irish nationhood. For that reason alone,
'sterile

oy

in"its-ironic juxtaposition to the vitalitygof MagCa#thy, Palliser and

\

Endymion.‘

'.Although there is no resolution to Tetley'g and Palliser's

debate, as both men die for conflicting goals, the choric characters,

.

3
P,
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Endymlon and MacCarthy, whose voices do not change, prov1de a contlnuous

v

thread of a unlfled and coherent structure of thought and feeling.

. L]

MacCarthyls 1mpulse for. life prondes -asconstant foil to Emer! s terse and
4

—hostlle sterlllty, and Endymion' s provocatlve 1n51ghts pPOV1de an <
" unyarying omniscient narration in juxtap031tlon to and counterpointing the
. actions of men and women who are blinded by their vision of the new

- Ireland emerging from the revolutionary cataclysm.

. Endymion introduces the metaphor of‘oeath and rebirth, which

[y

sypthésizes the conflict between ideal and action, and life and death in

-

play. , _ ‘ o .
Sprlng S a raw season,
Boisterous with words we do not know,A
We must pack up forbidden memories

~ _ With the court suits of dead solicitors,
And send the bundles to the prop rooms. (155) ° -

»

. 1

The "forbidden memories" of Ireland under British ruie, the British law
that will no longer apply,xmanlfestatlons of Anglo-Ireland are belng :
subjugated and transformed into, the uncertalnty of polltlcal and
cultural upheaval Although it is uncertaln what will replace the
Engllsh "lordship", SpPlng is a season of renewal and hope. Endymlon s
-references to spring are more succlnctly and fully artlculated in the
last-line of the pley, spoken by Palliser. "Wlnter gives back the roses
to the frost-filled earth” (165). - | ‘ |
PalliSer's antiphon to the Dionysianzprooess of death and
‘rehirth elso signals‘the ecceptence of death:by‘the two men ﬁho'each~go

: to~their ind;éidualgcrucifixions. The rev “utiohary'dialectic.is finally

synthesized in an image of hope.

N

does become a man of action; his

act of dying is not condemned; it is the ideal for which he dies that
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compromises that actioﬂ. ‘In contrast to‘the maﬁ with the ideal, Pal;iseﬁ,
%t seems,mwaifs passively for death. But Palliser has;chosén to‘act oq#

. the last mohents of his iifg~in a deliber;te égd freely chosen affirmatioﬁ
of life in all its "variety and vit;lity"Q Miss Garrity's final piece of.
"Le Jafdin‘Ferrique"’feinforées the metaphor ;f'febirth, whiéh in the

Dionysian and natural cycle necessarily includes death.

'
* W ' -
, .



CHAPTER IV

t

-

: ) '
CONCLUSION: THE METAPHYSICAL REBEL

<

Y
Rebellion though apparently negative, Since it creates nothing
is profoundly positive 1n that it reveals the part of man which
must always be defended .l

-

In choosing to die, rather ‘than "play Judas" to Tefzz§'s Jesus,
Pallisep of The Sthhe becomes, in effect, a metaphysical rebel. Liké
Dobellé of-Tﬁe Moon, who refuses to particiéate injeither.Tauéch's dream
of a new industrial obder or Blake's romantic and dénéerous patriotism
(as: he says:~'"Why should I kill to save the scheme of things?ﬁ), Palliser
réfusgs:to condéneﬁﬁhe politic%;of"revolufion. Both men‘reject the cﬁain
of fevehge that - violent insurrectioﬁ_cfeates and, moreover, the illusory

ideals that initiate it and propel it forward in,its never-ending cycle.

" While Dobejlle does not die in The Moon in the Yellow River, Blake's death,

. ] Q
as a symbolic, sacrificial offeiing,,shgnais the death of romantic

idealism in the play and the demise of Dobelle's own deluSions, but it
vy

does generate a resurrectlon of love and qualified optimism. Blake acts

“ as é scapegoat for_Dobelle,.who has laost something forever with Blake's

death, but in a religious sense (in its broadest context) he has been
released and liberated by it. He canqno longer find refugé iﬁ his
cynicism an?feccentricity; instead, he is forced into the world of
expépience oncé more with aii its attendant evil, éuffering and joy.
From the péiﬁt of view of thejideélogiéal 6r.political debate

waged in the play, for and against revolution, Dobelle is throdghoﬁt a

ou ¢

2
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polificél realist. Through the catharsis provided for by Blake's act of
rebellion,.Dobelle asserts his unequivocal'conviction that évil must be
confronted and, ln the last act of the play, engages in a metaphy51cal
and psychologlcal rebelllon against conventional notions of good and evil.
It can be argued that no real synthesis emerges from the dialectical

