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Introduction 

 

Emigration has been recurrent in Irish history and is consequently one of the major 

topics in Irish literature.  No other country in Europe has experienced emigration on 

such a wide scale. Mary Robinson, Irish Prime Minister from 1990 until 1997 spoke 

about emigrants in her inaugural speech on 3rd December 1990 and in her dedicated 

speech “Cherishing the Irish Diaspora” in 1995. In her first speech she widened the 

concept of community by saying that “the State is not the only model of community 

with which Irish people can and do identify” and addressed the emigrants as “extended 

family abroad” (“Address by the President Mary Robinson”).  

The year 1845 is considered a turning point in migration from Ireland, following 

repeatedly failed potato crops, but the peak of emigration in the same century was in the 

1880s; the peak of the following century was around 1956-1961.  According to Fintan 

O’ Toole “the journeys to and from home are the very heartbeat of Irish culture” (158). 

It is no wonder so many Irish writers have dealt with the topic of emigration, including 

poets, novelists, and playwrights.  

While any literary genre can express the feelings and use the language of the 

people it represents, “drama and its constructive categories of dialogue, interaction and 

immediacy in performance have by definition always had a close affinity to the 

structures of the particular society they reflect” (Middeke and Schnierner, vii).  The 

importance of the National Theatre Movement in the creation of a national identity for 

Ireland and statements such as Fiona Shaw’s idea that “the Irish are theatrical in their 

daily lives” (ix), as well as the relevant number of Irish playwrights “exported” to 

Britain, determined my choice of analysing Irish emigration specifically in dramatic 

works. Through visual, linguistic, and paralinguistic details, dramatic performances can 

enrich the representation of such a phenomenon which involves strong feelings and 

physical, linguistic, psychological displacement. 

The present essay will include dramatic works whose characters face the need to 

leave home or come back. It will deal with emigration not only from a traditional point 

of view. Emigration is primarily the search of economic stability and of a new “home”, 

but the departure from the former “home” is no less important: it is a challenging 

psychological experience. This other side of the coin has been represented by various 
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playwrights and is almost a leitmotif in John Millington Synge’s theatre in which 

leaving home is often linked to economic reasons, but it is also an act of independence 

and of a newly-acquired self-confidence. Despite their sad destiny, tramps and other 

members of poor rural Ireland are people of great resources in Synge’s plays. 

The theme of departure has appeared in works by various playwrights in post-

colonial Ireland, with substantial differences but also common aims and achievements. 

Brian Friel, John B. Keane, Tom Murphy, Dermot Bolger, Anne Devlin, Enda Walsh, 

Colm Clifford, Declan Hughes, Marina Carr, among others, have given theatrical 

dimension to the theme after the exceptional migration wave of the 1950s and in more 

recent times. During the Celtic Tiger decade(s) Ireland has experienced immigration, 

but in the present years a new wave of emigration is taking place, with new 

characteristics, mainly determined by globalization and new means of communication. 

As Dermot Bolger points out in his “Foreword” to Ireland in Exile, emigration is 

something similar to commuting now that planes take you back from London to the 

west coast of Ireland in less than one hour (7). The “Ryanair generation” of the last 

decades can benefit of flights at affordable prices that make them forget the long 

expensive journeys that used to put emigrants to the test.  

While few playwrights have shown the emigrant’s successful life in the new 

country, the theme of the return has attracted a great number of writers.  Mary Trotter 

believes there was a phase in which Irish playwrights “made a clear distinction between 

the Irish nation and its émigrés abroad” (35) and that they “tended to represent the Irish 

emigrant at the moment of leaving or returning to the home country, and the effect of 

emigration on the community remaining at home, rather than creating images of the 

emigrant abroad” (36). The return to Ireland is usually represented as another hard 

experience. It could be considered a failure of the experience abroad and, what is more 

important, it could turn out to be a new emigration: Ireland was no longer the same after 

years had passed and disappointment often followed the return. The emigrant then faced 

a new dilemma: adjust to the new Ireland or leave again. Emigration being a 

multifaceted experience, it offered, and still offers, Irish writers a great opportunity to 

explore human soul and “see through and beyond it into other serious issues” (Roche 3). 
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Chapter 1: Ireland and Migration 

 

In her past and more recent history Ireland has been a divided country, both in terms of 

land and of people. Its first settlers were probably of Scottish origin and arrived in 

Ireland around 8000 BC. According to some scholars, the Celts arrived from central 

Europe around 500 BC. What seems to be more certain is that by the 5th century AD all 

Irish settlers spoke Gaelic. About the same time, together with the beginning of 

Christianity (AD 431), smaller kingdoms combined into five larger areas known as The 

Five Fifths: Ulaid (Ulster), Midhe (Meath), Laigin (Leinster), Muma (Munster) and 

Connacht. Brian Boru was the first king to reign over all Ireland from 1002 to 1014.  

During the Norman rule of England, which started in 1066, large Irish territories 

were taken by the Normans, but it was Henry Tudor who is the first to be recognized 

King of Ireland by a “complaisant Parliament” in 1541 (“The 14th and 15th centuries”). 

Rebellions and wars followed, making any form of integration between Catholic Irish 

natives and Protestant British or Scottish settlers impossible. Cromwell violently 

subjugated the Irish in 1652 and a few decades later, in 1689, William of Orange’s 

ascent to the throne dashed any hope of imminent independence or of a Catholic 

monarch. These two events in 17th century British history deeply affected Irish 

migration. 

Emigration from Ireland was not a homogeneous phenomenon. It varied in terms 

of numbers, reasons, destinations.  In the first decades of the 17th century, Irish 

migration was mostly confined to the deportation of criminals and beggars to the New 

World. Deportation was “an alternative punishment for crimes which were considered 

serious, but not worthy of execution” (“Criminal transportation”).  

Keeping criminals in prison was expensive for the government while whipping 

and the pillory had little effect. In 1615 English courts used deportation to reduce the 

prison population.  In the 17th century and most of the 18th century, convicts were 

usually sent to North America and the West Indies. Their transportation was 

adventurous: sometimes the courts assigned merchants the task, other times the convicts 

themselves were obliged to sail to the colony of their destination. Colonies opposed the 

arrival of convict ships with no result. Criminals were to work for seven years for those 
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who had paid for their journey, but, if the deportation followed a converted death 

penalty, the period would be raised to fourteen years. (“Criminal transportation”) 

 

Fig. 1. Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration, exhibition panel on deportation. 

 

The practice became important for the English government to the point that the 

deportation of criminals was coded in the 1718 Transportation Act. According to age 

and skills, convicts had to work in agriculture or for merchants, tradesmen, shipbuilders, 

and iron manufacturers (Salmon).  After the American War of Independence, in 1776, 

Britain could no longer send their convicts to that part of North America. Prisons in 

Britain and Ireland soon became overcrowded.  A new destination had to be found. That 

territory was Australia. The first deportation ship arrived in Botany Bay in 1788. 

Together with the convicts, the ships would transport jailers, guards and governors 

which largely contributed to the administrative organization of the country. There were 

very few women, but still a significant number in comparison to other countries 

(Bielenberg 220-21).  
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Voluntary emigration was a different matter which involved free will and 

weighing choices. According to Claire Santry, 

To the typical Irish Catholic of the 17th and 18th century, the very notion of 

emigration went against the old Celtic traditions of extended family and clan 

relationships. To leave your family, and your homeland, was considered an 

unbearable exile. For this reason, an ambition to find a better life overseas 

did not trouble the majority of Ireland’s population, no matter the poverty 

they currently lived in or the oppression they suffered as a result of their 

faith (“Irish Emigration”) 

Nevertheless, by the mid-seventeenth century, almost half the population of the 

English West Indies was Irish. According to Frank D’Arcy in The Story of Irish 

Emigration, the move towards West Indies was “planned from London or from within 

Ireland itself” to send considerable numbers of Irish to work as servants in the various 

colonies (50).  One of the most significant Irish communities was in the Barbados, 

where Irish emigrants can be found from as early as 1620. They were indentured 

servants whose Barbadian descendants are known as Redleg. Even if the first emigrants 

were mostly non-voluntary, either victims of the political plans mentioned by D’Arcy or 

deported there as criminals, there was also a considerable number of voluntary 

emigrants. With Cromwell’s bloody invasion of Ireland (1649-1653), more Catholic 

Irish left for the West Indies (Caribbean Basin), Virginia, or Newfoundland (Canada). 

Most of them arrived there as indentured servants, but a relevant number was also 

representative of the gentry living in various islands where they started “profitable slave 

plantations” (Bielenberg 216).  

Indentured servants cost more than deported criminals: if their indentured 

service was in North America, they usually worked from five to seven years and, in 

return,  had food, accommodation, a freedom fee and seeds to start their own business. 

For those who worked as indentured servants in the West Indies there was food, 

accommodation, clothes, and a “ticket” to North America. It was from Barbados, but 

also from Jamaica and Leeward Islands that some Irish people moved to be among the 

original settlers of Carolina in search of better opportunities. 
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Fig. 2. Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration, exhibition panel on indentured servants. 

 

In the 18th century, from 1700 to 1775, the American colonies gradually became 

the main destination for Irish migrants (Bielenberg 216). The condition of migrants 

gradually improved in that century as we can see in a letter written by John Rae in 1765 

from Georgia to a relative in Belfast: the emigrant mentions the possibility to “live very 

easy and well” if one arrived with some money and had a chance to buy “a slave or 

two” (Bielenberg 217). The Irish acquired great importance in commerce, trading the 

new commodities from North America to Europe.  

Although migration depended mainly on economic reasons, some areas in 

Ireland saw a significant number of people migrate for religious reasons. From the last 

decades of the 17th century onwards, Irish Quakers and Protestant Dissenters began to 

leave Ireland for North America. Emigration from Ulster in the 18th century involved 

Presbyterians of Scottish origin who did not feel the same attachment to the land and 

emigrated in large numbers to the Atlantic shores. Philadelphia was their favourite 

destination, in the hope of finding religious tolerance that they neither found in Ireland 

nor in England. Among their descendants were relevant figures for the movement 

towards American Independence (D’Arcy 60-61).   According to Bielenberg, New 

England was a popular destination after 1715, but as land became more difficult to 

obtain there, it was soon replaced by Delaware and Pennsylvania. By the American War 
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of Independence, there were around 400,000 Irish in North America. The first waves of 

migration only involved few women, which explains why, Bielenberg adds, “a more 

strongly visible Irish American presence did not emerge from the colonial period” 

(217): since the first Irish to settle in America rarely married Irish women, the Irish 

origin of the second generation was often lost. 

Scholars agree in considering the attitude of all Protestant settlers towards native 

American-Indians very similar, no matter whether the new settlers were Irish, German, 

English, or Scots. They were equally contributing to white colonization and could be as 

brutal as any other European settler. Akenson extended this statement to all Irish 

migrants, thus including Irish Catholics “in the wider context of European 

expansionism” (Bielenberg 215).  

Emigration to Britain was quite common in the 17th century, both for seasonal 

and permanent jobs. In the 1650s, cities like London, Bristol, and Whitehaven had a 

relevant number of Irish traders among their inhabitants. In the following decades it was 

London again, but also Manchester and Liverpool that welcomed a large number of 

Irish migrants and, as Scotland was the closest place in Great Britain for those living in 

Northern Ireland, some also sailed there in search of seasonal agricultural work.  

During the 18th century Protestant rulers in Ireland increased their wealth to the 

detriment of rural Catholics. Since potatoes had been imported from America, rural 

areas based their survival on the tuber and a few more products. In the 1740s, 300,000 

Irish died from starvation and disease while uprisings against the British rulers led to no 

good.  

The population continued to grow in Ireland, up to the number of five million in 

1800, though most of them lived in poverty.  Before the famine years, the main reason 

to migrate to Britain was the lack of work in agricultural areas. The change from 

intensive-arable farming to pastoral farming, which followed the rise of the prices of 

dairy products sold to the British, was the main cause of the decrease in job offers. A 

crisis of the textile industry in some areas was another important incentive to migrate to 

Scotland, Lancashire, and Yorkshire. Textile industries were flourishing in those areas 

to the point that employers sent agents to Ireland to recruit workers (Davis 21).  

Among the factors which explain why emigration was so varied were the 

emigrant routes: people from Ulster and North Connacht found it easier to move to 
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Scotland via the northern route; Connacht and Leinster were easily connected to the 

north of England and the Midlands; emigrants from South Leinster and  Munster often 

went to London via Bristol or Wales (Davis 22). It was not rare that  “innocent rural 

migrants from Ireland” wishing to go to America were cozen by other Irishmen who 

would steal all their savings, thus obliging them to stay in Britain, which was originally 

intended only as the first step towards their final destination. A temporary stay in 

Britain could also be a choice, though; it was a means to acquire better working skills 

and to improve their English before moving to America. Those who decided to live in 

Britain permanently would often settle in the large industrial cities at first and move to 

different areas later. In 1841 50,000 people, mostly harvest laborers, left Ireland in 

search of seasonal work in Britain. Some of them decided to remain there to work in the 

factories or in the mines. Liverpool soon became the “most Irish” city in Britain: by 

1851, more than 18% of the Liverpool population had been born in Ireland.  (“Irish 

Immigration to England”)  

The attitude of British people towards the poorest and less skilled Irish was full 

of prejudice and deeply offensive. They were often compared to animals and blamed for 

the spreading of epidemic diseases (Davis 24). The “Paddy” was often considered by 

the English as a subhuman, “on a lower rung of the Darwinian ladder” (Hirsch 1119). 

Thanks to some relevant Irish figures, some cities avoided major troubles between Irish 

settlers and the English. This was the case of Hull, for example, where the editor of the 

Hull Advertiser, E. F. Collins, protected his Irish fellow by fighting to improve the 

living conditions of the “ghettos”, where lots of Irish emigrants lived, and by preventing 

their becoming scapegoats for any of the troubles in the city (Davis 27-28). In the 

longer term, Irish migrants found ways to improve their living conditions and come to a 

better relationship with the hosts in Great Britain. It serves as an example that the 

reformation of manners which characterized the Victorian age was paralleled by a 

similar moral reformation in the Irish milieu brought about by the Catholic Church in 

Britain.  

Davis observes that it is traditionally believed that the presence of Irish workers 

lowered salaries, but also that the Irish attitude towards work, their flexibility and low 

cost, greatly contributed “to the progress of the British industrial revolution” (30). In his 

analysis of the phenomenon from the nineteenth century onwards, Mac Laughlin 
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borrows Antonio Gramsci’s ideas about Italian emigration implying there was an 

alliance of political leaders, intelligentsia and the bourgeoisie in promoting emigration 

from rural to industrialized areas of the country itself or abroad. This strategy aimed at 

giving stability to the middle classes and at making Ireland (as well as the south of 

Italy) “an emigrant nursery in the world of economy” (12). Except for Irish nationalists, 

Irish rulers agreed with the British government on the necessity of emigration. They 

supported it as a means to improve the Irish economy.  

The journey to Britain only cost one shilling when steamships became available 

and the journey took few hours (Houston and Smyth 21). There was a time when the 

poor had no hope of saving enough money for a journey to America, which cost them 

fifty pounds. On the other hand, the one shilling needed to reach Britain was what they 

could earn in one day.  Britain was accessible to those called “emigrants of despair” 

while most of “the emigrants of hope” chose North America to improve their status 

(Davis 22-231).  Another important difference between the emigrants in the two 

directions is that those emigrating to Britain were of various ages and from any area of 

Ireland. It was not unusual, though, that from Liverpool and other English British ports, 

a significant number of Irish emigrants started what is known as “step migration” and 

eventually moved to North America or Australia (“Irish Emigration to Britain”).  

The revolution in transportation was also a core element in the growth of the 

numbers of migrants as it facilitated the journeys to England and North America. Iron 

steamships started to be used and, by 1855, there were enough of them to start a 

competition which lowered the prices of the journeys across the ocean. The fact that a 

lot of time was also saved in comparison to that on sailing ships was of crucial 

importance as it “made the concept of Irish immigration to America – the leaving of 

family and homeland – seem less permanent  (“Irish Emigration to Britain”). Travelling 

from Ireland to Liverpool and then to America from the English big port was easier and 

cheaper than sailing directly from Ireland to the new continent.  But it was still a hard 

moment in the life of a human being at that time. 
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Fig. 3. Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration, exhibition panel advertising a ship journey to the 

USA. 

 

In the Canadian settlement phase, “the Irish far outnumbered arriving English 

and Scots” (Houston and Smyth 23). Together with the British, some Irish settlers had a 

meaningful role in the foundation of Newfoundland in Canada. Merchants who 

exported timber to Europe increased their income by travelling back to Canada with 

their ships full of new emigrants. In the 1760s new settlers were promised some land 

(200 acres) and what was needed to start a new life there. The New Dublin area in 

Ontario was founded in those years (“Canadian immigration history”). In the nineteenth 

century, when the fares got cheaper, the hike in number of migrants was quite rapid; the 

rise regarding mainly Canada in the first half and the USA in the second half, as shown 

in the following table (Houston and Smyth 22): 
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The turning point in migration from Ireland, both concerning numbers and new 

destinations, is usually considered to be the year 1845. Repeated failed potato crops in 

the 1840s resulted in the death of a million people and the migration of an equal 

number. Most of them went to America and were Catholics. Many were in poor health. 

It was to prevent the arrival of unhealthy people in their territories that the US fares 

were raised, corresponding to more or less half of an average annual salary.  

Health being a major issue connected to the immigration, Castle Garden (now 

known as Castle Clinton National Monument) became an immigrant landing depot on 

3rd August 1855. In the 34 years it served as such, eight million people entered the 

country through Castle Garden.  

 

Fig. 4. New York, Castle Clinton National Monument.  
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Ellis Island was opened in 1892 and was an immigration station for more than 

60 years. The time when Ellis Island was opened, Irish immigration to the US was 

undergoing a reduction in favour of southern and eastern Europe immigrants escaping 

extreme poverty or Jews facing political and economic oppression in some parts of 

Europe (“Ellis Island”). Nevertheless, the figures for Irish arrivals at Ellis Island 

Immigration Centre were still important. Significantly, the first immigrant entering the 

States through Ellis Island was Annie Moore, a 15-year-old Irish girl. Those immigrants 

joined the Irish who had settled in the US earlier and particularly second and third 

generations who were gaining economic power. Thanks to those numbers, particularly 

in cities such as Boston, Chicago and New York, Irish immigrants could elect their 

candidates and start their ascent to political power. (“Irish Immigration to America”) 

 

 

Fig. 5. Ellis Island, Main Immigration Building. 
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Fig. 6. Ellis Island, Registry Room. 

