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Abstract

This thesis attempts to outline the practical relationship between Irish
playwrights and the Abbey Theatre, from the early work of the Irish Literary
Theatre in 1899, until the present day. It argues that the Abbey's reputation
for being a writer’s theatre tends to be contradicted by its distant association
with Irish playwrights during the greater part of its history. Only durning the
early 1980s was there an active attempt to integrate the playwright within the
company, creating a vibrant and active community for the development of
new writing.

Up until the 1980s the Abbey subscribed to the established twentieth-
century view that the playwright was a literary writer, outside the creative
centre of theatre. The Abbey's changing roles -- from literary theatre, to
institutional national theatre and to director’s theatre -- distracted the Theatre
from acknowledging the valuable contribution individual dramatists could
make, ensuring that the playwright remained vulnerable and isolated. The
Abbey remained heavily dependent on its own historical inheritance and
international reputation, satisfied with a repertoire of predictable classics.

The Theatre's approach to playwrights changed in 1978, when Artistic
Director Joe Dowling attempted to create what he termed "the home of the
living writer”. With assistance from Script Editor Sean McCarthy, Dowling
instigated a series of policies which went towards building a coherent writer’s
theatre within the Abbey, similar to London's Royal Court. Playwrights
became members of the company, were assisted with the development of
ideas and encouraged to contribute to the rehearsal process. These actions
assured experimental playwright development, exemplified by the work of
Tom Maclntyre, whose work proved that a playwright could evolve his own
artistic identity within an established theatre.

Since Joe Dowling's resignation in 1985, the Abbey has failed to
continue a clear policy towards the practical assistance of the playwright. It1is
argued, however, that both Dowling's policies and Maclntyre's plays have
influenced a growing Irish theatre scene, well prepared to explore the possible

active relationship between the playwright and the rest of the theatre
community.
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Introduction

This thesis eiaminés the development of a practical relationship between the
playwright and the Abbey Theatre, Dublin.1

In academic analysis of the Irish Dramatic Movement2 during the
twentieth century prim@ consideration has been given to the significance of the
writer. D.E.S Maxwell states in his critical history of Irish drama that "[a]t the
heart of the matter and so attracting the cmphasi_s are the playwrights",> an
emphasis that has continued with Michael Etherton's study of the contemporary
Irish theatre: "Such a focus accepts the continuing dominance of authorial insights
in the creation of a significant drama in Ireland."¢ Maxwell considers that the
focus on writing has been at the expense of close consideration of the actor or
specific theatres and yet there 1s one theatre that is linked intrinsically to any
analysis of the playwright: the Abbey Theatre. The names of the gﬂreatchst
twentieth-century Irish dramatists, Synge, O’Casey, Yeats, Friel, are spoken of in
the same breath as the theatre whege each gained his reputation making certain, in

turn, that the Abbey's reputation is assured. It is this historical link with the
playwright that determines a belief that the Abbey's main function is that of a

writer's theatre. Joe Dowling in recent ycaré has stated that "before anything else,
the Abbey Theatre is a writer's theatre; it has always been a writer's theatre: that is

what its main function is".> This opinion is shared by actor, critic and dramaturg

1 The perimeters of this thesis are not exact. 1899 saw the opening of the Irish Literary Theatre,
the precursor to the Abbey. The six years between then and the opening of the Abbey in 1904,
saw the clear definition of the philosophies on play writing. The thesis closes with an

examination of the Abbey during the 1980s and makes suggestions about the future of the
relationship between the playwright and the Theatre.

2 A self-imposed term, used by the early directors of the Abbey Theatre. First used as an
academic definition by Una Ellis Fermor The Irish Dramatic Movement. (London: Methuen,
1939).

3 D.E.S. Maxwell. A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama 1891 1980. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984). p7.

4 Michael Etherton. Contemporary Irish Dramatists. (London: Macmillan, 1989). pXV.
S Joe Dowling. Interviewed in Dublin, 15 November 1991.




alike, associated with the Abbey today. The actor Tom Hickey, central to many
new plays during the 1980s, sees new drama as fundamental to what the Abbey
contributes to Irish theatre: "New Irish writing presented in the best possible way
with the best facilities and the best actors and the best directors: that's what this
place is about."® The theatre critic Fintan O'Toole believes that new drama is
essential to the continued presentation of the old repertoire: "To me, the energies
and resources which come out of doing new work are the only energies and
resources which allow you to do The Playboy of the Western World -and The
Plough and the Stars."? Christopher Fitz-Simon appointed Script Editor after
Sean McCarthy in 1983 believes the Abbey to be unique among national theatres:
"We don't consider it our function to do what other national theatres, such as the
British National Theatre, do, which is to present a wide spectrum of world
theatre."8 According to Dowling any role as a national theatre with responsibility
for preserving existing Irish repertoire is transcended by its duty to Irish
playwrights, as he states: "without the preceding reputation as a place to develop
new work, there would be little in the way of classic Irish plays".?