L
-~

process from an ideological and metaphysig‘ perspective. Nevertheless,

-

 the play ends w1th an assertion of rehifrh q'a human and natural level,
- '0

; through Agnes, an embodiment of, thg ,itho,has the last

‘ P o :

e supremacy of the natural,

'“#I

gesture”; an epiphahy SLgnalllng thﬂi ﬁ !

Dionysian cycle of death and rebirth.
Unlike Dobeile,‘?alliser,motivated by the emotional urge to

save\"che", unwittingly is implicated in the political rebellion he so
vehemently condemns. As Qe have seen, he redeems himself by dying, in a
final gesture of integrity, reaffirming his rejection of Tetley's
‘misguided romantic nationalism, thch.is used to justify '"the politics of
murder," hence, extremely'dangeroug. Tetley becomes\é Functionalist, who
is defined and rejected by Johnston in his introduction to The Gbldéﬁ

Cuckoo ¢

Our generation distrusts the word What? and only really enjoys
contemplating How? It is part of the prevailing philosophy of
the day--the philosophy of Functionalism. The ultimate

criterion for all questions is not What is it? but How does it
operate? What is true is what works: what is untrue is what
fails to work.?2

. N N r . *
It is not Tetley's dying that Johnston rejects; rather, through Palliser,
he condemns the "cause" that Tetley'dies for, the values he represents.
b . <q - :
More important, Tetley's "cause'" which will let -him down in the end and

will be cdmpromised in Tetley's having played '"the oppressors' game" is

validatéd and sanctified by Tetley's death. Wltness the conversion, of

-
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Roisin and gaginnis, who represent the populace, once more converted to
the bloody cause of Irish patriotism. In contrast, Palliser dies as a

+ : ' . :
final assertion of the futility of violent, revolut#onary action. Harold

Ferrar rightly says:

. Palliser . . . chooses a quiet death over a martyrdom that
would require revenge: again and again the character who
represents the centre of value in Johnston's work abjures a
cycle of evil, a choice which empowers him to accept life
joyously and to meet_death fearlessly, like a brldegroom
embracing his bride.

Death is Palliser's final victory, one not to be feared or rejected--for

a crucial tenet in Johnston's metaphysics is that the fear of death is an.

illusion. ’ o
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provided that it comes at the right time, and he shows this
fact qulte clearly in his urge towards a personal maturity
which is only another way of describing Death. . . . Yet he is
probably not mature enough to be safely relieved from this
purposeful illusion that Death is something to be avoided

. purely for the sake of avoiding it. This instinct keeps him
from suicide in moments of despair or exhaustion, and as such
it is highly important. But it is a delusion, none the less.
Man would be frantic without the gift of Death.

Thus, Palliser looks "Azrael in the face™" and engages in the ritual of
death, by which sacrifice--absurd perhaps from a conventional point of

view--reason is elevated momentarily, transcending the passion of the

' revolutionary cause. Palliser's act of.metaphysical rebellion, then,

" results in-a synthesis of the ideological and psychological conflict in

the play. Because his death is a resolution of the dialectical

) juxtapﬂ%ition of reason and revolution’and, moreover, because of its

staglng, with the symbollc trappings of music and poetry (even fire), .it
is 1mmensely_satlsfy1ng. Johnston does indeed, w1th~The Scyttlre, achleve

the melding of polit;cal and religious ritual and, moreover, as in The

i W

@1
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ﬁggghhis work re—assert§ the vitality of the natural order, with the
promise of rebirth in "the frost-filledlearth."