 

Ireland and Canada were then both part of the British Kingdom. Going to 

Canada was thus much cheaper than travelling straight to the US and many Irish 

migrants went there and reached the US by land only later. As many arrived in Canada 

showing signs of sickness, though, they were kept in quarantine on Grosse Isle in the St 

Lawrence river before they could head to Montreal or Quebec. The years 1846-47 are 

sadly remembered as those of the “coffin ships” as one third of the Irish immigrants 

died during the journey or immediately after. As the island itself was not prepared to 

take care of so many sick people, typhus spread and even doctors, nurses and the mayor 

of the island died. (“Coffin ships”). In 1848, Robert Whyte wrote The Ocean Plague: 

Or, a Voyage to Quebec in an Irish Vessel, a diary on his voyage to Quebec as a cabin 

passenger where he describes the journey as a horrible experience:  

We thought we couldn’t be worse off than we war; but now to our sorrow 

we knowt he differ; for sure supposin we were dyin of starvation, or if the 

sickness overtuk us. We had a chance of a doctor, and if he could do no 

good for our bodies, sure the priest could for our souls; and then we’d be 

buried wid our own people; in the ould churchyard, with the green sod over 

us; instead of dying like rotten sheep thrown into a pit, and the minit the 

breath is out of our bodies, flung into the sea to be eaten up by them horrid 

sharks. (“Coffin ships”)  

The table below shows the number of passengers and those of them who died 

during the journey to Grosse Island on 9th August 1847. While none of the passengers 

coming from Hamburg or Bremen in Germany died, almost a fourth died of those 
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coming from Sligo in West Ireland and more than a fourth of the passengers in the same 

ship were sick on their arrival.  

Name of ship Departure port Number of Passengers Death Sick 

Bark Ellen Simpson Limerick 184 4 - 

Brig Anna Maria Limerick 119 1 1 

Bark Amy Bremen 289 - - 

Brig Watchful Hamburg 145 - - 

Ship Ganges Liverpool 393 45 80 

Bark Corea Liverpool 501 18 7 

Bark Larch Sligo 440 108 150 

Bark Naparima Dublin 226 7 17 

Bark Britannia Greenock 386 4 25 

Bark Trinity Limerick 86 - - 

Bark Lilias Dublin 219 5 6 

Bark Brothers Dublin 318 6 - 

 

(“Coffin ships”).  

The Famine years led to an enormous increase in the presence of the Irish in 

Canada: “from 122,000 in 1841 to 286,000 in 1861” (Bielenberg 217). Migrants settling 

in Canada until 1845 were predominantly from Ulster, some counties in north Connacht 

and in north Leinster. Timber trade was one of the fields which attracted Irish 

immigrants to British North America. Until 1860 they outnumbered immigrants from 

England, Scotland and Wales (Bielenberg 219). In Canadian rural areas they showed a 

great ability to do well, revealing no limitations deriving from their position in the Old 

Country. In the city, their poor origins were more evident, and their presence was 

predominantly among the working classes. Houston and Smyth state that the favourite 

settlements for the Irish in Canada were New Brunswick in the east and Ontario in the 

west (191). They also show figures of how the best land in these areas was soon taken, 

and immigration reduced to the point that Canada itself became a territory of 

“outmigration” towards the US by the end of the nineteenth century (29).  

Because of its cheaper fares, Canada was often seen “as a stop on the 

thoroughfare to the United States” (Houston and Smyth 23). The cost of the journey was 

of paramount importance and the journey offer soon became a competitive business. 
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The advertisement below, from the Belfast Newsletter, shows the terms of the 

competition: price, in the first place, then nationalism, geographical issues, safety.  

 

(Houston and Smyth 24).  

Akenson claims that the first waves of Irish migrants to the US until the Famine 

were mainly Protestants. He puts forward that if the post-Famine migrants have been 

proved to be mainly Catholics, the fact that more recent studies report the prevailing 

presence of Irish protestants can only be explained by assuming that most Irish 

emigrants to the US in the previous years were Protestants (Akenson 111-114). 

Akenson shows how hard it is to have reliable figures as regards emigration to the US 

and points out that no records at all of those who crossed the border from Mexico and 
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from Canada were kept during the Civil War (Akenson 122). What is certain is that the 

US became the top destination during the Famine years and until WWI.  

 

Fig. 7. Ellis Island National Museum of Immigration, exhibition panel advertising migration to the USA. 

 

Another important field of debate is for Akenson (127-132) whether there were 

significant differences between Protestant and Catholic Irish: he questions Kerby 

Miller’s statement (in his work Emigrants and Exiles) that the Irish Catholics were 

prevented from doing as good as their Protestant counterpart in North America because 

of their religion and culture. Akenson finds support in Gordon Darroch and Michael 

Ornstain’s studies when refuting Miller: Darroch and Ornstein showed that Irish 

Catholics did as well as Irish Protestants and reached a good economic position, 

showing entrepreneurial skills particularly in the farming sector. Akenson adds that if 

Irish Catholics had been made weaker by their culture, we would have only found them 

living in cities and joining other Irish Catholics to find support and strength. On the 

contrary, there were many who started their own business, taking their risks in isolated 

places, and succeeding. 

Australia was also an important destination for emigrants. The transportation of 

convicts from 1788 to 1853 led to an important percentage of Irish-born amongst its 

inhabitants (Bielenberg reports that around a quarter were Irish by the 1830s). The years 

of the Famine and the presence of gold in Australia, made the colony more appealing 
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than before for migration. In the years from 1840 to 1914 Australia became an 

important destination for Irish people, coming from Clare, Tipperary, Limerick and 

Kilkenny (Bielenberg, 182) and after 1880 from Leinster and east Ulster. The areas 

where most settled were New South Wales and Victoria (Bielenberg 220-21). 

New Zealand also underwent an important economic growth in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. According to Bielenberg (221), from the early 1870s to the 

beginning of the First World War Irish migration to New Zealand had its most 

important phase. In the years just before the First World War, the country had the 

highest per capita income following the “gold rushes of the 1860s” while Ireland’s 

economy continued to suffer.   

Akenson’s chart (Bielenberg’s adaptation 223) reported below reveals the 

striking superiority in the numbers of those who settled in the USA in the years 1815-

1910. 

AREA N. OF EMIGRANTS % 

USA 4,765,000 61.7 

GREAT BRITAIN 1,468,000 19.0 

BRITISH NORTH AMERICA 1,057,000 13.7 

AUSTRALIA    361,000   4.7 

AFRICA      35,000   0.5 

OTHER OVERSEAS      34,000   0.4 

TOTAL  7,720,000 100 

 

Other areas of the world had been affected by Irish emigration before the 

twentieth century, but not to the same extent.  

In the 1820s Argentina became another option for Irish people wishing to 

migrate. According to D’Arcy (102-103), it is possible that they heard that workers 

were needed for some projects in Buenos Aires and after they went there, they settled 

there for good making their living in sheep farming. Though in small numbers, these 

Irish immigrants became quite rich and had their own schools and churches. Most of 

them came from Westmeath, Westford, and Longford and one of their descendants, 

General Farrell, became President of Argentina. A limited number of Irish went to 

South Africa as soldiers during the Boer War (1899-1902). Less than 4 per cent of the 

white population in South Africa were Irish who found employment in the police and 
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public service. As reported by Bielenberg, “by the 1920s Irish migration to South Africa 

was ‘insignificant’” (223). In India, Irish Protestants joined the East India Company 

army since its foundation and around 20 per cent of the officers were Irish between 

1758 and 1934 (Bielenberg 223). Their social life there was with other Europeans rather 

than with Indians. In the twentieth century a relevant presence of Irish people in Africa 

and Asia was that of Catholic missionaries.  

WWI and the Irish War of Independence were undoubtedly years of change in 

the migration flow. The Great War drastically reduced migration in any direction. 

Towards other European countries which had become a battlefield; towards America, as 

the ships had to stop their regular journeys. After the First World War and with Ireland 

becoming a Free State in 1921, Irish emigration continued and, as Davis observes, the 

expected return home of the Irish in Britain did not occur. On the contrary, along with 

unskilled workers, more graduates and in general emigrants belonging to the higher 

classes of society would arrive in Britain. Because of the partition of Ireland and 

discrimination, lots of Protestants living in the Republic emigrated to Britain while 

Catholics were the majority of those who left for Britain in Northern Ireland (Davis 32). 

In their introduction to Migrations – Ireland in a Global World, Allen White and 

Mary Gilmartin have analysed Irish migration after the First World War until the 

present age, comparing outbound and inbound flows. A table of “net migration” figures 

in their “Introduction: Ireland and its Relationship with Migration” (3) shows  

1)  a constant reduction of residents in Ireland from 1926 till 1961 

1926-36 -166,751 

1936-46 -187,111 

1946-51 -122,489 

1951-56 -196,763 

1956-61 -212,003 

 

2)  an abrupt change in the decade from 1961 to 1971 as the net migration was 

half or less than that in the previous decades, even if still showing a reduction of people 

1961-66    -80,605 

1966-71    -53,906 
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3)  an even more striking change in the years 1971-79 with a positive first trend  

1971-79  108,934 

 

4)  an important decrease in the population from 1981 to 1991, the decade which, 

interestingly, saw the creation of the low-cost air company Ryanair in 1985 

1979-81     -5,045 

1981-86   -71,883  

1986-91 -134,170 

 

5)  in the decades of the economic boom, the so-called Celtic Tiger years, a rise 

in immigration to Ireland and consequently a growth in the number of residents, which 

does not imply a complete stop of emigration from Ireland  

1991-96     8,302 

1996-2002 153,881 

2002-06 191,331 

2006-11 122,292 

 

During the 1930s Britain was preferred to the US as a consequence of the Wall 

Street Crash and the Great Depression. Connolly reports that the breakout of the Second 

World War in Europe did not reverse the flow because transatlantic journeys during the 

war were further reduced. As the figures given for the emigrants in the war years are 

often conflicting, Connolly theorizes that seasonal workers or visitors to Britain were 

given more than one permit and were thus counted more than once in the number of 

172,574 permits issued from 1941 to 1945. Britain needed workers to replace their men 

serving in the war. There were also Irish men who served in the British Army. The Irish 

Party Fianna Fail leader in Westport suspected that some workers recruited in Ireland by 

British agents were sent to fight in the war. He wrote about “conscription in disguise” 

which, if not real, nevertheless reveals the persistent mistrust of the Irish towards the 

British. Others claim that the Irish were more welcomed in Britain than in Northern 

Ireland where the Belfast politicians were worried that the arrival of more Catholic Irish 

could threaten the communal balance. (Connolly 51-55).  
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After World War II, the job offer in Britain was good even though some worries 

accompanied the arrival of Irish people in the years of “the troubles” (approximately 

from 1968 to 1998). Many of those who had left during the war did not go back to 

Ireland; some had made friends among their comrades in the British army and were 

going to start their own business with them in Britain. Female migration was more 

representative than that of men in the age groups of 16-24, starting from 1943 (Connolly 

56). Most girls were employed in the fields of nursing and domestic work. The despair 

that accompanied the departure of the loved ones was soon replaced by a smile when 

receiving a postal order with some money for the family at home.  

More than fifty years before abortion was legalized in Ireland, the British 

Parliament passed the Abortion Act in 1967, “later amended by the Human Fertilization 

and Embryology Act in 1990” (“Abortion Law”) valid in the whole kingdom except 

Northern Ireland. According to Buckley, “a clandestine network of female volunteers, 

feminists and psychotherapists clandestinely” provided a secret telephone number in 

Ireland which pregnant women could call “to obtain the number of an abortion clinic in 

Britain” (125). Women who went to England for that reason sometimes decided to stay. 

Sexual orientation was another reason for migrating to the UK when, in the last decades 

of the twentieth century, London progressively became probably the most welcoming 

city for homosexuals in Europe.  

A new phenomenon changed the characteristics of emigrants to Britain and other 

European countries with the birth of the Irish low-cost airline Ryanair. The generation 

of migrants of the 1980s are also known as the Ryanair generation. They were 

privileged emigrants in comparison to their ancestors. About 70 per cent of the 

emigrants at the end of the decade went to Britain, with London and the south-east as 

their favourite destinations (Connolly 65). The emigrants of this new wave were 

different as they were often professionals and came from all over Ireland. The so called 

“brain drain” of skilled and often graduate Irish mainly involved men and women aged 

18-29. Connolly shows that while the working classes would migrate only in phases of 

lack of employment in their own country, ambitious professionals in the new wave of 

emigrants were attracted by the challenging opportunities that “global cities” like 

London offered them and by the possibility of a new lifestyle, full of the adventure and 

the freedom that Ireland could not offer them. Freedom included probably more for 
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women. Connolly reports interviews to various women in relation to their attitude 

towards Irishness after migrating to the UK. They feel easier to succeed in the foreign 

country by becoming like the native colleagues and sometimes feel “outsider” in Ireland 

(68-78). 

If emigration has had different characteristics in the various centuries for the 

reasons mentioned, so has the return to the emigrant’s homeland. Returning to Ireland 

was often seen as a shame, a failure. Sometimes as hard as leaving. Recent surveys 

conducted by the Crosscare Migrant Project show that one out of five returning 

emigrants found the experience really challenging. The researchers use the expression 

“reverse culture shock” to describe the effect the homecoming had on some people. 

Some of the returning emigrants interviewed felt rejected by their own country 

(“Returning Emigrants struggling with reverse cultural shock”). Emile Pine emphasizes 

that the reasons are quite surprising and contradictory: emigrants who said that nostalgia 

was the reason which made them return complain about Ireland’s backwardness; others, 

on the contrary, found that Ireland was no longer “centred around small rural 

communities and close family networks in the same way as it once was” (“The 

Homeward Journey” 311).  
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Chapter 2: The Departure 

 

In Ireland as in other countries, the emigration of a family member was a tough moment 

for the entire community. Even more when the emigrant’s destination was a faraway 

country. The traumatic experience is emphasized by the use of the expression “the 

wake” to define the day preceding the departure. The American wake was a mournful 

moment. Someone in the family was leaving never to return. It was a perpetual exile in 

the old waves of emigration, after which the mother was often “left in a world of 

desolate imaginings” (O’Toole 160). 

 

Fig. 8. Emigrants Leave Ireland. Picture by Henry Doyle, 1868. 

 

Historically, as reported by Richard Pine in his 1999 study on Friel, “the 

traditional pattern of Irish emigration to America involved two inter-related elements: 

sending the young to safe places already established by elder siblings (…) and remitting 

the next passage money. In both ways the ‘old Ireland’ is maintained at home and 

recreated in the new world, a colonization of its own future” (R. Pine 124). 

In the last decades of the twentieth century emigration has been often defined as 

“normal” in Irish life. Some emigrants, nevertheless, stress the effect that this recurring 
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event has on Irish people, as the Irish emigrant Mary does, in her contribution to Breda 

Gray’s research on Irish women and diaspora: 

I think it has to make us psychologically different to other people of our 

same generation across the world. Because it has to have an effect on you. 

You know, for example, every year more and more of your friends leave…. 

And even your own going away and coming back. The ritual farewell 

parties make the fact of emigration visible while the tensions and 

contradictions remain unspoken. (215) 

If it is true that “tensions and contradictions have remained unspoken” at a 

political, family, media level, they have certainly been given voice through Irish drama. 

John Millington Synge (born in Dublin 1871, died in Dublin 1909) contributed 

to the Irish revival with his production within the Irish National theatre. His plays are 

set in the west of Ireland and represent rural communities in colonial times. The 

Playboy of the Western World is probably the most popular of Synge’s plays and a good 

example for an analysis of his representation of the departure theme and for a 

comparison between his approach to the topic and that of contemporary playwrights.  

Christy Mahon is a shy young man oppressed by his father. He finds comfort 

and great appreciation in Pegeen’s house and village in Mayo. Pegeen’s love and other 

girls’ appreciation make a “playboy” of him. He acquires self-confidence to the point 

that he can no longer stand his father’s bullying manners: their relationship is reversed, 

and Christy becomes “the master”. Alongside with this new father-son relationship, 

Christy’s pride determines his behaviour when Pegeen and the other village inhabitants 

prove that their affection for him is not deep and lasting: he then leaves, firmly stating 

that his life is taking a new course as a lover and a “master of all fights” (111). His 

departure ends the play. Leaving the village represents a new positive start. It is a 

statement of pride and rebellion. Nothing will be as before in the sense that Christy will 

now make use of the gifts and the virtues that he has discovered in himself. The 

departure seems to represent a symbolic gesture with which Christy starts a new life 

with his own resources, reacting against all the violent acts he has been victim of in the 

remote and more recent past. 

In Synge’s works departure is not always associated with a happy ending. In the 

play Riders to the Sea, Maurya’s husband and five sons all die in the sea. The play, in 
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this case, focuses on the pain and loneliness of those who stay. It is striking, though, 

that in so many of his plays Synge represents the great energy of his characters through 

the final decision to move to a new, often undefined place. In The Tinker’s Wedding a 

tinker and his girlfriend abuse a priest with violence and leave to save their lives. The 

Well of the Saints is about two blind people who, rejected by their community, leave in 

search of better friends. In The Shadow of the Glen Nora is unhappy with Dan. The 

story ends when Nora decides to leave with a tramp that will give her freedom.  As 

Aidan Arrowsmith points out in his “Introduction” to The Complete Works of J.M. 

Synge, the Irish author “identifies the itinerant life of tramps and tinkers with poetry and 

with freedom” (xvi) 

Despite their sad destiny, tramps and other members of poor rural Ireland are 

people of great resources in Synge’s plays and the moment of leaving highlights their 

strength. In contemporary plays, on the contrary, the departure option often unveils 

fragile tempers. 

 

Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964) 

Brian Friel (born in Knockmoyle, Omagh, North of Ireland, 1929, died in Greencastle 

2015) is considered one of Ireland’s greatest playwrights. His works are deeply rooted 

in Irish social and political history. There is almost no aspect of Irish life that has not 

been interrogated in his plays. 

 

Fig. 9. Irish playwrights Brian Friel. 

 

 In his introduction to Brian Friel: Decoding the Language of the Tribe, Tony 

Corbett identifies in the Irish psyche one of the important themes of Friel’s works. 
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Corbett starts taking into account Translations as the play that underlines the origin of 

the displacement of Irish people in their own country as due to the forced use of 

English: “the language of the people no longer matched the landscape in which they 

lived” (2). Corbett sees a link between this displacement and a “discontinuity of 

communication between characters” (3) that is fundamental to the tragicomic story in 

Philadelphia, Here I Come!. 

The background of the story is the depressed economy of the 1950s which led to 

the highest figures ever measured in Irish migration: over 400 thousand residents left 

the country in a decade (Roche 2). The most common destinations were England, the 

USA, and some continental European countries.   

In contrast with the sudden decision to leave that ends Synge’s The Playboy of 

the Western World, Friel’s Philadelphia, Here I Come!  is about Gar’s Hamletic 

approach to departure which we never see happening. The title, thus, turns out to be 

ironical when suggesting self-confidence, happiness and almost arrogance in the 

speaker. 

The author represents the dilemma effectively by splitting the main character 

into Public and Private. Public Gar and his alter ego argue on the scene: the first has 

decided to leave and has a plane ticket for the following morning while the other tries 

by all means to stop him on the ground that he would miss a lot of his native land.  

 

Fig. 10. Philadelphia, Here I Come!. Rory Keenan, left, and Paul Reid in the roles of Private and Public Gar. 

 

Gareth O’Donnel is not leaving for economic necessity because he works in his 

father’s shop, but he is unhappy in the boring city of Ballybeg where he lives with his 

uncommunicative father, S. B. O’Donnel. Father and son both resent the premature loss 
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of Gar’s mother. Gar, above all, regrets his own inability to take control of his own life 

and get married to his love of forever, Kate. In addition to his miserable life in 

Ballybeg, Gar’s emigration has been fostered by his aunt’s insistence on having him in 

Philadelphia. Aunt Lizzie is his mother’s sister, a childless woman who emigrated with 

her penniless husband, but who can now boast their property: 

LIZZY. …We have this ground floor apartment, see, and a car that’s air    

conditioned, and colour TV, and this big collection of all the Irish records 

you ever heard, and 15,000 bucks in Federal Bonds- 

  [ … ] 

LIZZY. And it’s all so Gawd-awful because we have no one to share it with 

us…. (49-50) 

Notwithstanding the attractive economic change his aunt promises, Gar is unable to 

forget the past in order to start a better life outside Ireland. A sense of nostalgia ties him 

to the place, to his missed opportunities. He seems unable to turn over a new leaf.  

It is from the very beginning of the play that Gar does not convey a sincere 

enthusiasm for his departure getting closer. He is rather interested in analysing other 

people’s reaction as when he asks Madge, the housekeeper, if she will miss him (2) or 

when he comments about his father giving him work to do in the family shop on their 

last day together (2). If Public Gar does not show a clear interest for migrating to the 

USA it is because a part of him, represented by Private Gar, certainly disapproves of the 

“decision” and expresses all of his fears connected to such a change: 

PRIVATE. You are full conscious of all the consequences of your decision? 

PUBLIC. Yessir. 

PRIVATE. Of leaving the country of your birth, the land of the curlew and 

the    snipe, the Aran sweater and the Irish Sweepstakes? 

PUBLIC. (with fitting hesitation) I-I-I-I have considered all these, sir. 

PRIVATE. Of going to a profane, irreligious, pagan country of gross 

materialism? (5) 

Private Gar does not just represent the hidden side of Gar’s psyche. As Anthony 

Roche (4-5) underlines, his presence “involves a good deal of irreverence and parody” 

and helps “to expose a poverty of spirit and cultural incoherence” in the microcosm 

described in the play. When S. B. O’Donnell and the parish priest Canon Mick O’Brian 
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play their habitual game of draughts in the kitchen, Private Gar’s parody of their habits 

(mostly by anticipating precisely their repetitive words) unveils the boredom of their 

life as well as their role in “maintaining the stifling status quo”.  

The two aged men are also representative of State and Church because S. B. is a 

county councillor and Canon is a priest, the institutions that Friel seems to blame for not 

helping Ireland’s younger generations.  According to Roche, “what most marked the 

atrophy of the 1950s in Ireland was the fact that the aged revolutionaries were still in 

charge – de Valera and his Fianna Fail government – with the severe and authoritarian 

John Charles McQuaid as the face of the Catholic Church” (4).  

Other issues come to light through Public Gar’s conversation with other 

characters. Gar has many problems unresolved and seems now aware that he was unable 

to defend his relationship with Kate. He lacks the necessary determination to be the 

master of his own destiny and he knows that: “No, no; my fault – all my fault” (14). 

When he was supposed to be asking Kate’s father his permission to marry her, he left 

the house with a feeling of being inadequate, thus giving up on her and paving the way 

for his rival Francis. 

None of Gar’s relationships has been satisfactory. His love for his 

uncommunicative father seems to be even stronger than that for Kate and not being able 

to say a proper farewell causes Gar great pain, even if he tries to hide his feelings: 

PUBLIC. Whether he says good-bye to me or not, or whether he slips me a 

few     miserable quid or not, it’s a matter of total indifference to me. 

MADGE. Aye, so. Your tea’s on the table – but that’s a matter of total 

indifference to me. 

PUBLIC. Give me time to wash, will you? 

MADGE. And another thing: just because he doesn’t say much doesn’t 

mean that he hasn’t feelings like the rest of us. 

PUBLIC. Say much? He’s said nothing! 

MADGE.  He said nothing either when your mother died. It must have been 

near    daybreak when he got to sleep last night. I could hear his bed 

cracking. 

PUBLIC. Well to hell with him. (6-7) 
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Gar’s last attempt to reconcile with his past and reconnect with his father occurs when 

he tries to share the memory of a happy moment together:  

PUBLIC. But do you remember one afternoon in May – we were up there- 

the two of us – and it must have rained because you put your jacket and 

gave me your hat.  

S. B. Aye? 

PUBLIC. And it wasn’t that we were talking or anything – but suddenly – 

suddenly you sang “All Round My Hat I’ll Wear Green Coloured 

Ribbono” –  

S. B. Me? 

PUBLIC. for no reason at all except that we- we were happy. D’you 

remember? D’you remember? 

There is a pause while S. B. tries to recall. 

S. B. No … no, then, I don’t… (90-91) 

Gar’s father does not take advantage of that precious moment and  only later, speaking 

with Madge only, he recalls when Gar was a child and he would not go to school; he 

only wanted to go into his “daddy’s business” and they were “hand in hand … as happy 

as larks” (93). 

The presence of Private Gar on the scene is also a physical representation of 

Gar’s delayed actions. He represents those Hamletic workings of the mind that are an 

obstacle to action.  He discourages action by too much analysis. The endless discussion 

between private and public Gar generates a sort of paralysis. As in James Joyce’s short 

story “Eveline”, in Philadelphia, Here I Come!   the obstacles to departure are not 

practical ones, but rather psychological, involving nostalgia, a sense of guilt, a dead 

mother, a difficult relationship with the father.  

 

A Crucial Week in the Life of a Grocer’s Assistant (1978) 

Tom Murphy (born in Tuam 1935, died in Dublin 2018) was the youngest of ten 

children. His father moved to England for work and Tom’s brothers followed him.  Tom 

only moved there in search of a theatre which would perform his play A Whistle in the 

Dark, which was a success. He spent almost ten years in England and then came back to 

Ireland. 
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Fig. 11. Tom Murphy outside the Druid Theatre in Galway, Ireland. 

 

Murphy’s play A Crucial Week in the Life of a Grocer’s Assistant shares 

historical background, theme, and mood with Friel’s Philadelphia, Here I Come! The 

story is set in an unnamed small town in rural Ireland where John Joe, like Gar, dreams 

of making a change in his life by leaving his country. His family bonds hinder his plans, 

as we learn in the first scene of the play: “They won’t let me go, they won’t let me stay” 

(93).  

John Joe is a man in his mid-thirties and his elder brother Frank has already left 

Ireland for America, causing his parents, or maybe just his mother, a deep grief. Frank 

rarely sends his family any money, which means he is not earning much and, what is 

worse, he has experienced prison. The small town in rural Ireland where the Morans live 

is clearly not going to offer John Joe much, but his mother is ready to fight with all her 

means to prevent her favourite child’s departure. Raising in him a sense of guilt and pity 

is among her most efficient weapons: “Leaving us here in the lurch. Deserting his 

mammy and daddy and uncle that’s good for him. That’s gratitudinous!” (93). It is also 

immediately clear that there is someone else John Joe’s mother blames for what she 

considers her child’s ingratitude: “a girleen”, Mona, who manipulates him; a richer girl 

“putting nonsense talk on him” (93). Mona’s encouragement of J. J.’s emigration has a 

rational reason, though: it would solve the problem of their different social and 

economic background.  

John Joe’s meeting with his former friend Pakey, who has migrated to England, 

completes a scenario in which two contrasting countries and two  generations are 
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represented: Irish middle-aged people are proud of their sacrifices, of their religion, of 

their country that England could never replace; the young migrant Pakey, instead, 

boasts his good salary and his life in England: “the bosses all pay great wages.... No old 

hypocrites over there at all.... Great pagan people …. Don’t call a man – a fool – if he’s 

trying to enjoy himself in life” (103). While Pakey is rich and independent thanks to his 

choice to emigrate, John Joe’s family, the Morans, are always complaining about their 

lack of money. His mother is the only family member who regularly gets some money 

while her husband gets a little only when he digs a grave and John Joe gets a ridiculous 

pay as a shop assistant at Mr. Brown’s shop. His mother is also the one who is in 

control, patronizing her husband and children, often hiding things from her husband.  

John Joe is different from Pakey: he doubts that there is nothing an Irishman 

would miss in England;  he is nourished with melancholic songs like “The ship that 

never returned” (105) and “I am bidding farewell to the land of my youth, and the home 

that I love so well...” (134). He once planned to escape but was not firmly determined, 

and a little problem was enough to stop him. So, he spends his days dreaming of a 

different life with his girlfriend Mona somewhere else, but his family bonds are stronger 

and in his life, like in Gar’s,  “if” dominates his thoughts: “If I was rich, the first thing 

I’d do is give a million pounds to my mother. Pay her off.... If I could be sure ... that she 

ever had a moment – happy...” (114). Daydreams are followed by real ones as in scene 

five when he dreams of being in the USA and England at the same time: “... Tottenham 

Court Road, Madison Square Gardens, …. I made it! – I made it! ... I got here!” reminds 

us of Gar’s enthusiastic statement in Friel’s play. When John Joe hears a real knock and, 

still dreaming, he believes it is Mona, the dream is ended by his mother who is the one 

knocking at the door.  

 

Fig. 12.  A Crucial Week in the Life of a Grocer’s Assistant. Photo from The Questor’s Archives. 
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Religion plays a crucial role in the life of the Morans.  Friar Daly, who has a 

strong connection with John Joe’s mother, advises the young man to try to find the 

positive aspects of the town he lives in: “All a person has to do is try. God knows there 

are plenty of things wrong here, but I wouldn’t exchange those trifles for the hoard of 

evil that exists in the outside world. Don’t you agree?” (131). 

The Morans’ problems are not easily solved and John Joe’s mind is confused by 

all the people surrounding him. Scene eight represents John Joe’s dreams again: he sees 

Mona proposing him to flee secretly, then inviting him to ask her father for her hand, 

then Friar Daly talking about those who lose their soul when leaving Ireland: “... did 

you see the fooleen, Pakey Garvey the other day? Back from England, looking for his 

soul” (147). In his dreams John Joe ends up shouting and, again, his mother wakes him 

up. Everything she does reminds John Joe that she works hard to save her family and 

that deprives herself of much. Ironically, when their neighbour Agnes decides to leave, 

John Joe helps her by carrying her suitcase to the place where she is getting a lift to her 

new destination. His mother goes on planning a “solution” to John Joe’s problems, 

without even consulting him. While arguing with her, though, John Joe experiences an 

epiphany: 

MOTHER. Your father then, your father. Don’t be getting your great father 

up! 

JOHN JOE. Well, why isn’t he here talking to me? (158) 

Becoming suddenly aware that his mother is also preventing his father from performing 

his parental role is the final straw that makes him rebel against her and the neighbour’s 

hypocrisy and narrow-mindedness. The harsh but sincere communication with his 

parents and the entire neighbourhood frees his energy. His refusal to take over as shop 

keeper for his uncle in the small local shop, spoiling his mother’s plans, is another small 

step to gain control of his life: “I’m going to town to get a job for myself” (164). After 

sharing so much with Friel’s character in Philadelphia, Here I Come! John Joe shows 

for a moment the same determination as Synge's characters.  

 

In her essay “Grotesque and Carnivalesque Elements in By the Bog of Cats”, 

Bernadette Bourke suggests a comparison between Synge’s characters and Marina 

Carr’s Hester Swane in By the Bog of Cats. Bourke observes a reversal of Synge’s 
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departure theme in Marina Carr’s play, which has some analogies with the two plays on 

emigration analysed in this chapter. Hester refuses to leave the house by the bog which 

belongs to her ex-boyfriend. As the story develops, we are informed that Hester has 

been abandoned by her mother in the bog and that she now refuses to leave in the hope 

her mother will come back to her one day.  Her bond to the past and to her mother 

spoils her chance to start a new life somewhere else. In Carr’s play, the past is present 

and overwhelming, as it is for Gar.  

The figure of the mother is no less important in the four plays mentioned so far, 

either because hers is an absence that weighs or because of her cumbersome presence 

and intruding ways.  The maternal figure, though, in Friel’s and Murphy’s plays, also 

serves to highlight the problems in the father-son relationship. The maternal figure is 

normally a mediator between the son and the father or the rest of the community, but 

when she is absent or overwhelming, also the father-son relationship can be damaged. 

In Philadelphia, Madge, the housekeeper, can only partially substitute for Gar’s mother 

as when she tries to explain S. B. O’Donnell’s cold behaviour. In A Crucial Week, the 

mother prevents any deep contact between John Joe and his father as she plays both the 

maternal and paternal roles. In his analysis of Friel’s works, Richard Pine includes 

Philadelphia in what he calls “Plays of Love” because “the author’s main concern is the 

examination of family and community ties” (97). Richard Pine observes that in 

Philadelphia and other plays by Friel “failure of communication is greatest within the 

family circle” (109). Therefore, the tension is transferred into the tribe, the community. 

The same dynamics are represented in A Crucial Week. Mrs Moran hinders J. J.’s 

relationship with his father and makes decisions on both J. J.’s and his father’s behalf. 

She takes control of the way the community perceives the family because appearance 

means a lot to her as well as to the narrow-minded village inhabitants. 

Neither Gar nor J. J. find happiness in their community.  The main difference 

between the two plays is that while J. J. character acts rebelliously and in contrast with 

his mother, at least in the last scene of the play, Philadelphia ends in uncertainty: 

PRIVATE. God, Boy, why do you have to leave? Why? Why? 

PUBLIC. I don’t know. I – I – I – don’t know 

 Richard Pine underlines that in some of Friel’s plays “homecoming and 

intrusions, more than departures and exile, highlight the sense of fragility, the inherent 
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instability, of homes and families” (112). In Philadelphia, the aunt’s homecoming is not 

only the event that generates the idea of Gar’s emigration; it is also that which casts a 

doubt on the “migration dream” when aunt Lizzy “admits the emptiness of her 

materially successful life in Philadelphia” (R. Pine 112). Pakey’s return has a similar 

role in A Crucial Week: if on the one hand the young emigrant confirms that life can be 

better in England from different points of view, he betrays some anger that makes John 

Joe say: “Well, if it’s that good, what’re you so bitter about?” (104). If Pakey’s feelings 

of his experience abroad are more ambiguous than those of Gar’s relatives, they disclose 

the main character’s suspicions. Again, Hamlet’s soliloquy (Shakespeare 812) on our 

fear of the “undiscover’d country”, in the literal and a figurative sense in the two plays, 

fits Gar and John Joe like a glove. We perceive that their resolution is “sicklied o’ver 

with the pale cast of thought”. The device of the double Gar and John Joe’s dreams and 

abrupt awakenings to reality also serve this purpose.  
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Chapter 3: Life Abroad 

 

Some of the plays that deal with the emigrant’s life in the new country are simply a 

confirmation of an almost impossible departure. They focus on the nostalgia and 

difficulty in adapting to the new place, which has been related to a sort of  “double-

emigration” in as much as the experience often involved both uprooting the emigrants 

from a rural setting to move them to a modern industrial area and from Ireland to 

England, the States or another foreign country. It is what Fintan O’Toole calls a 

movement “from margin to center” (159), from a country village to a modern city: such 

a change implies a shift both in place and in time. 

To make things harder, the Irish were often “a scapegoat in the face of 

epidemics” (Davis 28) or were treated with hostility because they were seen as bigots 

and riotous. When referring about the Murphy Riots of 1867 in the cities of Plymouth, 

Rochdale, Wolverhampton and Birmingham, Graham Davis writes that the Catholic 

Irish were only demonstrating against the Protestant preacher William Murphy – a 

Catholic converted to Protestantism – who used “scurrilous methods” to generate anti-

Catholic feelings. On such occasions, then, the Catholic Irish were only rejecting 

bigotry and prejudice (28-29).  

Notwithstanding the advantages of emigrating to a close place like Britain, for 

the Irish, the neighbour island meant living with the colonizers, those who had exploited 

them and deprived them of their culture. According to Buckley, 

The tensions and belligerence in Anglo-Irish political relations make 

emigration to Britain a challenge with which most other destinations cannot 

compare. Just being an Irish person in Britain plunges Irish people there into 

a dramatization of their identity because Britain has been so thoroughly and 

problematically involved in the construction of what we now know as 

Irishness and the Irish. Whenever an Irish person enters England, or when 

an English person enters Ireland, a hurricane of history is blowing on them. 

(119)   

The protagonist of one of the plays analysed in this chapter is an emigrant 

Northern-Irish woman in England who shares a lot with the author of the play, Ann 
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Devlin. The play offers new perspectives: one dependent on gender and the other one on 

the author’s and the main characters’ Northern Irish origin.  

In her essay “The Irish among the British and the Women Among the Irish”, 

Marella Buckley  draws attention to the fact that “the Irish community in Britain has a 

low profile which belies its numerical strength” (95). For Irish women in Britain she 

even speaks of “invisibility” (107). Buckley does not contradict herself when she  

reports that even “famous” Irish women in Britain “are rarely consulted by the popular 

media for comment on issues such as sexual politics, Irish-British relations or 

immigrant life in Britain” (97), which she partly explains: 

The silencing of the Irish woman in Britain is bolstered by her own 

government’s censorship of her emigration. Irish Catholic views of 

femininity severely censure the mobile, independent, single or adventurous 

woman. State and Church collude to enshrine within the Irish Constitution 

the view that by her life “within the home” woman “gives to the state a 

support without which the common good cannot be achieved”. This cult of a 

femininity, safely gelled into a parochial and domestic context, discounts 

the experience of generations of Irish women who have sought their 

fortunes across the globe. (99) 

Other issues concern Irish women and Irish communities in general both in 

Northern Ireland and the UK, specifically during the years of the Troubles. The 

Prevention of Terrorism Acts issued from 1974 onwards by the UK government, 

“affected women and children particularly violently” as “the home became the frontline 

for night-time confrontations with armed police” (Buckley 114). 

Other reasons for emigrating have not appeared in so many plays but are no less 

interesting. They are the so-called “hidden stories”, which have been represented in 

Colm Clifford’s plays: sexual freedom and access to abortion. The strict Catholicism in 

Ireland has made it hard for gay to live their sentimental and sexual life without 

incurring in strong and violent criticism, often physically violent punishment. The play 

unveils the Catholic contradictions when it connects the murder of a gay who is beaten 

to death in Ireland for his sexual preferences and the “hidden migration” of the character 

Maeve who cannot have an abortion in Ireland because the Eight Amendment of the 
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Irish Constitution, “Right to Life”, would not allow it.  It was only in 2018 that abortion 

was legalized in Ireland.  

 

A Whistle in the Dark (1961) 

A Whistle in the Dark is Tom Murphy’s first play. It is set in Coventry, England, in 

1960. England was the most common destination for Irish emigrants from the post-war 

period until 1981. The choice of England was due in part to the fact that the emigrant 

intended to come back after only a couple of years and the journey to the USA could not 

compare in terms of costs and time. In addition to that, there were restrictions imposed 

by the American authorities from the 1920s onwards and there was a good offer of 

unskilled employment in Britain (Delane 334-36). 

A Whistle in the Dark opens with the noisy activities of preparation for the 

arrival of two more of Michael Carney’s family members in England. Michael has 

moved there from Ireland before his siblings and has married Betty, an English woman. 

When she is alone with Michael, Betty complains about the negative effects of having 

Michael’s family living there with them: 

BETTY. …Just look at the place after a few weeks of family life with your 

brothers. And now two more. 

[…] 

BETTY. You’re daft. You really are. We were doing pretty well before you   

asked them here. Daft! (7-8) 

 

Fig. 13. A Whistle in the Dark. Scene from the 2012 Druid Theatre production.  
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At the beginning of the play Michael seems unaware of the dangers of this 

cohabitation. While Betty expresses her disappointment with his brothers’ presence, her 

husband feels his responsibility for them: he tells Betty he is their elder brother and his 

Irish family is “our family” (9). The dialogue reveals that Michael and his younger 

brother Des are different from the rest of the family and are more sensitive and sensible. 