| Unlike Blake, Dobelle or Palliser, Dotheright of The Golden
Cuckoo does not share any of the external trappings of the conventional
hero.‘ Because of Epeir reéjection of conventional values and modes of
behaviour, it can be argued that Blake, to a certain extent, and certainly
Dobelle éhd Palliser_are anti-heroes, but none ar§<so clearly
unconventional as is Dotheright who has much in common with Endymion, the

wise "fool" of The Scythe. The Golden Cuckoo, dismissed by some as merely

lightweight farce,5 does not share the contrapuntal blend of serious

-

action and dialogue with absurdist comedy that characterizes The Moon and

The Scythe. Although The Golden: Cuckoo must be taken seriously as a
completerand succinct statement of Johnston'é social, political and moral
iconoclasm, the play 1s comic from beginhing‘po end, exemplifying in the
process Ezra Pound's argument that comedy pr%yides ""the best approach to
matters of serious Thought."6 For all the clearly apparent differences,
howe;er, The Cuckoo“alsd shares crucial similarities of form, theme énd
Eharacter with,thé other thrge plays dealing with revolution, and should
be considered in any comprehensive discussiﬁn of Johnston's dramatic
treatment of the revolufiona%y theme.

A reading of The Golden Cuckoo re-affirms the view of Johnston

as metaphysical rebel, and reinforces the. contention that he employs a
dialectical method 'in structure and theme in each oné¢ of the plays

dealing with revolution. The Golden Cuckoo can be examined from the

vantage of '"the revolutionary dialectic" for debate is engaged in,
throughout the play, on an ideoclogical level between Dotheright and the

representative Functionalist, Lowd, and on a metaphysical level by .

R T

S
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P Dotheright and his voices. In addition, Johnston's most recently revised

Golden Cuckoo (1979) employs a formal dialectic by means of the use of

contrastiﬁg modes. Johnston has introduced a Brechtian device into what
was originally. a representational three-act play. The expréssionist

influence, though slight, is nevertheless present in the use of

»

stereogypicél characters, who are’ meant to represent a. cross-section of

N 3

Dublin society. They are embodiments of varying social'attitudes, and

3 ).

more llke Jonsonlan "humours' ®han fully rounded characters; this is

I'4 4

demonstrated in thelr behaviour and response to Dotherlght, which is
predictable and true to type, and only changes toward the end of the play.
The number of characters has grown from eleven in the 1939 production to
; fifteen in the most recent version. The play's structure has been
modified; three acts haye been replaced by five sc¢enes, and a young boy
has been added as a narrator-commentator whd appears first onétage to
introduce the initialqﬁceﬂé‘then reappears intermittently throughout the
. ‘ . .
play, finally appearing at the end to frame the closing action.
The Boy's greeting to thé audience is an invitation to the
; ‘ . audience to par;icipate in the pléy: we are immédiately warned that the
reélistic and comic surface of the élay should not conceal from us the
\ serious intent'éhd nature of Dotheright's mdck-?ebellion. The Boy thus
acts as a distancing device, underscoring the action and forcing the-
audience.to reépond objectively to a series of humorous situatidns and
. comic dialogue that invoke serious questi§ns of consciénce. ..The Boy's "
funétién is méde explicit when he returns to the stage with fhe goat
- early in fhe first scene. Ipterfering with the speeches and actions qf

the other charackers, he is told to go. However, he comments that his

role is to provide an interpretive link between action and audience: "Oh
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very well if you want me to go I'll go.. But nobody out there will
understand a word if I7do" (213). Just as expressionist elements of
style in the other three plays (particularly The 0ld Lady and The Scythe)

3

heighten action and dialogue, momentarily isolating characters and their

actions, forcing us "above the flow of the play", so too The Boy's
function is, effectively, Brechtian. In addition,‘through the agency of
iThe Boy,-a,notg of absurdism i§ injected into the play. As each of the
characters identifies himself by‘name, and more emﬁhatiqal;y,ﬂby |
occupation, in the first scene, the Boy calls himself Alexander. This

-~ "
soon changes to .Peter, then George, in ?Pe following scene, underscoring
the fact that the characters are certainly 7ot what, and perhaps not who,
. . )
they seem.

In fact, they are {n the process of becoming, and the strong

emphasis on identity is reminiscent of Pirandello's Six Characters in

Search of.an Author. Within The Golden Cuckoo, Dotheright is the author,

whose revolution and sacrifice is the éatalyst triggering the other
leading characters' moral, psychological and spiritual growth. As well,
Dotheright is a comic paradigm of the existential hero, firmly removed

from his society, first by his superficigl eccentricity of behaviour but
| .

also, more significantly, by his moral rectitude and his decision to act
out his moral convictions.
The character of Dotheright and his drama is based on a true

'incident; described by Johnston in the introduction to the play.