Michael does not get on well with his dad and three of his brothers while he loves Des. 

Surprisingly, Michael is worried what will happen to his younger brother if he stays in 

England. He dreams of a better life for Des who might stay in Ireland with their mother 

and father and get a good job there, but his brothers want Des involved in their fights 

and drinking habits in England. An old tension between Michael and his father becomes 

evident as they discuss Des’s future: Michael is blamed for his cowardice while his 

father boasts his own ability to fight anyone who offends the family; he reveals the 

same bossy and violent attitude as he had with his sons when in Ireland. 

 As the story and the dialogue develop, we realize that what is happening in the 

English town is nothing more than the reproduction of the relationship between the 

family members in Ireland and, more interestingly, we see Michael reproducing the 

same husband-wife relationship as his parents. Wives are nothing more than a scapegoat 

for the two men’s frustrations and insecurities. While confessing to Betty his inability to 

move on, Michael also starts showing the same dictatorial attitude as his father towards 

his wife and all of his brothers towards Betty. The “compelling atavistic force” (Roche 

9) of blood ties nullifies that of a legal marriage document. The almost all-male 

microcosm of the Carneys states their real or pretended feelings towards women. 

Women seem to have no voice and space among them: the old Mrs Carney is left in 

Ireland and Betty leaves the house when Michael hits her.  

Roche draws attention to the fact that the Carneys displace the faction-fighting 

from rural Ireland in the English city of Coventry where “their activities are no longer 

appropriate and are as much directed against their surroundings and ultimately at each 

other” (9).  The play has a tragic ending after Dada performs one of the scenes that 

reminds of “the old days” (91) in Ireland, when his sons were just children and their 

drunken father wanted them to fight one another, claiming he was making men of them. 

Michael refused to fight, but this time it is his favourite, Des, who challenges him. 

Michael tries to ignore him until Des starts hitting him. Michael’s disappointment and 
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frustration lead him to a tragic reaction: he hits his younger brother on the head with a 

bottle and causes his death. It is only then that the whole family realizes what Dada has 

made of them. 

Moving to England fails to take Michael away from his family members or 

change their morbid relationship. It also fails to destroy the negative model the father 

has represented for them, until the tragic final event of Desmond’s death. The feeling 

conveyed by this play is that the head of the family, a man addicted to alcohol, has 

never really communicated or taught his children anything, but rather imposed his sick 

principles on the rest of the family. Leaving Ireland without making a clear statement 

that he refused that kind of morality led Michael to tragically accepting his father and 

brothers in his new home. Roche points out that Michael’s brothers destroy his home in 

a multiplicity of ways: when they quarrel, because they throw objects at each other and 

damage the home physically; when their presence leads to Michael and Betty’s 

separation; when they reject Michael’s attempt to conform to the norms of English 

society (8). 

 

The Walworth Farce (2006) 

Enda Walsh (born in Dublin 1967) was a founding member of the Corcadorca Theatre 

Company, a highly innovative company, particularly interested in original performance 

sites outside: streets, squares, hills. Walsh has represented family and language issues 

through strange, violent characters in innovative performances, quite different from 

most traditional Irish plays. The writer himself explains the peculiarities of his works – 

in terms of characters, structure and style – with his linguistic dysfunction and his years 

of speech therapy (Wallace 12). He left Dublin for Cork and then moved to London in 

2005.  

Unlike other plays included in this essay, The Walworth Farce deals with an 

unusual form of migration: the play is about the escape of a murderer from Cork to 

London in an unspecified time, probably the last decades of the twentieth century. Clare 

Wallace quotes Walsh’s words which explain in part the weird story: “I knew I wanted 

to write the play that every  Irish playwright has to write – the old Irish people in 

London – but [I knew] I ha[d] to explode that kind of play and bring it somewhere else” 

(14). 
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Fig. 14. Enda Walsh at the 66th Tony Awards in 2012. 

 

The Irish accent of the main characters, six cans of Harp Irish Lager on the 

coffee table of the sitting room and an Irish Lullaby on an old tape recorder immediately 

state that Dinny’s life in the flat on the Walworth Road in South London has not 

changed much of the former Irish style. Dinny and his sons Blake and Sean make up 

and perform their mother’s funeral scene before talking about the dead woman in a 

strong Cork accent. What they perform is indeed a totally invented version of the 

events, pretending it was a “massive dead stallion” that caused her death by falling on 

top of her. Reality is slowly and violently disclosed through involuntary comic 

comments on a long series of tragic events, their absurd performance and what takes 

place in the room that day. In the mixture of lies, absurd performances and disguise, we 

understand that some urgency made Dinny leave Ireland with his two boys. It is in one 

of the attempts made by Sean to reconstruct the true story that we visualize that they 

have never really left Ireland in their mind: 

SEAN (continuing). And despite the sea and wind, the smell of Mammy’s 

cooking and that chicken was still stuck in the wool of our jumpers. 

BLAKE. And I can’t remember getting off a boat … but maybe we got a 

bus then to London, Sean, and still Mammy around us. 

SEAN. And Dad must have locked the door as soon as we were inside 

because the smell sort of stayed longer. 
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BLAKE. And for a while it stayed and we must have talked about the 

chicken smell and we must have missed Mammy, hey Sean? 

SEAN. Yeah, we must have. 

BLAKE. Dad all talk of Ireland, Sean. Everything’s Ireland. His voice is 

stuck in Cork so it’s impossible to forget what Cork is. (A pause.) This 

story we play is everything. (A pause.) Once upon a time my head was 

full of pictures of Granny’s coffin and Mr. and Mrs. Cotter and Paddy 

and Vera and Bouncer the dog and all those busy pictures in our last day. 

(Smiling) ’Cause you’d say Dad’s words and they’d give you pictures, 

wouldn’t they, Sean? And so many pictures in your head…. Sure you 

wouldn’t want for the outside world even if it was a good world! You 

could be happy. (A pause.) But all those pictures have stopped. I say his 

words and all I can see is the word. A lot of words piled on top of other 

words. There’s no sense to my day ’cause the sense isn’t important 

anymore. No pictures. No dreams. Words only. (A pause.) All I’ve got is 

the memory of the roast chicken, Sean. (22) 

 

Fig. 15. The Walworth Farce. Domnhall,, Brendan and Brian Gleeson in a 2015 performance. 

 

They are suddenly interrupted by Dinny who requires an explanation for the wrong food 

in the most recent performance. Sean is in charge of the shopping and thus he is the 

only one allowed to leave the house. He explains that the cashier must have given him 
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the wrong bag, but he suggests he could go back to the shop and take the good one. It is 

then that Dinny starts worrying that his son might be enjoying going out.  

More performances follow, more funerals, till the three actors with their multiple 

roles get confused and Sean reveals his scepticism about this long-term practice. Their 

father tries to win back their confidence in the name of what they have left in Ireland. 

He warns them of the dangers of the foreign country to which he has opposed the safe 

walls of the flat in Walworth Street, while Sean tells Blake he has spoken to the girl in 

the Tesco shop who is not at all dangerous, but rather nice and reassuring about the 

beautiful things England could offer them. After more lying, performing, keeping 

secrets, the external world intrudes in the house with the arrival of the girl from Tesco, 

kindly bringing the right shopping bag. The first act ends with Dinny asking the girl, 

Hayley, whether she can cook. There is a sort of identification of the female characters 

with their ability to cook: the two boys’ mother is also associated with the beautiful 

smell of roast chicken. 

 Hayley invades the private life of the three characters: she asks several 

questions about their habits and is curious about everything she notices in the flat. 

While Hayley is still there and cooking something for them, they start acting again in a 

performance involving money and the murder of family members. The girl cannot 

understand what is going on. Seeing herself ignored when she tries to get their attention, 

Hayley tries to leave the house, but she is violently stopped by Dinny. While Blake 

confesses his fear that Sean might leave with the girl, Sean accuses their father of being 

a murderer. When the truth appears on surface, Blake kills his father, and unaware of it, 

Sean kills his brother Blake. Hayley can then leave the flat. But it is too late for Sean to 

start a new life: he only starts a new performance, rewinds the recorder and the Irish 

Lullaby is on again.  None of the characters has ever effectively left Ireland. “Erin go 

Bragh”, Ireland forever, are prophetic words that one of the represented characters 

pronounces before dying. 

Analysing the play’s metatheatrical feature, Clare Wallace highlights the active 

role of the audience, represented by Haley, whose presence “oxygenates the flow of 

farce” (14), alters the obsessive and nostalgic representation of the Ireland of the past, 

shows Sean another world, that of reality, but to no positive result, given Sean’s 

reaction. As Wallace underlines, Walsh does not “collapse farce into realism” (14).  
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After Easter (1994) 

Anne Devlin (born in Belfast 1951) is a playwright who also works for TV, radio and 

cinema. She lived in Belfast with her Catholic family for part of the years of “the 

troubles”. The city was divided into Protestant and Catholic areas and the author 

experienced an atmosphere of segregation but was also affected by her father’s socialist 

ideas which contrasted with the strong nationalist ideas of most Catholics in Ulster 

(Privas-Bréauté 1). Devlin also experienced emigration as she lived for around a decade 

in England, before moving back to Belfast in 2007. Her plays explore the Northern 

Ireland of “the troubles” as well as issues of emigration and identity. 

 

Fig. 16. Northern Irish playwright Ann Devlin. 

 

Her play After Easter is set in the years of the Troubles when Northern Ireland 

experienced the violent conflict between Protestants and Catholics. The story presents 

yet another reason for migration, one that is not based on economic necessity: Greta is 

an Irish woman in her thirties who has migrated to England, “traveling resolutely away 

from Easter 1916 and the traditional routes of that familiar dark story”, as the author 

herself wrote as a programme note for After Easter (“After Easter”). The story opens 

when Greta is in England, suffering a nervous breakdown due in part to the failure of 

her marriage and the fight for the children’s custody. But Greta is, above all, in search 

of “roots, identity and meaning”, according to Enrica Cerquoni. During her spiritual and 

psychological quest she ends up in a mental hospital until she is taken back to Ireland 

by her sister because of their father’s illness. Greta seems to have some visionary 

powers that she justifies with her departure from Ireland: 
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AOIFE. Do you think it happened because you came to England? 

GRETA. I do, yes. You see, I left Ireland in 1979, but I never arrived in 

England. I don’t know where I went.” (16)  

Living abroad makes Greta feel unnatural: she identifies herself with those 

people who pretend to be able to write, but they only copy from others. She feels a 

“copier” (59). Some part of her life is just a role-play to adjust to the new “home”.  

There is more in what Privas-Bréauté calls “a sort of Anglo-Irish schizophrenia” 

(6). Greta has hallucinations, some of which she interprets as religious messages, as she 

tells her sister Aoife:  

GRETA. It’s when I get the big religious messages that worries me. 

AOIFE. What big religious messages? 

GRETA. Take the communion out of the churches and give it to the people 

in the bus queues. (15-16) 

Though Greta acknowledges the message “sounds completely idiotic”, her 

concern is that it shouldn’t be taken as “literal” (16). On a symbolic level, the gesture 

would imply overcoming the religious conflict of the Protestant and Catholic Churches 

and thus bringing peace to her country.  Significantly, Greta refuses to identify with 

Catholicism: “I am a Catholic, a Protestant, a Hindu, a Moslem, a Jew” (7)  

Greta’s brother Manus is also in search of his own identity. He blames their 

communist father for robbing them of Irishness. He prevented them from having any 

contact with Irish language, music and culture on the ground that it was nationalist (39). 

 

Fig. 17. After Easter. Greta and her sisters in a performance at The Other Place Theatre in Stratford, UK. 
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Greta’s temporary return to Ireland brings trouble and leads her mother to 

emphasize all the principles she believes in. She is the Irish Catholic side of their 

education, the one who compensated for their father’s communist ideas. She is also the 

one who still resents being forced to leave their former home because “they were on the 

wrong side of the river for Catholics” (67). Their father’s death sharpens the contrasts 

and unveils all the real feelings in the parent-child relationships. It becomes clear that 

the problem is not only the Protestant community. The hardships of the years of the 

Troubles have also affected the family relationships. As Privas-Bréuté underlines, their 

dialogues are “imbued with cruelty and aggressiveness” (10). Nevertheless, the fight is 

also a cleansing experience and Greta’s journey back to Ireland proves a healing 

experience. Contrary to what she had told her sister, she steals the communion wafers 

from a monastery and distributes them to people queueing at the bus stop. She is 

temporarily arrested and when she goes back home, she explains: “I wanted to stop the 

killings. I thought if I obeyed the Voice it would all stop” (49). The last scene shows 

Greta in a serene motherly moment: she is “rocking a baby, telling it a story” (75). She 

is back home in England. 

 

In High Germany (1999) 

Dermot Bolger (born in Finglas, North Dublin, 1959) is a poet, novelist, a playwright 

and an editor, founder of the Raven Arts Press and New Island books. His works often 

focus on working class alienation, Irish people abroad and the consequences of the 

Celtic Tiger years.  

 

Fig. 18. Dublin playwright Dermot Bolger. 
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In High Germany and its sequel, The Parting Glass, are a sum of all the feelings 

connected to emigration. They tell the story of two, almost three generations of 

emigrants from the point of view of one of them, Eoin. A  moving as well as humorous 

portrait of what has changed and what has not in the experience of migration in the last 

fifty years: his father’s migration to England in 1957, followed by his own migration to 

Germany, his friend Shane’s to Holland, his friend Mick’s option for illegal emigration 

to the USA, to end with his son’s migration to Canada during the most recent economic 

crisis which followed the Celtic Tiger years. When the narrative in the more recent The 

Parting Glass focuses on Eoin’s migration to Germany, all is so familiar to present day 

audience and readers: people looking for a job in McDonald’s restaurants, low-cost 

flights, European and World soccer Championships.  

Both works are one-man, one-act plays whose main character fakes other 

characters’ accents, so playing all roles while telling about his relationship with family, 

friends, Ireland and its soccer team. Throughout the plays Eoin defines his concept of 

identity. Liam Harte states that the opening scene of In High Germany, with Eoin’s 

words, “Ireland! Ireland! Ireland! Ireland!” of the Irish soccer team supporters that he 

alternates with the Gaelic football cry “Solo it” in a country accent, represents the 

“competing cultural forces” (19) of Eoin’s (and Bolger’s) world: modernity versus 

tradition, liberalism versus conservative nationalism. This idea is reinforced by what 

Eoin tells about his bossy teacher Molloy who defined soccer “A Brit sport, an English 

sport played by Englishmen” (80). Eoin and his friends were all born in the suburbs of 

Dublin and feel different from the Irish who move from the countryside and who “might 

at that time have been regarded as more authentically Irish” (Maguire 77) 

The time setting of the plays is represented through football matches and 

journeys from and back to Ireland. In In High Germany Eoin’s father’s journeys are the 

old sad journeys of emigrants, those made of melancholy moments that marked one’s 

life forever. In 1957 Ireland experienced a collapse in the field of construction work and 

Eoin’s father had to find a job in England. Unlike other Irish men who left with the 

whole family, Eoin’s father emigrated alone, dreaming that his children would grow in 

Ireland and be able to find a proper job in their native country.  Part of the years Eoin’s 

father spent in England were the years of “the troubles” when the fight also aimed at 

making Ireland a suitable place for Eoin’s generation: “We were the chosen ones, the 
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generation which would make sense of the last seven hundred years” (85). Eoin and his 

friends Mick and Shane share a passionate love for football, for their national team that 

they follow whenever there is a chance to qualify for the international tournaments and, 

of course, when they do qualify. Step by step, all the conservative elements of identity 

are demolished: Eoin’s Ireland is not that of a strong Catholicism: he and his friends 

have a new God in the Irish football team.  

 

Fig. 19. The Parting Glass. Eoin, protagonist of In High Germany and The Parting Glass. 

 

When travelling to see the team’s crucial matches, Eoin gets into stations that 

produce flashbacks of other stations where he used to meet his father coming back home 

or where Eoin sadly said good-bye to his migrant father. Eoin’s father is not a 

communicative person, at least not with his son. As a child, Eoin had to imagine things 

about his father’s life, but could feel the sadness of a life far from the family as well as 

his father’s dream to protect his son from such an experience. Eoin’s experience, 

though, takes him to a different view from his father’s, a sense of community that is not 

linked to that of a place.  

The matches Eoin and his friends watch are not far from the cities where Eoin 

and his friend Shane have migrated to, in central Europe. Eoin is now married to a 

German girl, Frieda, and they live together in Hamburg, where he works. The play 
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describes something we rarely find in plays about migration, a moment of ordinary life 

abroad: Eoin’s phone call from Stuttgart to his wife. The author exploits that ordinary 

moment to describe the sort of limbo, “the edge of two worlds” (94), Eoin finds himself 

in. In the event Ireland qualifies to the World Cup finals, Eoin would have no one to tell 

about it in Hamburg: “people in work you could tell about the game, but not the feel of 

it, the sense of belonging ... no language could cross that gulf” (91). On the other hand, 

when Frieda tells him on the phone that she is pregnant, he can’t tell his Irish friends the 

good news: they are not part of his new life in Germany.   

The traditional concept of identity, interpreted as the character and the shared 

values of a community belonging to the same place, no longer has meaning for Eoin. He 

realizes that when he says “us” he is no longer thinking of Irish people in Dublin, but 

the  “scattered army of  emigrants” (90): Irish emigrants like himself are not the same 

people they were when in Ireland. He is also aware that the connection with people at 

home is not the same as before. Emigrants find the Irish who still live in Ireland very 

different from what they used to be, which leads Eoin to a conclusion: “And suddenly I 

knew this was the only country I still owned, those eleven figures in green shirts...” 

(96).  

 

Reasons for Staying (1986) 

Colm Clifford (born in Dublin, died in London 1989), also known as Colm Ó Clubhán, 

was a Dublin playwright who moved to London in 1973. His homosexuality was 

determinant in his decision to leave Ireland as well as in the choice of London: 

“London, that beacon of lust and potential occasions of sin was, I decided, where I was 

going to come out; get myself together, find other queers […] London of marches and 

the Gay liberation Front” (cited in Madden 178). In the British capital he soon started 

demonstrating with the Gay Liberation Front, writing plays, poetry, short fiction. 

Although London meant freedom and activism on various fronts, his decision to 

Gaelicize his surname from Clifford to Ó Clubhán in the 1980s means he still felt a 

strong connection to Ireland.  
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Fig. 20. Playwright Colm Clifford remembered by the Lewisham Irish Community Centre in London. 

 

His plays Friends of Rio Rita’s and Reasons for Staying both deal with the 

topics of homosexuality and migration. They have been performed but not published. 

Nevertheless, a detailed essay by Ed Madden on the second play and some articles on 

the performances illustrate the important and original contribution of Clifford’s work 

to complete the discourse of Irish emigration. The first play was performed in London 

in 1985 while its first performance in Ireland only occurred in 2017. Clifford took the 

name in the title from Brendan Behan’s play The Hostage, where Rio Rita is a drag 

queen – “probably the only gay character I know of in Irish drama” Colm Clifford 

said – and the title as a whole was suggested to him by the Anglo-American 

expression “friends of Dorothy” (Quigley). The play is about two Irish gay men who  

leave Dublin for London because of their sexual orientation. Once in London they 

experience the anti-Irish racism of the years of the Troubles and become politicized in 

reaction to it. 
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Fig. 21. Friends of Rio Rita’s. Poster of the performance in Ireland 32 years after its London one. 

 

The second play “takes place in a snug at the back of an Irish pub in London, 

an ethnically-defined space of identity and belonging” (Madden 181). Thomas is the 

typical migrant for economic reasons who thought he would make some money in 

England and then go back to Ireland, but then decides to stay. As most of his friends 

are dead, he often goes back home for funerals. Madden observes that recurring 

funerals worsen the sense of loss which is intrinsic in the migration experience (176). 

Martin, who is engaged to an English girl, Alice, is a second-generation Irishman, but 

is more Irish than all the others. He has planned to move to Ireland and seems to be 

politically engaged on the Irish side in those difficult years of the Troubles. Maeve 

left Ireland, because of her pregnancy, immediately after the UK government had 

legalized abortion. Emigration was necessary to conceal pregnancy outside marriage 

and to allow abortion, when that was the pregnant woman’s choice. According to  

Madden,  

Rather than invisibility and concealment, however, Maeve’s story 

emphasizes the shame of visibility; she describes the public humiliation of 

a pregnant teenager by nuns at her Dublin school, “stood up at school 

assemblies while a pious-faced bitch of a nun tells the whole fucking 

school they’ve got a sinner standing up before them”. She introduces this 

story as “my personal little reason for staying”, but she tells it in third 

person, as if to suggest it is a morality tale she witnesses rather than her 

https://gcn.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/friends-of-rio-ritas-riot-director.jpg
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own experience, as if to emphasize her dislocation, the geographical and 

temporal distance that separate her from that moment. (181)  

Cormac is the gay emigrant, the last one to enter the stage. He needs to use the 

payphone of the Irish pub on his way to a London gay club called Heaven. Maeve 

invites him to tell about the 1982 Fairview Park murder in Dublin. The area was a 

well-known meeting place for gay men. A gay-bashing gang beat to death a young 

gay, Declan Flynn. When the young members of the gang, even those who pleaded 

guilty, were given suspended sentences, “the largest gay rights demonstration ever 

seen on the island of Ireland took place on Saturday, March 19, 1983” (“Declan 

Flynn”).  

Cormac tells the story from the point of view of the homophobic boys, as to 

show the silencing of gay people: “Evening, and the lads are a bit bored … This fella 

goes by. Well a queer … It’s only a shaggin’ steamer” (quotations in Madden, 183-

84). Cormac wants to emphasize the “basher’s dismissal of the gay man’s value” 

(Madden 184) and even when speaking about the suspended sentence, he follows his 

narrative with the celebrations on the side of the homophobic Irish, rather than with 

the Gay and Lesbian protest.  Alice suggests he should let go of those sad stories of 

death but, as Madden argues, “for Cormac, to let go of  Flynn’s death would be to 

participate in the legal and social devaluation of Declan Flynn’s life, to condone the 

young men’s desire to exterminate gay men, and by extension, to ratify the Irish 

oppression of sexual others” (185). 

The “hidden stories” of migration soon intermingle with those of Irish 

emigrants who become victims of the Prevention of Terrorism Act: because of the 

stories they tell in the pub, they are interrogated by the British police. Madden refers 

that “Martin describes the anti-Irish racism and persistent terrorist jokes he faced: 

don’t leave your schoolbag unattended, and did your father borrow your alarm clock. 

He describes a shame that so debilitates him that he is unable to answer questions in 

school” (190). Racism in England seems to produce the same effects of shame and 

silencing as the homophobia of the Irish community in Ireland. 

 

It is remarkable that the plays by Murphy, Walsh, Devlin and Bolger and 

Clifford, as well as many others about emigrants, completely ignore the representation 
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of the host county, rather focusing on the hardships of the departure or on the 

psychological effects of a new life away. In The Walworth Farce the three characters 

are segregated in their flat. The external world only appears as a Tesco shop and its 

cashier. The Carneys in A Whistle in the Dark seem to have few relations with the 

British except for Betty and some murky work relations. What matters to them is their 

rivalry with another Irish family abroad, the Mulryans. Roche speaks of a “double 

setting” in A Whistle in the Dark and The Walworth Farce: “real England outside the 

door, and a surreal sense of displaced Irishness represented within” (8). The four Irish 

emigrants in Reasons for Staying meet at an Irish pub. Even if, as Madden points out, 

“the nation, for them – the unemployable, the immoral, and the queer – is a space of 

exclusion, not a category of belonging” (189), they look for that ethnically-defined 

space and talk about Ireland most of the time. In addition to the sense of loss for what 

they have left in Ireland, the anti-Irish racism in the decades of the Troubles in England 

raised such feelings in Irish emigrants that a complete detachment from their former 

home becomes harder, if not impossible.  

Although the protagonist of In High Germany has created a family in Hamburg, 

the play essentially focuses on the protagonist’s revision of his “sense of belonging”, 

Eoin and Eoin as Shane express in a few lines all the contradictory emotions in an Irish 

emigrant: 

EOIN. I have learnt my father’s lesson: you should never return, but I can’t 

let go of   Ireland, though. In dreams I’m still here and every time they 

play soccer I find a television... 

(AS SHANE). Soccer is different, Shane says. Following Ireland is an 

incurable affliction... I’ve spent twenty years wading through cotton 

wool, with neighbours [in Holland] so reasonable you want to shoot 

them. I’ve become like them in so many ways... I keep criticizing Ireland 

and bitin the head off anyone else who dares to. I don’t even recognize 

Ireland any more since it became every multinational’s favourite rogue 

state...... 

(to audience) What possessed me? You can build new life abroad, but 

you’re   never free of a place while you have a parent alive. Ma alone in 

that house where I was born, slowly going daft. (11) 
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The same feelings are expressed by Greta in After Easter: “Funny how people who 

leave their own country stop living, in some part of themselves, in the same year in 

which they left” (58).  In all the plays the parents’ presence in Ireland interferes with the 

new life abroad, as Eoin’s words explain. In Philadelphia, Here I come! Friel represents 

a flashback of the visit Gar’s aunt and uncle paid their Irish relatives the year before.  In 

their meeting at Gar’s house the country they have migrated to, the USA, is only 

mentioned briefly in the confused words of Gar’s aunt. The couple’s life abroad seems 

confined to amassing wealth which they cannot share with anyone. The life of 

emigrants often turned out to be an eternal feeling of homesickness for Ireland: “we 

love the cursed spot, and that is all we think about from mornin’ till night” (7) say the 

working-class Irish emigrants in the play Hut 42 by John B. Keane.  

The displacement is also an opportunity to explore that “sense of belonging”. 

The main characters in High Germany, Reasons for Staying and After Easter grew up 

without a monolithic vision of Irishness. There is some hybrid condition in their origin: 

Eoin’s birth was in the suburban area of the capital, far from the traditions of rural 

Ireland; Greta’s communist father contaminated her Irishness hindering her mother’s 

Catholic teachings, Cormac’s sexual orientation made him alienated in Ireland. This 

“privileged” point of view leads them to question their identity in terms of nationality, 

religion, politics. Eoin marries a German woman after emigrating to her country; Greta 

marries a Protestant Englishman her family does not accept and emigrates consequently 

to Britain. Eoin, apparently an atheist or agnostic from the very beginning, humorously 

defines the football team as “his only God”; Greta defines herself with all religious 

beliefs and symbolically distributes sacramental wafers outside the Church. Her gesture 

is also widely political: it represents the urge for reconciliation between Protestants and 

Catholics in Northern Ireland. Interestingly, Cormac’s experience in England allows his 

coming out but also elicits his fury as a reaction to anti-Irish racism.  

Feeling the distance from one’s own country can thus lead into two opposite 

directions: it can intensify the feeling of being Irish, of being not British, especially 

when the emigrant’s destination is the UK; it can lead to a more mature reflection on the 

meaning of Identity, which is also a relevant topic in various plays focusing on the 

return. 
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Chapter 4: The Return 

 

If emigrants did not go farther than the European countries, they were more likely to 

come back home.  The return is another recurring theme in Irish literature. In her essay 

“The Homeward Journey: The Returning Emigrant in Recent Irish Theatre” Emilie Pine 

focuses on five plays that deal with the homecoming theme and the trauma that can 

follow because coming back is the most difficult part, according to some emigrants. 

Returns to Ireland from Britain were quite normal, but less common if the emigrant’s 

destination was North America or Australia. From the second half of the twentieth 

century, more and more frequently, temporary returns for holidays in the month of 

August have become a habit: a “ritual carnival”, as Nicholas Grene (216) defines it, in 

which “in two weeks [emigrants] use up in an orgy of drink and talk their accumulated 

savings of the year”. In addition, and probably with the same frequency, emigrants 

return for funerals.  It is a recurrent moment in the plays on emigration, one which 

makes the experience of loss a leitmotif in those stories.  

The experience of a permanent return was – and is – more arduous and 

demanding. Newspapers write about “a great deal of stress and physical and 

psychological burnout” (The Irish Times, see fig. 22), particularly when the return is 

motivated by a crisis. 

                      

Fig. 22.23.24. The Irish Times. Newspaper articles on the hard experience that returning emigrants face. 
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Though the native country is always seen as “home”, “to return to Ireland was 

traditionally seen by many as shameful, an ‘admission of failure that would marginalize 

them in their native society for decades’” (E. Pine, “The Homeward Journey” 310). 

Reintegrating with their community is not easy for returnees. The reasons represented in 

contemporary Irish plays are multiple. The results are mostly dramatic. 

  

The Field (1965) 

John B. Keane (born in Listowel in 1928, died in Listowel in 2002) emigrated to the UK 

and worked there as a labourer for a time. On his return to his native Listowel, in 

Ireland, he bought a public house and, while working there, he took notes of the stories 

told by the pub customers and then used them for his literary work. Keane’s works often 

deal with the topic of emigration and nostalgia, as in Hut 42 and Big Maggie, 

introducing original characters and situations, but they also explore a changing country 

with the inevitable contrast between the power of tradition and the power of 

modernization. Unlike authors with nationalist views, Keane seems to welcome 

modernization, also as promoter of “a gradually liberalizing view of sexuality” (Coen 8) 

which was then needed in Ireland.  

 

Fig. 25. J.B. Keane outside his own pub in Listowel. 
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One of Keane’s plays, The Field, was also adapted to film with great success. 

The setting of the story is that of a small village in the southwest of Ireland in the early 

1960s. Those years were characterized by a worldwide economic boom. Ireland was 

then changing under the effect of industrialization and there was not much that could be 

done to prevent those changes and save the deep bond between a man and the 

possession of a land which had helped him survive. The Field represents the contrast 

between those two worlds through the characters of Bull McCabe, an old farmer, and 

the businessman William Dee. William was born in Ireland and after some success in 

England he wants to move his business to his native country. His Irish wife is not well 

after their last baby was born and she fosters their return to Ireland. William needs some 

land to build a factory and produce concrete blocks, but the land at auction has been 

used by Bull McCabe and his son for pasture for a long time and they also want to buy 

it, but at a lower price. The play represents a double contrast between Bull, for whom 

the land is life as it is, and William, who represents the modern, industrialized world. 

BULL. I watched this field for forty years and my father before me watched 

it for forty more. I know every rib of grass and every thistle and every 

white thorn bush that bounds it.  (26) 

[…] 

BULL. What do you want the field for? 

WILLIAM. That’s no business of yours. 

MICK. He’s going to make concrete blocks. 

BULL. What? 

MICK. To cover the field with concrete. (39) 

William and Bull are also different as the first complies with the law – he has the 

legal right to buy the field – while Bull has his own “bullying” methods that in the end 

take him to the wrong side, even if he “wins” the fight and keeps the land. In order to 

frighten William and make him give up on the field, Bull and his son decide to beat 

him, to “give him just enough to teach him a lesson” (50), but their “lesson” ends up in 

a murder. Bull gains the village silence through more threats, but by killing William, 

Lisa Coen points out, Bull “places the land above human life”. Though Bull’s strenuous 

and even violent fight for the land is “understandable, almost forgivable” to his 

community and, to a certain extent, to the audience, Keane shows that Bull resists the 
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power of English capitalism, represented by the returning emigrant, with “the power of 

money to corrupt the morality of ordinary people” (9). Keane’s representation can be 

seen as realistic, in the sense that it acknowledges the impossibility of preserving the 

purity of rural life in a changing world, or even of denouncing the abuse and repression 

that those old values could and often did hide. 

 

Fig. 26. The Field. A scene from the 1990 film directed by Jim Sheridan. 

 

Another interesting aspect of the play is the way the locals see the returning 

emigrant. They refuse to see him as Irish and call him “stranger” (37) and “foreign 

cock” (39). Even the good he would do to the area or other emigrants wishing to come 

back is lessened in favour of Bull’s use of the land: 

MICK. […] I thought I would warn you. The village would hold it against 

you. 

WILLIAM. I wouldn’t be selling blocks to the village. 

MICK. You wouldn’t get men to work for you. 

WILLIAM. A few of my men in England would give their right hands to get 

back to Ireland. (37) 

The solidarity for those nostalgic workers that Keane has well described in Hut 

42 finds no place within a community in which tradition hides corruption and abuse. 

Returnees missed Ireland while they were in anonymous, unfamiliar places abroad; 

unexpectedly, they are now seen as anonymous people by the locals in Ireland. 
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The Lament for Arthur Cleary (1986) 

The Lament for Arthur Cleary, by Dermot Bolger, is a flashback told in part by Arthur’s 

ghost and by his girlfriend Kathy. The play is inspired by a well know 1773 poem in the 

Gaelic language, “Caoineadh Airt Ui Laoire” (The Lament for Art O’Leary), “ a lament 

for a man who dies because he cannot bend his pride to the demands of oppressive 

English rule” (O’ Toole, “Introduction” xi). The poem was a keening composed by 

O’Leary’s wife; It is also a love poem. The play can also be read as a love story and the 

story of the tragical death of a noble heart.  

 

Fig. 27. “The Lament for Art O’Leary”. The first stanzas of the original Irish poem by E. D. Nì honaill. 

 

Arthur has probably been obliged to emigrate, but his return to Ireland is bound 

to be a disappointment as an anonymous porter anticipates: “How can you leave a place 

when you’re carrying it round inside you, Arthur? And how can you go back? Because 

after a time you can only go there in your mind. Because when you go back you can feel 

… the distance, eh” (6). 

The Lament for Arthur Cleary is set in Dublin in the 1980s. Arthur is in his mid-

thirties when he comes back to the suburbs of his native Dublin after fifteen years 

abroad. Once back, Arthur soon meets Kathy and falls in love with her. She is younger 

and can hardly understand his desire to come back to Ireland while she dreams of 

leaving it: 

KATHY. […] Why do you come back to this kip? 

ARTHUR. I belong in this kip. It’s like at the end of a night, you know, you 

have     to go home. 
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KATHY. You’re welcome to it. If I had the chance I would be gone 

tomorrow. Anywhere – just out of here. Somewhere anonymous, the 

freedom of some city where if you walked down the longest street not 

one person would care who you are or where you’re from. 

ARTHUR. That can be lonely too. (25) 

The frontier guards warn him that coming back home is not what Arthur 

imagines. The former home no longer exists: “either side you are a long way from 

home” (35). Arthur feels that what makes him feel at home in Ireland is only the girl he 

is in love with: “when I found you I found home again. No matter what you say. No 

matter if I get lost at times” (51). Arthur is not completely aware of the changes in the 

Dublin he has come back to. He does not want to give in to the criminals who want him 

involved in their activities. He cannot find a proper job, but cannot accept Kathy’s 

suggestion to leave again, the two of them together. He is finally murdered. 

Liam Harte underlines the fact that Dermot Bolger was born in the suburbs of 

Dublin, a place, like Joseph’s O’Connor’s Glenageary, “without history”.  According to 

Liam Harte, 

Most of their [Bolger’s and O’Connor’s] fiction and drama deal with the 

psychic and cultural consequences of the clash between an enduring 

ruralistic nationalism and an emergent urban modernity. Their characters 

register varying degrees of disillusionment, born of the disparity between 

the rhetoric of pastoral idealism and the reality of urban blight. Bolger’s 

jobless working-class males look back in anger at the nationalist pieties they 

were peddled in adolescence. (18) 

The “limbo” of Bolger’s characters, then, is double: it is not only that of 

emigrants who are away from Ireland and find it hard to forget it, but it is also that of 

people who were nourished with an ideal image of a rural Irish community that they 

have never lived in.  

Like William Dee’s in The Field, Arthur’s return clashes with the ways of the 

local bully, Deignan. Both returning emigrants stayed away for too long and became 

figures “from outside”. Nevertheless, there is a reversal in Bolger’s play: unlike 

William, who represents modernization, who represents the future, Arthur is a figure 
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“from the past” (E. Pine, “The Homeward Journey” 313). The scene of his dance with 

the young Kathy in the club where he used to go before emigrating is also symbolic:  

KATHY. […] You’re old for in here … are you married? 

He laughs and shakes his head. 

    If me mate sees me with you again she’ll think I’m after your pension. 

ARTHUR. Who gives a toss what people think? 

They continue dancing for a moment. 

KATHY. You dance well for an old fellow. 

ARTHUR. The Black-and-Tans taught us the steps when I was young. (17) 

The two characters in the play represent two different views of life and 

migration: Arthur, who is not so young and has already experienced emigration, is 

looking for roots, the familiar, and bonds. The younger Kathy, who has never left 

Ireland, wishes to leave for an anonymous place that represents freedom and a better life 

for the girl. When Arthur dies, Kathy’s new life is described by the frontier guard to 

Arthur’s ghost: 

ARTHUR. It’s funny … so much I can remember now. Her name, the feel 

of her skin. She was younger, you know, far younger than me. 

FRONTIER GUARD. She was then. 

ARTHUR. What do you mean? 

FRONTIER GUARD. So many trains run through here, day and night, in all 

directions, all times, coming and going. 

ARTHUR. (eyes following an unseen train) Who’s on that one? Where’s it 

going? 

FRONTIER GUARD. Europe … The future … Her children.  

ARTHUR. Not mine. 

FRONTIER GUARD. (smiles) Life goes on, you pick the pieces up. Would 

you have had her put on black and spin out her life in mourning? 

ARTHUR. Do they know of me? These children? 

FRONTIER GUARD. She taught them your name like a secret tongue. (67) 

The final scene in Bolger’s 1986 play predicts what Bolger himself will tell in 

his play The Parting Glass (2011) twenty-five years later. Kathy and her new life 
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anticipate the long-term and short-term migration of a huge number of young Irish and 

non-Irish people, but low-cost flights will have replaced train journeys.  

Although The Parting Glass is the sequel to In High Germany, it can be read as 

a “modernized” version or new interpretation of The Lament for Arthur Cleary. The 

narrator’s sad thought of his “mother alone going slowly daft” (11) announces a change 

in his life: Eoin’s return to Ireland for good with his family. The return initially worries 

Eoin: “I’m scared to make the same mistake as my dad, I say, scared of believing in 

Ireland and having my hopes dashed.... For years Ireland has been an unresolved 

phantom pain inside me” (13). Later, looking back at his decision, Eoin finds out he was 

also fulfilling his father’s dream, particularly when Eoin’s son, Dieter, enters university. 