‘

The Golden Cuckoo is based upon the exploit of an old man
called Francis Walter Doheny who--oppressed as we all
sometimes are by a sense of the injustice of life--went out one
evening in 1926 and broke the windows of a Post Office in
Kilkenny, calling this gesture-the Saint-Edward's Crown-Barker-
Parsival-Ironore-Inoco-One-Man-Rebellion. ‘There was a symbolic
signjficance behind each word of this resounding title, and he

g
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also made {t clear that his action wa% not inspired by any
personal animus towards the Postmistréss. . . . He then
surrendered to a solitary policeman, and was conducted to the
local* lockup, singing his "Rational Anthem." (197)

Johnston saluted Doheny through Dotheright because Doheny had the courage
to rebel agairnst '"the tyranny of Democracy." Dotheright, too, rebels
aé;inst the common man because he is corrupt, and engages in a dialectic
or.a;bate both on an ideological and metaphysical level in his one-man
rebellion. | |

The ideological context of the deSate centres on Datheright's’

(
attempt to be paid for an obisuary written for The Comet -mnewspaper.

Because he is initially refuséd,paymeht for an obituary of a man who ﬁa;r .
not diea, his attempt to be recompensed is transformed into a crusade for
justice in an unjust world. The major motif of the dialectical struggle
waged in the' play centres on money and payment (one cannot get something
for nothing, as Lowd warns) and, conversely, justice and injustice. A
number of the characters. in the play %?é¢corrupt; all save one are

imposters or poseurs from a moral point of view. Thus, their movement

from appérent innocence and illusion, to tife reality of self-knowledge is

part of the dialecticalljuxtaposition of illusion and reality,. corruption
and virtue.«‘TheIpaymen£ to Dothgright, the sole man of conscienée, is
pivotal to Hooley's and Penniwise's getting their monetary due, which‘is
thgir right. In fact, however, Zll the characters are after something,
having compromised what was of value to them in some way and in so doing
having become Functionalists.” Lowd, however, is Dotheright's dialéctical
opposition in the play. Hé can refuse to pay Dotherigﬁt for the

supposedly redundant obituary because Dotheright has no political power.

In contrast to Lowd, Dotheright is a poor eccentric living on the fringe

i

'
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. g ‘ '
of socidty. As a Fynctionalist, Lowd i{s blatantly dishonest. Althougl,

perhaps, ""a crook with a éénscience”. Lowd's social conscience has been
: ! .

sacrificed for "what works.'" He agrees to pay Dotheright later in the

play, omly becauﬁn he is threatened by disclosure of the sordid dealings

[
Likesthe revolutionaries of The: Moon and The Scythe, Dotheright

decides to become "a man of action." His rebellion, however, is not
motivated by romantic ideals of patriotism but, instead, stems from a

conviction that contemporary society is unjust, as Dotheright sayst

there is only one evil that matters--Injustice.
Injustice is the supreme sin--not in those who commit it, but
in those who submit to it. For to do so is to ignore the
eternal verities and to admit that life itself is evil. That
is the Sin against the Holy Ghost. (2uy)

In that Dotheright is pitted against a society that cannot recognize his
¢

moraiity, he is similar to Emmet of The 0ld Lady, who is ironically an

outsider in a society paying lip-sefvice to patriotic ideals.  Dotheright
14 .
is influenced, mopeover, by the political rebels of the past, aided by

Hooley's advice "to kick up hell." vDotherighf describes the issue, from

a‘poaétical perspective, when%he comments: '"You gee, gen:iemen, we have

here two conflicting p;intgﬂBf viewt—the constitutional aﬁd revolutionary.
N :

Which of them is right?" (223).