Moreover, moving back to Ireland was not a return to the past but, on the contrary, he 

was giving a fresh new start to his relationship with Frieda. The Ireland he goes back to 

is the Ireland of huge numbers of immigrants, mostly employed in the building sector: 

lots of women are blonde and speak Latvian, new buildings grow everywhere, lots of  

SUVs fill Irish roads, people live in estates with identical houses.  

The Parting Glass goes further than the boom years and includes the crisis 

following 2007. 2007 is devastating for the entire country: the financial crash is 

followed by unemployment, unpaid mortgages, huge houses on sale. Eoin loses his job 

and all his investments become huge losses. His mother dies in the same year and all 

that is left in Ireland for Eoin is his son Dieter, but he, too, has to find a new home: 

“Leaving Ireland is easy, Dieter says. The hard bit is leaving you” (32). Dieter decides 

to emigrate to Canada as his bachelor’s degree in Architecture would not grant him a 

job in Ireland. 

The story briefly represents three generations of emigrants, but the end is clearly 

not a repetition of the previous events: there is a deep change in the communication 

between son and father and a determination in Dieter that is rather the one we found in 

Synge’s plays: when he tells his father about his decision, he has already planned 

everything, including a romantic date for his father who has had no sentimental life 

since Frieda’s death. When his father resists his son’s idea of the date, Dieter blames 

him: “Can’t you see, Dad? You're going to trap me with the same guilt that brought you 

back to Ireland because of your mother. I want to be bound by love and not guilt” (34). 
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In Bolger’s characters, from Arthur to Eoin’s father, Eoin and finally his son 

Dieter, the audience witness a gradually growing awareness of what one needs to 

achieve happiness and be “at home”.  

 

Shiver (2003) 

Declan Hughes (born in 1963 in Dublin) is both a playwright and a novelist. He has 

worked with the Abbey theatre and has been Irish Writer Fellow at Trinity College.  In 

1984 he was co-founder of the Rough Magic, one of the theatre companies aiming at 

giving space to new theatre plays. Hughes himself was writer-in-residence for the 

company for about fifteen years.  

 

Fig. 28. Dublin playwright and novelist Declan Hughes. 

 

The first part of Hughes’ play Shiver is set in Dublin at the time of the Celtic 

Tiger. Those years saw a boom in the country’s economy fuelled by the investments of 

foreign companies and new local ones based on a massive use of technology. The 

optimism of those years had a large impact on the building sector. Counting on the 

successful economy of the second half of the 1990s there was an extensive request for 

houses which led to a huge, insane increase in the market price. It created what is called 

a “property bubble” – one of the causes for the recession which started in 2007. 

Richard and Jenny open the play discussing how to explain and present to others 

their homecoming after years spent in the USA. They have come back to the old 
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country, but they import with them an American way of making business. The company 

they set up is called “51st State”, so they see Old Ireland as ready to be like any state in 

the US: “51st State is about letting go the past and reinventing yourself: it’s off with the 

old, the green fields, the simple faith, the diddly-eye, goodbye!” (14). Their neighbours 

Kevin and Marion, a couple with a child, become their friends, but seem to be 

negatively affected by the new presence, as Kevin says: “Everything used to be fine. 

Marion’d see Thomas in the morning before she left for work and usually make it home 

in time to tuck him in and I’d cook dinner and that would be our day.... And then 

Richard and Jenny moved in and started up 51st State, and suddenly it was no longer 

enough....” (15). 

 

Fig. 29. Shiver. The 2003 production directed by Lynne Parker. 

 

The fact that Ireland is no longer the same place as before, that it is part of the 

global market, finds Richard and Jenny no longer in agreement about how to run the 

company. Relating about the clash in their views in the third person, Richard says: “He 

said, there’s a huge ex-pat Irish community scattered across the globe: why not appeal 

specifically to them? And a lot of people nodded at this. And Jenny said the whole Irish 

thing was over, really, that people would soon cease to define themselves in narrow 

nationalistic terms” (41-42). 

What their argument represents is the opposition between a global world and 

traditional Ireland. When Richard, Jenny and Kevin mention Seamus Heaney’s poem 

written in memory of his dead mother, and portraying the poet himself  and his mother 
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“peeling potatoes together” (43), Jenny’s reaction is a refusal of that old, traditional 

Ireland, with its strong family bonds: “Well, you see, that’s what we’ve had enough of, 

Kevin, dead mammies and peeling potatoes and farms and bogs and fucking ... all that 

old tweety fucking... (43). 

A similar argument involves Marion and Kevin when they discuss whether to 

baptise their children after the birth of their second baby. On the ground that none of 

their parents is a Catholic, Marion refuses the idea of christening the children. Kevin 

protests he is just “out of practice”, but believes their children need Catholicism in 

addition to their parents’ presence. The couple are also in a crisis when Marion, who is a 

stockholder, complains about Kevin’s “constant whining” (55) even if he is the one who 

does not do much to change his life. Later, though, Marion also finds out that her job in 

the field of modern finance goes to the detriment of her family life. The question is 

unsolved in the play, but a doubt is cast that relationships and working conditions in the 

Ireland of the Celtic Tiger, the Ireland of technology and globalization, are any easier 

than those in the Ireland of famine. 

The new crisis makes the surviving protagonists return to the basics. Ironically, 

Jenny, who was fed up with Heaney’s Ireland of dead mothers and “peeling potatoes” 

saves the family by setting up a catering activity. According to Emilie Pine’s analysis in 

her essay “The Homeward Journey”, the clear return to traditional gender roles and 

lifestyle, “further confirmed when Richard reveals that Jenny is pregnant” (321), means 

that  

Hughes strongly suggests that new, post-nationalist economic and social 

models simply do not work in Ireland where family, religion, and history are 

omni-present; at the end of the play the stage directions read “the ruined 

church spire casts its shadow” over the characters.  […] It seems that the 

themes of home and family are the foundations not only of Irish society, but 

of Irish plays too. (322) 

 

The House (2000) 

The playwright that probably more than any other made emigration a constant in his 

works, Tom Murphy, could not ignore the theme of the return. The theme appears in 

more than one of his plays such as Conversations on a Homecoming, The Wake, The 
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House, Bailegangaire, to mention some. All of them, although representing completely 

different characters and stories, deal with both the difficult experience of returning 

home and the locals’ attitude towards emigrants.  

From 1983 Murphy worked for a significant time as Druid’s Writer-in-

Association. It was a productive time during which the Galway theatre company toured 

all over the world with Murphy’s performances on returning migrants. Conversations 

on a Homecoming was taken to North America, Australia, England and, in Ireland, it 

was also performed for prisoners on three occasions. Shelley Troupe found these 

performances meaningful because of the feelings and conditions that returning 

emigrants are likely to share with prisoners when they are released and can go back to 

their homes: “Isolation. Ostracism. Broken relationships” (224). 

In The House, the negative judgement passed on emigrants becomes almost a 

refrain. The setting is once more the Ireland of the 1950s. Among the emigrants who 

come back home for their annual holidays is Christy. Upon arrival he pays a visit to Mrs 

de Burca, an old lady who raised Christy when, still a child, he lost his mother who 

worked for her as a servant. Mrs de Burca has three daughters: Louise, Marie, Susanne.  

 

Fig. 30. The House. The De Burcas in the 2012 Abbey Theatre performance. 

 

Christy loves them all as he loves their mansion Woodland House, which is now 

on sale because of “some financial pressure” (235) on the family after Mr de Burca’s 

death. Murphy represents a period of peak in the migration from Ireland: Christy and 

Susanne have migrated to England, the violent Goldfish to America, Christy’s brothers 

are “scattered somewhere” (189), as he tells Mrs de Burca, and many more are selling 
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houses or shops and are going to leave. For their temporary return, emigrants are offered 

their first drink at the local pub. It is there that they meet Jimmy, a local man whose 

“attitude to the returned emigrants is supercilious (the way he laughs at/mimics their 

accents) and envious (because of his own situation and the rolls of money they flash)” 

(194).  

When the locals and the emigrants confront in the pub, it is also Ireland and 

England that are compare: 

PETER.  That’s what I’m saying! England, Jimmy; you gets a living over 

there, fair fucking doos like. 

JIMMY. Oh now, that’s Churchill talking. 

PETER. Ay? 

JIMMY. The big cigar on him. 

[ … ] 

PETER. My round. 

JIMMY. ’Stall, man – my round – we make money round here too like…. 

(195-198)  

While the emigrants show around their pay packets, Jimmy offends them on the 

ground that they “belong nowhere” and “to nobody” (205). In addition to Jimmy’s 

offensive words, the local priest publicly addresses God in a prayer for the emigrants 

during Mass with words which are quoted by the pub owner, Bunty: “Guide all our 

emigrants down the right path abroad, stop them from ever straying, teach them 

abstinence and forbearance” – did you hear that? “Keep them in mind of the spiritual 

inheritance they took with them and the one true Church” (219). 

The locals suspect that the emigrants might lose their (Catholic) religion or what 

the Church has taught them when they leave Ireland. Peter, who has migrated to 

England, knows there are rumours about him marrying an English woman: “But the 

missus is up there now all right, in church like yeh know, with the mother and the 

kiddies. Saying her prayers with the best of them. She’s English like, she’s a convert. 

Oh, she converted all right and we was married in church and all, the other side. So who 

rightly should be watching me. Ay?” (223). 

On more than one occasion, England is called “the other side” to underline how 

different the two countries are. Of all the emigrants, Christy is the one who seems to 
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resent most having left Ireland. He still feels Ireland is his only country, his “home”. 

“Money means nothing” (217) to him. Nevertheless, he is the most ambiguous character 

in the story. He is probably one of those emigrants who need the priest’s prayers 

because he has lost his soul on “the other side”, in England. 

There are rumours regarding Christy’s activity abroad. He has made money very 

easily and quickly in England, so people say he is a “pimp”, as Susanne informs her 

sister Louise (212). Whether or not Mrs De Burca is informed about her beloved 

Christy’s business in England, she also expresses a negative view on what emigration 

involves: “And from what we see of it, this emigration, whether from necessity or 

discontent, isn’t doing much good for anyone” (237). When Mrs De Burca’s house is 

open for auction and she has to welcome people interested in buying her house, she is 

even more aware of how sad and alienating it is “not to belong to a place any more” 

(258). 

Christy is the one who manages to buy Mrs De Burca’s mansion. His temporary 

return becomes a permanent one, but at a high price: he accidentally kills Susanne when 

discussing with her the opportunity to buy their house and finally determines her 

mother’s death when confessing his terrible secret. According to Emile Pine: “It is a 

much-diminished community, then, into which Christy finally reincorporates himself, 

and Murphy questions whether, without community, a home place can offer meaningful 

sense of home” (E. Pine, “Drama since the 1990s: Memory, Story, Exile” 10).  

 

Emilie Pine shows that even with different social contexts the characters in the 

plays she analyses in “The Homeward Journey” go through the same experience: their 

return home is like a second emigration because the place they come back to is not the 

same they left years earlier (312).  Works such as Faith Healer, Conversations on a 

Homecoming, The Field, The Loves of Cass McGuire, and The Lament for Arthur 

Cleary have been central to more than one essay focusing on the experience of the 

return as disappointing and leading sometimes to death. O’Toole suggests that the 

disappointment is generated by Ireland’s loss of its traditions, from its being now part of 

a global reality. Arthur and William, in the two plays by Bolger and Keane, 

respectively, cannot settle in a place that is no longer the place they left long before. 

They both find death.  
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In summarizing Bolger’s works, Christina Wald identifies as its central motif the 

quest for “a sense of home in love relationships, in their family, in a particular house or 

city, in Ireland as a territory and in Ireland as a community that transcends the borders 

of Irish territory” (32), but Wald also defines Bolger’s characters’ search as “a vision of 

home that cannot be achieved” (32). Arthur Cleary finds a completely different Ireland, 

but he also finds love that he fails to recognize as the first step towards the “home” he is 

looking for. Much of Arthur’s energy is devoted to his search for an ideal country in a 

specific geographical place and his stubbornness kills him, while Eoin’s and his son’s 

destinies are open to future happiness in In High Germany and The Parting Glass.  

In Devlin’s After Easter, as well as in The Wake by Tom Murphy, the return and 

the disappointment following it are represented as a useful break with the past which 

allows a new start somewhere else. Their return, being temporary, cannot be excessively 

disappointing. On the contrary, it is like the cure for a chronic illness of memory. That 

memory was formed in childhood or adolescence, with the eyes and understanding of a 

child or a young person. It is a memory that holds only a partial truth. It is then 

necessary to “synchronize” or update those memories with an adult conscience and 

awareness. A temporary return can have that effect.  

Greta’s homecoming for her father’s death and the revelation of family truths 

allow her to take control of her life again and leave for good.  When Greta and her other 

emigrant sister Helen scatter part of their father’s ashes in the river Thames, they are 

“sealing” the end of their personal “partition”. Vera, the main character in The Wake, 

also comes back to Ireland for a funeral. Nevertheless, she is not only mourning her 

grandmother, but, in Pine’s words, “her idealized image of family and home”; that 

“national mourning” experience allows her to leave Ireland and “be honest about that 

leaving” (“The Homeward Journey” 317). Vera invites her brother and sisters to her 

beloved grandmother’s wake, but the event is a sort of “American wake”, a ritual to say 

goodbye forever to her family and Ireland. On that occasion, she also donates them the 

family hotel she had inherited, so that even the physical or geographical connection is 

abandoned.  

 Eoin’s, Richard’s and Jenny’s returns in The Parting Glass and Shiver are 

disappointing in different ways. Bolger’s and Hughes’ plays represent the protagonists’ 

reaction to both the economic boom and the national economic crash. Both the positive 
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and negative financial changes deeply affect their lives.  The Celtic Tiger facilitates 

their return and allows women to keep the careers they had started or dreamed of while 

abroad. While Bolger’s play questions the issues of identity and community 

independently from gender issues, in Hughes’ play the role of women in traditional 

Ireland and globalized Ireland is crucial. The ending in Hughes’s play seems to suggest 

that the family, the basic structure of Irish society, can only be saved by women’s 

traditional role of “Angel of the Home”. It is not a happy ending, though. According to 

Pine, in Shiver “there is a huge question mark over the viability of any of the new 

structures or ideas ostensibly being touted by the play, revealing a subtext of fear in the 

otherwise over-confident Celtic Tiger” (“The Homeward Journey” 320). 

In The House, Christy’s homecoming fulfils his dream only apparently: he goes 

back to a village he loves and where he is loved. He can fulfill his yearning for the De 

Burcas’ house when he buys it with dirty money but by causing the death of two 

members of the family he loves, he also spoils the happiness of his return. He gets the 

house but loses the love and respect that the family and the entire community felt for 

him. His mistake is the recurrent identification of “home” and community with a 

specific place that he left a long time before.  

Another recurrent theme in the plays is the attitude of the Irish community 

towards the returners. The locals sometimes betray their envy for the emigrant’s 

financial security; very often they are hostile towards them, and they always doubt their 

moral integrity.  Roche (10) highlights the importance of Pakey and J. J.’s conversation 

from the same perspective. After the short conversation with Pakey, referring to the 

young emigrant’s despise of his native country in comparison to the advantages 

England offers, John Joe comments “Well, if it’s that good, what’re you so bitter 

about?” (104). Roche borrows Emile Pine’s words to define John Joe’s words as 

evidence of “the uneasiness of the home community about the return of the emigrant”.  

The uneasiness becomes violent hostility against William Dee and Arthur Cleary. In 

Shiver, the successful returners make friends with Kevin and Marion, but Kevin 

eventually feels that their presence has affected his relationship with Marion in a 

negative way. The contempt for the temporary returners in The House mixes with pity 

and worry for those “straying” souls in the Mass sermon. Repeatedly, the community 



69 
 

express their fear for what “the other side”, namely the Protestant England, has made of 

them.  

 

Fig. 31. The House. Emigrants’ pub meeting in the performance at the Abbey. 
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Chapter 5: Exile at Home 

 

In his “Introduction” to Ireland in Exile, Joseph O’Connor expresses his feeling that in 

some way one starts to be Irish only once he or she leaves Ireland (18), which raises the 

question of how one feels when in Ireland. Identity has been defined in various different 

ways that will be explored in the following chapter, but because of its many nuances it 

is also connected to the previous chapters on migration as it is to the present chapter 

which deals with that sense of alienation that human beings can experience in their life 

for various reasons, even when they are in their native community and nation. O’Toole 

has in mind very realistic and common conditions of alienation in Ireland – as  in other 

countries – when he writes that, “When identity is understood as being a matter of class 

or gender or sexual orientation before it is a matter of nationality, a sense of belonging 

is no longer necessarily dependent on remaining within a homeland. Indeed, the former 

may be incompatible with the latter” (173).  

The identification of Ireland with Catholicism, strong family bonds, and old 

traditions can generate alienation for individuals whose lives cannot fit into those 

canons. O’Toole observes that while previous generations felt lost outside Ireland, 

young people nowadays sense “images and icons of official Irish culture” as “repressive 

and exclusive” (172). Some of the characters in the plays analyzed so far do not feel that 

their native country is their ideal “home”: Arthur Cleary’s young girlfriend Kathy 

dreams of leaving Ireland with Arthur but chooses to stay when he decides to. William 

Dee’s decision to come back to Ireland is dependent on his wife’s wish while he is quite 

happy with his life and success in England: “if I had my way, that’s where I’d like to 

stay” (33). 

While representing economic, religious, and ideological reasons as facilitating or 

hindering self-realization, contemporary Irish drama has witnessed and fostered a 

“transition from national to cultural identity” (Achilles 435). According to Achilles, 

In colonial times a uniform national identity was habitually and for obvious 

reasons associated with progress in the Irish context. In the postcolonial 

period, such self-sufficiency is increasingly viewed as hampering progress, 

as indicative of the perpetuation of an outdated impasse. Cosmopolitanism 

and multiculturalism, formerly considered as detracting from the national 
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cause, are more and more viewed as the only direction in which cultural 

progress may be sought. The culturalist paradigm – that is, a new 

perspective of progress which calls for a mediation between the familiar and 

the unfamiliar and a reconciliation of the particular and the general – is 

beginning to replace the nationalist paradigm. (435)   

John B. Keane, Tom Murphy and Marina Carr, among other playwrights, have 

dealt with the theme of alienation with some of their plays set in Ireland. Through their 

works they have shown that a community and a nation need sensitivity, love, and open-

mindedness to achieve the reconciliation that leads to, or at least does not hamper, 

individual happiness.  

 

Sive (1959) 

An old man entered Keane’s pub one day. He had a drink and asked Keane to take him 

to a nearby jewellery because “a match had been arranged for him” (Keane O’Flynn, 

“Introduction” 7) and he wanted to buy a ring for his bride to be. Later Keane found out 

that the future bride was far too young for him and that the girl was “deeply unhappy 

and ended up institutionalised after a nervous breakdown” (“Introduction” 7). Sive, 

Keane’s 1959 play, was inspired by that event. 

The story in Sive is set in a farmhouse in rural Ireland. Sive is an eighteen-year-

old orphaned girl who has been raised by her grandmother Nanna, her uncle Mike and 

his wife, Mena. They all live under the same roof. Mena wants to get rid of Sive and 

Nanna and finds an opportunity in marrying the girl to an old rich farmer, Sean Dota, 

who will also give Mike and Mena 200 pounds if the marriage is concluded. Her 

grandmother wants to save the girl from the marriage with the old man and helps Sive’s 

true love, the young Liam Scub, to plan his elopement with Sive, but the letter 

explaining to Sive the details of the plan ends up in the local matchmaker’s hands and 

Liam and Nanna’s design is thwarted. So is Sean Dota, Mena and the matchmaker’s 

plan because Sive drowns herself. 

In the beginning of the play, Sive expresses doubts about her origin. Her aunt 

makes negative comments hinting at Sive’s mother, but no one explains what she 

means: 

MENA. … You’ll come to no good either, like the one the went before you! 
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[…] 

SIVE. She meant my mother, didn’t she, Gran? 

[…] 

SIVE. Gran, all I know about my mother is that she died when I was a baby. 

Any time I’ve asked questions about her you’ve all put me off and told 

me you didn’t know or that you had forgotten … and my father … you 

say he was drowned, no more.  

[…] 

SIVE. What was I like when I was born? Am I like my father now or like 

my mother? 

NANNA. Questions! Questions! Nothing but questions! … (11-12) 

 

Fig. 32. Sive. Sive and Nanna in a scene of the 2017 Bench Theatre production.  

 

Sive’s questions show her need to know more about her parents, her origin, but also 

about herself. As Jurgen Kamm puts it, she is “uncertain of her parentage and identity” 

(131). What everyone hides from Sive is that her mother gave birth to her out of 

wedlock, which was then considered a terrible shame. Apparently, Sive’s father had 

promised to marry her and had emigrated to find the money needed to marry Sive’s 

mother. He did not know she was pregnant when he left and died in England before he 

could keep his promise. 

Nanna and her daughter-in-law, Mena, hate each other. While Nanna has a 

protective attitude towards Sive, she treats Mena with contempt for her inability to have 
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a baby, thus contributing to the heavy atmosphere in the farmhouse. None of its 

inhabitants seems in the right place. The house itself is contended: 

MENA.  … I have every right to this house. I paid dear for my share. 

NANNA. I was here before you. 

MENA. Ah, but you won’t be here after me! 

Mena initially rejects the matchmaker’s request to make Sive marry an old man. 

She is attracted by the money she would get for the deal and, even more, by the 

matchmaker’s suggestion to “make part of the match that she [Nanna] will go with 

Sive” (19): “It would be a great day to the house. Years I have suffered with the two of 

them, always full of hate for me. I would give my right hand to have that oul’ hag out of 

my way” (20). Sive and Liam naively discuss matchmaking, unaware that Sive is the 

victim of the horrible practice:  

LIAM. … Imagine making a marriage between two people who never saw 

each other before. 

SIVE. Horrible? 

LIAM. They say it is necessary in country places.  

SIVE. It’s horrible, Liam. Would you marry somebody you never saw 

before? (28) 

When Sive is made aware that she is the girl the old Sean Dota wants to marry, 

she is desperate. Mena tries to convince her, foreshadowing a life with the rich man that 

is not the life of love Sive wants: 

MENA. Will you picture yourself off to the chapel every Sunday in your 

motor car with your head in the air and you giving an odd look out of the 

window at the poor oinsheachs in their donkey-and-cars and their dirty 

oul’ shawls and their faces yellow with the dirt by them. Will you thank 

God that you won’t be for the rest of your days working for the bare bite 

and sup like the poor women of these parts. (57) 

      […] 

      You will sleep with that old woman no longer. [She flings the schoolbag 

across the room] There will be no more school for you. School is a place 

for schoolmasters and children. Every woman will come to the age when 

she will have a mind for a room of her own. (59) 
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Fig. 33. Sive. Mena and Sive in a scene of the Bench Theatre production of Sive in 2017. 

 

Paradoxically, Mena uses the words “a room of her own” that remind of Virginia 

Woolf’s words in her lectures to the first women allowed to attend Cambridge 

University in 1928 (A Room of One’s Own). While Woolf’s collection of lectures 

explains why women needed a private space (that they did not have) to develop and 

express their intellectual and creative skills, Mena associates the room with the end of 

school for Sive. Ironically, also, Sive would have to share the room with another old 

person and, what is worse, one with no respect for her body and soul. Keane’s 

sensitivity for the rights of women is also clear in the words he makes Nanna pronounce 

when Mike seems convinced the matchmaking is good for Sive: 

NANNA. How is it all men will find words to save themselves? [Sadly:] 

Women must pay for all happiness. That is their sorry shape, God help 

us. 

MIKE. [Embarrassed] Go aisy, mother! 

NANNA. How can I go aisy when my own grandchild is for sale like an 

animal. (68) 

Mena’s further attempt to force the girl to accept a life with the old man is by 

destroying her sense of belonging, her identity: “I’m telling you your father was 

nothing. He was no father. He had no name. You have no name. You will have no name 

till you take a husband” (59). Sive’s condition as an illegitimate child is indeed what 
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gives her no protection and no chance for self-realization. She would then live a life of 

complete alienation that she rejects by taking her life, drowning herself and dying in the 

same way her father had probably died.  

 

Bailegangaire (1985) 

The once taboo topic of abortion, that has been explicitly dealt with in Colm Clifford’s 

Reasons for Staying, is also hinted at in Bailegangaire by Tom Murphy. The story is 

about Mary, her sister Dolly and their grandmother Mommo. The story is set in a 

country kitchen and reminds of the traditional Abbey Theatre play, but the story is split 

into the anecdote told by Mommo, which is set in the old days, and the present story set 

in 1984, approximately when the play was written.  

Mary used to be a successful nurse in her life as emigrant in England, but she 

has now come back to Ireland to take care of her grandmother. Ironically, now that she 

is in her own country with her family, her demented grandmother fails to recognise her 

and treats her as a servant or as an unknown presence:  

MOMMO. What’s your business here? 

MARY. (indicating the table). Isn’t that nice? 

MOMMO. Do I know you? 

MARY. Mary. (She bows her head momentarily deflated, then smiles 

invitingly at MOMMO again.) Hmm? 

MOMMO. (and there is defiance, hatred in the sound). Heh heh heh heh! 

MARY. Mary. (Deflated. And sits). (92-93) 

 

Fig. 34. Bailegangaire. A. O’Sullivan, M. Mullen, and C. Walsh as Dolly, Mommo and Mary. 
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Her sister Dolly understands Mary’s frustration and attempts an explanation of their 

grandmother’s behaviour: “… I know it affects you: Like, her not reco’nisin’ you ever – 

Why wouldn’t it? But you were away a long time” (101). Even if Mary “finds herself 

trapped in the role of permanent carer for her grandmother” (Grene 215), she tries to 

accept and adjust to her new life in Ireland, but paradoxically, it is her  grandmother, the 

Ireland of the past, that does not accept her. When her sister Dolly and Mommo hug 

each other, Mary “stands by, isolated, watching the scene. She would like to be 

included. The smallest gesture of affection or recognition would help greatly” (109). 

The grandmother has been associated with William Butler Yeats and Lady 

Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan (in the eponymous 1902 play), “Ireland personified as 

an old woman to be rejuvenated by the sacrifice of her young male patriots” (Grene 

216). It is the story that Mommo tells, but cannot complete, which makes her a new 

version of the previous figure of the Celtic Revival. Mommo’s story explains the name 

of the village “Bailegangaire”, “the Town without laughter”. She does not immediately 

say that the story is also about her and her husband. The story is about a “laughing 

competition” which caused the death of Mommo’s youngest grandchild that the 

grandparents were supposed to look after. If Mommo is also a representation of “Ireland 

as a senile old crone unable to forget her past, unable to come to the end of her story” 

(Grene 216), Mary is then symbolically rejected by her own country. Unhappy as she is, 

Mary is ready to leave again, but she and her sister Dolly have to find a practical 

solution concerning their grandmother.  

Dolly is married. Her emigrant husband beats her up for her infidelity whenever 

he comes back home, usually for the Christmas holidays. Dolly is now pregnant, a 

pregnancy which proves her unfaithfulness. She is not allowed to have an abortion in 

Ireland, and she is scared of the consequences when her husband finds out. Dolly 

confesses her pregnancy, asking her sister for help. When Mommo finally manages to 

complete the story of the laughter competition she feels relieved. It is only at the end of 

the play that Mary finds a reason for staying: Mommo recognizes and accepts her 

granddaughter and Mary decides she will also take care of her sister’s baby. The end is 

redemptive for the three characters: Mommo gets rid of her sense of guilt and can now 

live in the present; Mary, whose name “hence becomes significant” (Sedlmayr 317), 
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welcomes as her own her sister’s baby who, as Mary says, will “gladden their home” 

(162).  

 

By the Bog of Cats… (1998) 

Marina Carr (born in Dublin 1964) grew up in county Offaly, in the Irish Midlands.  

Her works are often about dramatic moments in a woman’s life. In her plays, accent and 

pronunciation are fundamental to emphasize the character’s connection to their land. 

And the landscape is, as Carr herself points out, “another character in the work” (qtd by 

Sierz, 50). Notwithstanding the strong connection they feel with the landscape, Carr’s 

female characters have more than one reason to feel a strong sense of alienation and 

loss. 

 

Fig. 35. Irish playwright Marina Carr. 

 

The main character in By the Bog of Cats…, Hester Swane lives in a house near 

the bog with her little daughter Josie (named after her grandmother). The play mixes 

magic and realistic elements. In the first scene Hester meets a ghost fancier in the bog 

and immediately reveals her first signs of alienation: 

GHOST FANCIER. You live in that caravan over there?  

HESTER. Used to; live up the lane now. In a house, though I’ve never felt 

at home in it. But you, Mr Ghost Fancier, what ghost are you ghoulin’ for 

around here?  

GHOST FANCIER. I’m ghoulin’ for a woman be the name of Hester 

Swane. 

HESTER. I’m Hester Swane. 

GHOST FANCIER. You couldn’t be, you’re alive.  
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HESTER. I certainly am and I aim to stay that way. (266) 

The Ghost Fancier soon understands that he has come too early, but the meeting 

anticipates that Hester’s is a tragic story. By Hester’s conversation with her friend 

Monica we understand that her ex-partner Carthage owns the house where Hester lives 

and wants it back. Even if the house is not “home” for Hester, it is near the bog and that 

means a lot to her.  As the story develops, we are informed that Hester has been 

abandoned by her mother in the bog and she now refuses to leave in the hope her 

mother will come back to her one day.  

CATWOMAN. […] If you lave this place you’ll be alright. That’s what I 

came by to tell ya.  

HESTER. Ah. How can I lave the Bog of Cats, everythin’ I’m connected to 

is here. I’d rather die. (273) 

Catwoman is another character in between magic and reality. She can predict the 

future, but also knows a lot about the past: “I been thinkin’ a while now that there’s 

some fierce wrong ya done that’s caught up with ya” (274). Hester turns to Catwoman 

to know more about her mother, in the same way Sive asks her grandmother about her 

parents: 

HESTER. […] only lave me alone – Or tell me about me mother, for what I 

remember doesn’t add up.  

[…] 

CATWOMAN. Ya’d often hear her voice coming over the bog at night. She 

was the greatest song stitcher ever to have passed through this place and 

we’ve had planty pass through but none like Josie Swane. But 

somewhere along the way she lost the weave of the song and in so doin’ 

became small and bitter and mean. By the time she ran off and left ya I 

couldn’t abide her. 

HESTER. There’s a longin’ in me for her that won’t quell the whole time. 

(274-75) 

Though Monica and Catwoman try to help Hester, her mother cast a spell on her, 

and no one can really help. Hester also tries to keep Carthage with her, with no success. 

Cathage offers her a house in town where Hester could start a new life, but she cannot 

accept: 
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HESTER. […] I was born on the Bog of Cats, same as all of yees, though 

ya’d never think it the same way yees shun me. I know every barrow and 

rivulet and bog hole of its nine square mile. I know where the best bog 

rosemary grows and the sweetest wild bog rue. I could lead yees around 

the Bog in me sleep.  

[…] 

HESTER. I can’t lave – Ya see me mother said she’d come back here. (314-

15)  

In the third act of the play, Hester is standing in front of the house she has set 

fire to and there she sees the ghost of her brother Joseph that she and Carthage had 

killed long before. Hester was jealous as Joseph was probably her mother’s favourite: 

she gave him her name, Joseph lived with both his father and mother, at least for part of 

his life. Hester was only part of her mother’s life as a tinker in the bog, she never lived 

with her father because, as Joseph explains: “she [Hester’s mother, the old Josie Swane] 

told him you were dead, that ya died at birth” (320). Hester has never met her father and 

has been abandoned by her mother, and she even feels her brother behaved “as if I never 

existed” and needs him to get to know more about their mother: “What was she like, 

Joseph? Every day I forget more and more till I’m startin’ to think I made her up out of 

the air” (320). Hester feels her life as meaningless, “for a long time now I been thinkin’ 

I’m already a ghost” (321). In an extreme desperate gesture Hester kills her daughter 

Josie before committing suicide: she does not want Josie to suffer for the abandonment 

in the way she had suffered in the past for her mother’s disappearance.  

 

Fig. 36. By the Bog of Cats…. 2015 production at the Abbey Theatre. 
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According to Bourke, this play is an interesting subversion of the departure 

motif because while Synge’s characters risk their life for a new place and a new chance, 

Hester avoids her departure and any change by taking her life. Both Hester and Christy 

are strong and determined in their contrast to society, but their choices go into opposite 

directions: the first dies with the aim of staying in the bog and haunting Carthage and 

his new family while Christy leaves to forget everyone in his previous life and start a 

new one.  

 

The three plays, Sive, Bailegangaire and By the Bog of Cats… have a lot in 

common. The search for a satisfactory life corresponds to the search for recognition, 

acceptance and identity.  

Significantly, both Mary and Sive are orphaned children and Hester has been 

abandoned by her mother and has never met her father. For the two orphans, their 

grandmother represents a reconnection to the past, their origin, while the bog has the 

same role for Hester. In the first two plays, illegitimate children are condemned by the 

society and need to be concealed. Both Mena and Mary are forced to live with and look 

after elderly family members, either by necessity, custom or sense of guilt. For Sive and 

Dolly marriage is not a synonym of happiness and any attempt to escape from it is a 

failure.  

Even if less frequently than in the previous centuries, women in the 1950s in 

rural Ireland could still be the object of an arranged marriage; they were often destined 

to devote their life to elderly people,  parents or grandparents, whether they wanted or 

not; more frequently,  women could be the victims of their husbands’ violence.  Though 

indirectly, Catholicism had facilitated such customs, preaching obeyance to parents 

through the fourth commandment and imposing the indissolubility of marriage.  

Hester was raised as a tinker by her mother and as such she is not subject to the 

same rules as other people; but Carthage’s marriage to another woman turns out to be a 

marriage for interest, fostered by Carthage’s father-in-law. Hester is indirectly a victim 

of that agreement, after which she loses Carthage and the house by the bog. Life 

becomes unbearable for Hester when she has to leave the bog, a vital contact with 

nature for a tinker and also her only hope to meet her mother again.  
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Despite the many shared elements of Sive and Bailegangaire, the endings of the 

two plays are different, though. Mostly because the time of their setting and the 

characters’ age are different. Bailegangaire is set more than thirty years after Sive and 

Sive – the fictitious Sive as well as the real character that inspired the play – is a school-

age girl. She is too young to be marryed to anyone, let alone an old man like Sean Dota. 

In addition to her “shameful” origin, born out of wedlock, her death by suicide will 

further condemn her, as suicides are not permitted “to be buried on consecrated ground” 

(Keane O’ Flynn, “Commentary” 109).  

Murphy’s play Bailegangaire well represents what Achilles sees in an 

“increasing number of contemporary Irish plays”, that is, “the restoration of wholeness 

through the reintegration of what has been repressed” (438). The three female characters 

in Bailegangaire reconcile with their past, their family members and finally with their 

own life. According to Gerald Sedlmayr, Bailegangaire 

also draws attention to the fact that the possibility of survival and the 

potential to decipher your (personal, local, national) identity is hugely 

dependent on the ability to have a grip on your own (hi)story, a story which 

inevitably and existentially is tangled up with the story of others, especially 

your family, as well as  the story of the place called “home”. (317) 

The final harmony in Bailegangaire is achieved by going beyond the sense of guilt and 

the rules of any specific religion to embrace a superior bond of love.  

Similarly, Sebastian Barry’s Prayers of Sherkin represents the almost extinct 

Quakerish sect in the Irish island of Sherkin whose members open themselves to 

otherness when the Hawke family accept their daughter’s love for Patrick Kirwin, a 

Catholic man. According to Achilles,  

If it is fear that reinforces seclusion, it is love and desire that foster 

individual and cultural change. In exchange for her childless isolation on 

Sherkin Island, Patrick Kirwin offers Fanny Hawke his newly bought house, 

situated in the centre of Cork next to the “light and splendour” of “the new 

theatre hall” and room enough for many children. He also offers her the 

cheerful multiculturalism he was brought up with instead of the 

singlemindedness of Fanny’s family.  
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The love between Fanny and Patrick becomes the catalyst of broader 

change. Her father and their religion begin to lose their impenetrable 

contours. […] When Fanny is finally indeed leaving the island to marry 

Patrick, her family prove capable of opening their hearts to what lies beyond 

their own narrow self-definition. (445) 

Another form of exile “at home” is that represented by Friel’s The Loves of Cass 

McGuire. The seventy-year-old woman comes back home after a life spent in the United 

States to find a place and a family that are no longer what she remembered and ends up 

in an asylum. Her brother Harry, who is only partially responsible for Cass’s 

internment, finally confesses he would rather stay with his sister than with his wife and 

children at home, thus revealing he also feels isolated or alienated in what he calls 

home.  
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Chapter 6: Parents, Loss and Memory, Identity  

 

Individual history, national and global changes account for the wide range of stories and 

emotions concerning the migration experience. Not only do the plays examined in this 

essay capture different aspects of the migratory experience, but they also examine 

nuances of Irishness. Despite their variety, these plays have in common a wide number 

of elements which are also shared by many other Irish dramatic works.  

A recurring feature of these plays is the relevant figure of the mother. Whether 

she is physically absent or an overwhelming presence, most plays emphasize the 

mother’s influence in the life of her descendants. In her essay “Sitting on your Politics: 

The Irish Among the British and the Women Among the Irish” Marella Buckley 

suggests that Irish institutions foster a certain “parochial and domestic” role for women 

in their society (99). It is in this patriarchal context that images of Irish women are 

rarely represented as workers, but usually as mothers and thus deeply connected to their 

children’s emotional life.  

Unlike most of the plays examined in this essay, parents have a marginal role in 

Shiver, but Richard’s mother is nevertheless an interesting presence at the end of the 

play, one that makes the audience reflect on women’s role in the past and in the present 

– in Ireland as in many other countries: while Marion and Jenny are both career women, 

at least in the first part of the play, Richard’s mother, Stella, has given up singing and 

has become a “frustrated, vain, bored suburban housewife, fitfully scorched by the 

occasional, sputtering flash of what might have been...” (Buckley 62). Ironically, 

though, both the career woman of the Celtic Tiger era, Jenny, and the old-style mother 

who has given up her dreams, start drinking to forget frustrations of opposite kind.  