Choosing the're#olutiOnary course of action, Dotheright stages

a one-man rébellion, which-is a parody of the 1916 uprising. The scene
\Dotheright's rebellion--a small post office in which a visiting Irish- ~
.. : -

American tourist is dedicating a plaque to the rebels of 19]16--is

strongly ironic. Mrs. Tyler, the tourist, declaims: ''Where would we be

today without our Rebels? Would we be living in a free land where the

{~—
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-rule of law gnaranteesﬂthe,rights,and liberties of even the humblest?'"
- \ ~ . v . ¢. '
’ <

(2#0).‘;¥m‘speech,_bf course, underscores the profound lrony lying at

1 the heart'of'the-play, which is that the rule of law has been perverted
- | ‘“dlsallcw1ng the "rights and llbertles of. the. humblest" personlfled in

t

i
fL‘ P ‘Dotherlght who has beed "careless and 1ndifferent" about money, and has"

"not troubled to learn this thlng that 1s.ca11ed What's What.". Thus,, the

1deals of soc1ety only operate in'service to the monied and powerful In

"71’ response to Mrs. Tyler, Dotperlght dlsrupts.the broadcast of the ceremony,
and recites his-own-froclamation;of his reyolutionary regimet
. . ) . .. e ‘e“ .
I propose a Democracy dedlcated to the triple. slogan,,%one
Truth, One Law, One Justice"--a Commomvealth where men shall be
. - given to dlgnlty, and not Dignities to men, and where leerty -
o . -. and Equity shall be frée as the winds of Heaven. (245-246)

' The»comedy”continués as the'other'charactérs_gather,rOund Dotheright in
general dlsarray and Letty, 1nsp1red "diStributesistraws'. . . to thév‘

departing Public in a fantastlc parody of the mad Ophella" (2u6).

R I . Letty s llberatlon exempllfles the effect of . Dotherlght s rebelllon, for "
he, in llnes remlnlscent of Blake, ﬁlghts hlS battle with words, in a S

' (»TOCk heroxc style "What»are ouruonly Weapons°' They are words~—b1g-

. “‘ o ',bellled words, blllow1ng llke galleons out of Espanola—~words that strike -

fire’ from fllnt" (2&7) As the scene contlnues Dotherlght's lanéuage is
1ncrea51ngly intense and helghtened becomlng blbllcal and apocalyptlc.
"That gehtlemen,*ii‘our Baptlsm by Gnéfe. Hére.now 1s'our Baptlsm.by

. ’ : X ' <

;" . - Fire!" (2u7) The aQ:ion reaches tgs surreallstlcally comlc as Miss

ﬁPeerlng dumps a receptacle of "water" over Dotherlght, just before he
, l -

s baptlzes hlS Trhple Crown Four Man Republlc, "by flre", smashlng in the

door of the Post Offlce . R > ‘

‘Dotherlght s reward for his one—man‘rebellion is ircarceration
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in an insane as&lum; thus we are’introducedtto the motif of the outsider
‘(as the sane indlvidual in an insane world, a. theme similarly e#emplified
"_in Endymion of'The'écythe. -Furthermore, Dotheright like Endymion, is
also a mad visiomary and, in the process of acting on his moral and
splrltual v151on\ llberates several of the other characters He acts as
a moral touchstone, aorEOver he is a scapegoat, s&mbollzed ironically,
by=the goat, led around.by the Boy throughout thevplay.. For, although
-Dotherlght does not physically dié (as do Blake, Palllser, .and even

Tetley) he is condemned to the life- 1n-death of the insane, Hls fate is
a final, irrevocable inversion of the fate of the revolutionary of
popular myth, conflrmlng hlS status as a comlc, existential hero, one who

i

'1lszforever Don Qulxote in a land of windmills,

By means of Dotherlght s sacrlflce, the characters transcend
_ their fallure to confront life honestly. Hooley becomes honest Miss
%eerihg‘and Pennlwise are'reuhited as are Letty and Paddy. Penniwise is
freed toafollowvhis'VOCation: 'art will no longer‘be sacrificed to.utility.
Lowd, in true lronlc ]ustlce wlns hlS just- deserts Only Mrs. Vanderbllt (/
~ —-a comic exemplum of the avarice motivating the Functlonallst Lowd-~is //
immune. .But;lin her absurdity, she already'inhabits'Mr; Dotheright's' // >
i;world. | |
Dotheright, too, is‘forever altered by hisuact of‘rebellioh.

& : . . ' ) /

.What was political and- social icdhoclasm carriedvto,its’extreme,/is now

;
/

" extended to a metaphysical and spiritual context. ‘For, as a. type of

St. qpan; Dotheright pursues. a dialectical debate with his voices.