In other plays the mother’s influence sometimes extends to the father-child 

relationship, as in Friel’s Philadelphia, A Crucial Week, By the Bog. In the first play 

Gar’s mother has already died when the play starts. Without her, any communication 

between father and son seems harder. Her death has stopped their ability to express their 

feelings in a spontaneous way. Only the housekeeper, Madge, a surrogate of Gar’s 

mother, can connect with his intimate feelings and understand his non-communicative 

father, but she is not as effective as his mother was. In A Crucial Week, J. J.’s mother 

stands above any other figure: her life of sacrifice and her attempt to control family life 
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completely nullify the father’s role, as J. J. realizes in his first attempt of rebellion that 

ends the play. In By the Bog, Hester’s mother prevented any connection between Hester 

and her father because she told him that Hester had died at birth.  

Mothers who are left in Ireland by emigrants are often what they return to, either 

permanently or temporarily, as in In High Germany and After Easter. In the first play, 

Eoin thinks of his “mother alone going slowly daft” (11) and plans his return. In After 

Easter, Greta tells the doctor she wants to go back home and when the doctor asks her: 

“To your husband?” She replies: “To my mother” (2).  Mothers are also a reason for 

staying in a specific place, as in By the Bog and A Crucial Week.  

In “The Ex-Isle of Erin: Emigration and Irish Culture”, O’Toole defines Ireland 

as “a place haunted by memories” (169) and in various works mothers represent 

memory par excellence. Of the plays examined in this essay, By the Bog of Cats… is 

probably the most representative of O’ Toole’s definition. Since Hester was abandoned 

at the age of seven in the bog, her mother’s memory has haunted her; the first loss is 

worsened by Hester’s fear that she is also losing memory of her. Similarly, Dinny’s 

sons in The Walworth Farce have only one real and personal memory of their life in 

Ireland, that of their mother represented through the smell of chicken.  

When Deidre Flynn and Eugene O’Brian introduce a collection of essays that 

examine Irish literature as “a discourse which is filled with loss” (1), they first mention 

the lost connection with the maternal figure from birth to adulthood and then the loss of 

the country by masses of emigrants. They continue with linguistic loss and cultural 

dispossession, as Gaelic was gradually replaced by English, and add the loss of 

emotional connection in the father-son relationship. In more recent times, a sense of loss 

is experienced with the economic crash which ended the Celtic Tiger and by many who 

resent the absence of that spirituality once “explained and domesticated by Catholic 

ritual” (Flynn and O’Brian 9).   

Many of the characters in the plays are in search of their roots and they do so 

also by asking questions about their mothers, like Gar, Hester, Sive.  In some of the 

dramatic works the role of the mother is played by the grandmother or an elderly lady, 

as in Sive, Bailegangaire, The House. In those last three plays, but also in By the Bog, 

the mother or grandmother is explicitly connected to a specific place, a house or Ireland. 
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Like Mommo in Bailegangaire, Mrs De Burca, who was a surrogate mother for Christy, 

is associated with “the House” and with Ireland.  

The end of the play is sardonic and bitter, though: he wins the house, but loses 

his respectability and the family because he causes the death of Mrs De Burca and her 

daughter. Christy’s return is tinted with sadness due to an impossible return to the past. 

Arthur Cleary’s nostalgia for the Ireland of his childhood also proves an impossible 

experience, as the porter tells him: “And how can you go back? Because after a time 

you can only go there in your mind” (6). The emigrant’s memory of his former “home” 

is what Nicholas Grene calls a “distorted construction in the absence of the reality” 

(217) and that Grene himself considers not confined to Irishness.  

Irish identity was for a long time represented in terms of “the nation’s 

geographical borders” (Trotter 38). In the colonial era, when Britain had imposed 

English over Irish language and damaged part of the Celtic culture, The Celtic Revival 

movement of William Butler Yeats, Lady Gregory and their Abbey Theatre had a 

precise and vital function. They needed to reassess Irish ideals and tradition and destroy 

the English stereotype of the Irish peasant, the Paddy – “a comic, quaint, drunken 

buffoon” that “incarnated the barbarism and savagery of Irish rural life” (Hirsh 1119). 

The Revivalist expressed their intentions and hopes:  

We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted and imaginative audience trained 

to listen by its passion for oratory, and believe that our desire to bring upon 

the stage the deeper thoughts and emotions of Ireland will ensure for us a 

tolerant welcome, and that freedom to experiment which is not found in 

theatres in England, and without which no new movement in art or literature 

can succeed. We will show that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and of 

easy sentiment, as it has been represented, but the home of an ancient 

idealism. (Harrington ix) 

In order to achieve their goal, the Irish Literary Revival spiritualized the peasant 

and made him “the living embodiment of the ‘Celtic’ imagination, a ‘natural’ aristocrat” 

(Hirsh 1119-20). With some exceptions: 

Synge shared with Yeats an ideology of romantic primitivism, but his 

stories of the wildness, violence, cruelty, and verbal extravagance at the 

heart of peasant life subtly revised the way in which the peasant had been 
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previously spiritualized. His ethnography of the Aran Islands and  his later 

efforts to get away from a purely  “Cuchulainoid” national theatre, 

especially in his brilliant Playboy of the Western World, were also attempts 

both to revise the Yeatsian spiritualization of the peasant and to undermine 

and attack the urban middle class’s flattened portrait of the noble Irish 

farmer. […] For Synge, the peasant served as a substitute or metonym for 

some original, authentic “human nature”. (Hirsh 1126-27) 

The Christy of The Playboy is Synge’s representation of Irish rural life as “naturalness, 

paganism, and rich linguistic plenitude” (Hirsh 1127). In the Irish Revival decades 

preceding Irish independence drama contributed to the cause and “because drama is 

fundamentally a group event, involving authors, production personnel, and an audience, 

Irish drama took a critical public role in this revival” (Harrington xv).  

  National independence achieved, after 1921 nationalism is no longer the focus 

of Irish theatre. It is rather “criticized, satirized, dismantled” (Achilles 436). Playwrights 

continue to search or question a representation of Irish identity, with a shift from 

national to cultural identity, “which opts for the integration of otherness rather than its 

exclusion” (Achilles 437). The creation of Field Day confirms the trend. According to 

Achilles,  

The impact of a considerable number of these playwrights and their work on 

the Irish public has been substantially strengthened by Field Day, a theatre 

company and publishing house established in Derry in 1980 by Brian Friel, 

the actor Stephen Rea, and the poet Seamus Heaney. Field Day has emerged 

as the most important platform for both the intellectual discussion and the 

dramatic presentation of the religious, socio-political, and psychological 

ramifications of cultural change.” (436) 

Contemporary Irish playwrights discuss new forms of identity in original ways 

with a great variety of characters and stories. According to Deidre and O’Brian, “In the 

last 100 years, things have changed quickly for Ireland, and as a result, our relationship 

with our identity has changed as we analyse what we have lost and gained in the 

process” (15). Many of the plays that represent the emigrants either before leaving or 

when they return focus on the “effect of emigration on the community remaining at 

home, rather than creating images of the emigrant abroad” (Trotter 36). Other plays 
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which show the emigrants abroad confine them in ethnically-identified spaces: Michael 

Carney’s house – where the only non-Irish resident has to leave – in The Whistle in the 

Dark; Dinny’s house – where the English shop assistant is felt as an intruder – in The 

Walworth Farce Dark; the Irish pub in London in Reasons for Staying, a football 

stadium where the Irish team are playing in In High Germany. The choice of most 

playwrights can be seen as motivated by their intention to emphasize the traumatic 

experience of emigration and the difficulties in integrating in the new country, 

particularly in England in the years of the Troubles and before the “Ryanair era”. Their 

most significant achievement, though, seems to be the exploration of Irishness, the 

search for a sense of belonging, the definition of personal identity that no one can 

experience more deeply than the emigrant.   

Of all the plays analysed, In High Germany, The Parting Glass, After Easter and 

Reasons for Staying seem those which question the concept of national identity most 

explicitly. Not only did their authors – and the protagonists of the plays – experience 

emigration, but they also experienced  “alienation from dominant myths of Irishness” in 

Ireland: Bolger/Eoin grew up in the suburbs of Dublin, disconnected from the Irishness 

of country people; Ann Devlin/Greta grew up in a divided Belfast with a Catholic 

mother and a communist father; Clubhan’s/Cormac’s homosexual orientation in Irish 

society made them spend “years [ … ] being silent” in Ireland (Clubhan 92).  

On multiple occasions in the plays In High Germany and The Parting Glass, 

Eoin meditates on the concept of identity. Watching the national football team is one of 

them. According to Tom Maguire, 

As he [Eoin] follows the Republic’s team across Europe, he witnesses the 

line-up of the team change and bring greater success. Players whose ethnic 

relationship to Ireland appears to be slight, particularly players of mixed 

race or whose understanding of Irish culture is tenuous, replace the 

familiarly named players of his youth. He acknowledges that initially “they 

didn’t fit into my vision of Ireland” but comes to resent jibes about their 

multi-ethnic composition, finding in them an Ireland that he can own at least 

momentarily. (Maguire 77) 

The transition from nationalism to an Ireland perfectly integrated in the European 

context is represented in the plays as a progressive loss of certainties which can result in 
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the “liberation from an exclusive fixation on the familiar and an acceptance of the 

otherness within oneself” (Achilles 443).  

The fact that loss can turn into liberation partially answers the question whether 

one needs to leave physically in order to get away from all the problems and matters one 

is obsessed with. It is a question explicitly discussed in After Easter among Greta and 

her siblings towards the end of the play: 

ROSE. But the family –  

GRETA. –funny how you never get away from it. 

[…] 

HELEN. You have to go away to get away. 

MANUS. No you don’t. You can stay and get away. (69) 

Greta’s reconsideration of Irish identity is first represented by her repudiation of 

Catholicism; by marrying an Englishman she is soon alienated from her family who do 

not accept her marriage and when the couple move to England, she also abandons 

Belfast physically. Distance allows her to get away from the violence of the Troubles, 

but also to see those events objectively. Although her temporary return is also essential 

for her mental balance, Greta and her sister Helen, who has also emigrated to England,  

reach the conclusion that home is a place “inside me. I carry it wherever I go” (74). 

In Reasons for Staying, Cormac’s story emphasizes the importance of the 

destination of the migratory-liberating experience. Apparently, London was the ideal 

place: a large cosmopolitan city in a foreign country.  As Gray puts it, “the anonymity 

of the foreign city offers the opportunity for emigrants ‘to find themselves’” (218). 

Although the anti-Irish racism he found in the English city also determined Cormac’s 

attachment to Ireland (which made Clifford Gaelicize his own name), the conclusion 

and the title of the play as Reasons for Staying … in England is that Ireland, for them – 

the  unemployable, the immoral, and the queer – is a space of exclusion, not a category 

of belonging (Madden 189).  
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Conclusions 

 

Historical events have given Irish people more than one reason for migrating: economic, 

political, social. The first non-voluntary migrations were followed by many more that 

were voluntary, but were not felt as such, because the reason behind, in most cases, was 

survival. When migration meant something more personal, like ambition, its motivation 

was often hidden. Things have changed: in more recent times “hidden stories” of 

migrations are those connected to sexual orientation or abortion. Migrations from the 

19th century onwards have been so massive in numbers that we speak of Irish Diaspora. 

Contemporary Irish plays on the topic have achieved goals which are far beyond the 

representation of emigration stories.  

In colonial times, the Abbey Theatre served the Irish Revival movement, often 

showing plays which idealized the Irish peasant as a champion of the Irish spirit. 

Contemporary plays, instead, have benefited from the lack of a specific purpose. They 

have continued to entertain, denounce, educate; they have inspired their audience to 

reflect on historical, social and individual issues, but with a greater variety of stories 

and styles than those of the Revival times.  

Topics such as departures and returns have given writers the opportunity to 

explore the human psyche, human relationships and, more specifically, to represent 

individual experiences that generate a new sense of belonging and a new concept of 

Irish identity. Because of the Irish Diaspora, Irish identity is no longer coincident with 

the national territory. In her 1995 speech, “Cherishing the Irish Diaspora”, President 

Mary Robinson confirmed this major change when she spoke of the emigrants of Irish 

origin that she had met all over the world: “The more I know of these stories the more it 

seems to me an added richness of our heritage that Irishness is not simply territorial”.  

Emigration offered a privileged perspective to Irish writers: “Ireland is a 

diaspora, and as such is both a real place and a remembered place” (O’Toole qtd in 

Gray 220). Contemporary Irish playwrights have identified and examined fully the 

reactions of the human psyche when loss and memory are involved. They have 

denounced the lack of human rights, witnessed, and fostered the progressive changes of 

the last decades. Issues such as the emancipation of women have been brought to the 

audience’s attention encouraging reflection. Arranged marriages, homophobia, and 
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abortion are the subject matter of some contemporary shocking plays that bring new 

awareness on such delicate topics. The idyllic image of rural Ireland prevented many 

from enjoying their life abroad or locals from fighting to change inhuman traditions. 

Keane’s plays unveiled and promoted eradication of arranged marriages and 

prevarication of powerful landowners in rural Ireland. Even when magic and the absurd 

have appeared in their plays, Irish playwrights such as Walsh and Carr have represented 

the obsessions and morbid relationships of our society.  

The two decades that we identify as the Troubles are the setting of Devlin’s and 

Clifford’s plays which denounced anti-Irish racism in the United Kingdom as well as 

the abuse facilitated by the British Prevention of Terrorism Acts. It is when dealing with 

strictly political topics such as the Trouble years in Northern Ireland that the cathartic 

role of theatre is evident. According to Privas-Bréauté, “Ann Devlin identifies Greta’s 

prophetic mission with one of the primitive roles of the theatre, that of purifying 

passions” (1). Greta experiences pain until she obeys the command of a superior force 

and distributes communion wafers outside the church in a symbolic unification of 

Catholics and Protestants. In their identification with Greta, also the audience get rid of 

the hatred that dominated those years.  

The 1990s were crucial years for Ireland because of the Belfast Agreement 

(1998) which ended the Troubles and because of the economic boom that made Ireland 

enter the world of global economy, drastically reducing emigration and speeding social 

changes of different nature: Hughes described those changes with a critical eye as if he 

were worried about the naivety and gullibility which accompanied them. Friel and 

Murphy also warned us about an easy association of wealth with happiness: the first 

when he described Aunt Lizzy’s void economic ease in the US and the second through 

Christy’s illegal business and obsessive desire of the De Burcas’ house.  

Bolger’s plays represent different approaches to emigration – from Arthur’s 

return dramatically conditioned by memory to Eoin’s meditated approach – and seems 

inclined to welcome the comforts of technology and low-cost flights which abruptly 

changed Ireland and made emigration less dramatic than half a century ago.  

The strict Catholicism of the Irish country was indirectly attacked by more than 

one of the plays examined. Clifford’s play denounced homophobia and made evident 

that the Irish rejection of legalized abortion (until 2018) only meant women had to go 
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abroad to have an abortion.  Murphy’s Bailegangaire, which also denounced male 

violence against women, opts for a new “holy family” in which a sister lovingly accepts 

to raise her sister’s illegal child as her own.  

The most relevant achievement of the plays examined is dependent on all the 

changes considered above and strictly connected to the concept of identity. These plays 

deconstruct the traditional concept of Irishness and explore new perspectives. The 

individual and collective stories show that traditions can be cherished, improved, or 

abandoned when they do not lead to individual happiness.  

In most of the plays the experience of writing mirrors that of emigration: both 

processes have re-shaped Irish identity. Significantly, most of the authors examined in 

this essay have experienced emigration. Memory has a double role in the emigrant-

writer experience. Emigrants bring Ireland with them through memories that the writer 

uses to interrogate the value and effect of past traditions and practices. In his analysis of 

Marie Jones’s A Night in November and Bolger’s In High Germany, Tom Maguire 

highlights this important destructive-constructive function of the two plays: “The aim of 

each play is no small thing: to kick over years of traditions, carried within personal and 

collective memory,   [ … ], forging and disturbing the connections between the past, 

present and future (Maguire 80).  

When Synge’s works have been considered in this essay, their difference with 

contemporary plays has been given relevance. Nevertheless, Synge’s originality in his 

contribution to the revival cause – emphasising the energy and spontaneity of the Irish 

peasants and tramps, rather than portraying them as victims of imperialism or 

spiritualizing them – makes Synge a forerunner of a dynamic idea of Irish identity 

which he shares with many contemporary Irish writers: Christy Mahone’s words on his 

departure promise that he will be “master of all fights” and that he will “go romancing 

through a romping lifetime from this hour to the dawning of the judgement day” (Synge 

111). Christy’s statement that he is the master of his destiny and happiness is echoed in 

Helen and Greta’s conclusion that home is a “place inside me. I carry it wherever I go” 

(Devlin 74).  

Many of the stories analysed offer examples of alienation inside the community 

of origin, while geographical dislocation entails a new point of view and broader 

horizons if we let go of the past and live in the present. Writing can be a form of 
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constructive dislocation. Imagining different stories and settings generates new 

perspectives and options to examine. Emigrants and, indirectly, their connections at 

home can take advantage of the diversity they meet in the same way as writers, readers 

and audience can benefit from a literary work.  The result can be strengthening, mind 

opening, and enriching. Mary Robinson acknowledged the importance of a broadened 

sense of identity in her speech on Irish Diaspora:  

After all, emigration is not just a chronicle of sorrow and regret. It is also a 

powerful story of contribution and adaptation. In fact, I have become more 

convinced each year that this great narrative of dispossession and belonging, 

which so often had its origins in sorrow and leave-taking, has become - with 

a certain amount of historic irony - one of the treasures of our society. If that 

is so then our relation with the diaspora beyond our shores is one which can 

instruct our society in the values of diversity, tolerance, and fair-

mindedness. [ … ]  If we expect that the mirror held up to us by Irish 

communities abroad will show us a single familiar identity, or a pure strain 

of Irishness, we will be disappointed.  We will overlook the fascinating 

diversity of culture and choice which looks back at us.  Above all we will 

miss the chance to have that dialogue with our own diversity which this 

reflection offers us. 

(Robinson, “Cherishing the Irish Diaspora”) 

According to Charlotte McIvor, interaction with other cultures should not 

generate the multiculturalism that creates ghettoes; it should not be a temporary 

experience, but one that leads to permanent changes and exchange that she calls 

interculturalism (McIvor 312-13). It is not an easy process: in Shiver, Declan Hughes 

warns us of the dangers of globalization, of copying models which do not lead to 

happiness, but to new forms of alienation.  

Nowadays, a new challenge awaits Irish – and not only Irish – community and 

theatre: immigration.  Interestingly, Synge’s Playboy of the Western World, which 

raised opposite reactions in the 1907 audience, has once more become a controversial 

subject because of some hyphened productions: the Chinese-Irish Pan Pan Theatre show 

in 2006 and, above all, the 2007 African-Irish Playboy of the Western World: A New 

Version, co-written by Bisi Adigun and Roddy Doyle. The latter play presents a 
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Nigerian Christopher Malomo as its main character and has had opposite reactions, 

mostly positive when it was first performed at the Abbey Theatre a century after 

Synge’s original, and rather negative a year later, when the economic crisis was a fact 

and immigration was perceived as a danger. The question is now whether Irish Theatre 

is also capable of measuring up to the hard task of giving voice to minority-ethnic 

communities and benefit from this diversity in the national territory? 
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