7_ Hav1ng 'stated that what he has done "1s not for purely personal reasons,ﬂ

~ but rather "for humanlty——and in obedlence to [hls] voices", he-despalrs
d o

at the failure to be taken seriously by the law and society he has

|
.
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,gf B reacted against. ''I am betrayed. ~Oh Heaven-—betrayedf” (263). It is

N pieaiioly

not merely society that has.betrayed-hlm,'but his voices and God, who
/ ’ mock hle.eervlces; 'Nevertheless,’Dothefight?s.disillusiohment.is
i/ 'resolved.in a final, albeit comic, epiphany.’ Cententedly resigned to B
spending,his remaining years in the ineane aeylum he rejects his role as
A R o saint: - - .‘ ‘ - ‘ . | »
‘ ’ AN

As a Saint, I am a failure. - But as a Madman--ah, there at
least, I am in the forefront of the field. So let us all bew
-happy in the facts, whatever, they‘may be. For 'to.be
 otherwise is to die twice.  (275) S o .

The point. is that Dotheright is a saintly lunatic who recognizes the

[T

"lunacy'" of reality, which must be accepted in order that the individual
. v P A

.. ~ : L o ' k A .
; ~not "die twice." Dotheright's moral and spiritual- integrity is rewarded

by a ”Baptism of Grace" when thelcock (sold to him by Miss Peering ﬁnder’

L s I UNEWSY
£

_—‘ . the false pretence of belng a hen) lays an egg. Thie is botheright's

| {‘mlracle.; And the play has come full clrcle, in a kind of surreal parody
{ '\,‘ ‘ of é eueet for splrltual-certltude.b Dotherlght s metaphy31cal rebellion
| is conflrmed hlS metaphy51cal debate with a deaf God, resolved B

The mock-mlvacle that ‘ends The Golden Cuckoo parallels the

. -
N

fitualistlc/resolutions,of both The Moon and The Scythe, confirming a

.;J B . reletionshiﬁ between religioue rltuel and the pelitiéel that lies so

*profodndly at fhelheart of DeeileohnsfqnfS'work. eln none of the four
plays dealing with'a;révolutioeary sithetion‘is ehe political dialecfic
‘completely resolved. Joﬁnsten rejeets Tetley’s.mqfivatipn ane.values,

N but eespeets his,éqliticql pealisé. In a bollticel’context,‘;ven
Pélliser's act is‘revolutigﬁafy, for\he rejects’being part of a pa%tieular
polltical'process. »Doi@eright's‘political rebellioﬁ ﬁhrows the rebelllons

S —/" 3 ef Emmef,‘Blake and‘Tetley info»relief. ﬁll'three‘are at'least suspeCt,'
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if not condemned, because of the illusory, romantic ideals that motivate

their actions. Of the three,:Tetléy is most clearly condemned because he
S0 uhequivocally and knowingly plays "the oppressor's game." He becomes
a "Functionalist" in the context of Johnston's metaphysics. Dotheright's

non-violent (for the most part) revolution, é comic inversion of the

actions of Johnston's political vevolutionaries, is right and necessary.

For Dofheright is most unegquivocally a metaphysical rebel, reacting

v

-against conventional notions of good and evil, within a corrupt society. ’

Dotheright's political rebellion is thus a metaphor of the

4

métgphysidai rebellion that must occur in the movement from illusion to

. -~ - .

reality. Jghn§tonﬂs metaprsical rebels,(DoBelle, Palliser and
bothéright embrace realitybin the process of yéébting, in some measure,
‘against the status quo, whether it be.bonventional ideas of good and evil
?r_Qiolent pevolutionvor a corrupt society. Although anti-heroic in a
cbnveﬁtional sehse, they are heroic in Johnston!s visiqn bgcause‘they
rebel{‘ Their'rebeLlidn is in each éase‘ﬁa creative act." And in'eaéh
--play, their mgtaphyéical rebellion is sigﬂalled and blessed by a
ritualistic act of epipﬁany; confirﬁing Johnston's profoundly‘qptimistic

. € .
vision of life in which those who have the courage to assert themselves,

to rebel despite the risk of death, may, indeed, '"be in command tomorrow.".

v
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