At a cursory glance, there is little to suggest that Dowling's identification
of a link between the rise of an Irish drama' and the parallel nise of the Abbey 1s
inaccurate. Before the Theatre came into being there was little in the way of
acknowledged Irish drama. The Abbey was founded upon the enthusiasm for
expressing a cultural identity within Ireland during the last two dccadés of the
nineteenth century.l9 The Celtic Revival, influenced by the founding of
organisations such as the Irish Literary Society (London 1891), the National

Literary Society (Dublin 1892), and the Gaelic League (Dublin 1893), was

6 Tom Hickey. Interviewed in Dublin. 5 April 1991.

7 Fintan O'Toole. Interviewed in Dublin. 28 August 1991.

8 Christopher Fitz Simon. Interviewed in Dublin. 1 August 1990.
J Dowling. 15 November 1991.

10 see Ulick O'Connor. Celtic Dawn. (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1984). Robert Kee. The Bold

Fenian Men. Volume Two of The Green Flag. (London: Quartet, 1972). Chapter 8, "The
Growth of National Consciousness”,




conceived with the express intention of defining a specific Irish identity through a
separate literature that had hitherto been immersed with that of England. The
need for such a movement was clarified by Douglas Hyde in his speech "The
Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland” given at the inaugural meeting of -the

National Literary Society on 25 November 1892.

The Irish race is at present in a most anomalous position, imitating
England and yet apparently hating it. How can it produce anything good

in literature as long as it is actuated by motives so contradictory?11
Before an indigenous identity had been defined within Ireland there had been little
reason for the budding writer to stay in the country. The great Irish playwrights
of previous eras -- Congreve, Farquhar, Sheridan, Goldsmith -- were lured to
London and embraced by the literary world of the colonial rulers.}2 Even in the

decades before the Celtic Revival, there seemed little alternative to England, as

Bernard Shaw was to state about growing up in Dublin during the 1850s and

1860s:

There was no Gaelic league then, or sense that Ireland had in herself the
seed of culture. London was the literary centre for English literature and

as the English language was my weapon, there was nothing for it but
London.13

Another writer who left the country was not to be so sympathetic. Joyce, in

explaining his reasons for emigration, identifies the lack of a specific body of

drama that could be described as distinctly Irish; "A nation which never advanced

so far as a miracle play affords no‘literary model to the artist and he must look
abroad."!4 With such taunts in mind the Irish Literary Theatre and later the

Abbey set out not with the intention of providing immediate and superficial relief

for patriotic spirit, but steadily and carefully to “build a Celtic and Irish school of

11 O'Connor. p112.

12 See the early chapters of Christopher Fitz-Simon. The Irish Theatre. (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1983).

13 O'Connor. p99.
14 o'Connor. p205.



dramatic literature™.1> The Abbey was intended to be a home for new plays and
from this ideal came the works of Synge, O'Casey and Friel.

Without the Abbey and a defined commitment to encourage the Irish
writer it is assumed that Irish theatre and, therefore, the Irish play would not have
the reputation it deserves today. When in 1978 Dowling stated his intention to
make the Abbey or at least the smaller Peacock Theatre “the home of the living
writer’,16 it was not seen as being new policy, but the reiteration and
consolidation of the primary aim for the institution’s existence.

While acknowledging the achievement of the twentieth-century Irish
dramatists in creating a defined and internationally endorsed body of national
drama, I wish to consider closely in this thesis exactly what practical contribution
the Abbey Theatre has made to this achievement. In his book The Story of the
Abbey Theatre, Peter Kavanagh states that the Abbey "helped in the development”
of the Irish playwright through "producing a whole school of dramatists".1
Kavanagh's comments exemplify a vagueness that has characterised statements on
the relationship between playwright and Abbey throughout the Theatre's history.
What "development" has been required by the Irish playwright and how has this
been achieved through the "producing” of their work by the Abbey? Until very
recently few people involved in determining an artistic policy at the Abbey have
attempted to answer this question, and their reluctance to address the specific
practical needs of the playwright leads to a further question. How close an
association has there been between the provider of drama and the producer of
drama, considering that the Abbey evolved as a literary theatre at a time when the

playwright was beginning to be seen as a member of the literary profession, with

little actual involvement as an intrinsic member of the theatre company?

15 Manifesto for the Irish Literary Theatre, quoted in Lady Gregory, Our Irish Theatre. (London:
Putmans, 1914). For more details, see Chapter One.

16 Term used repeatedly by Joe Dowling, during the early years of his directorate, to define his
policy for the Theatre. First quoted in The Irish Times, 17 May 1978,

17 Ppeter Kavanagh. The S tory of the Abbey Theatre. (Orono: Univ, of Maine, 1984). p3. See
Chapter Two.




figure One. The Old Abbey Theatre. Circa: 1940.



Throughout Europe during the twentieth century, the playwright has lost
his/her traditional role as the central determinator of the drama. His/her place has
been taken by the director and this substitution has occurred not only because of
the conception of playwright as literary writer, but also because of the rise of a
more institutional consideration of theatre, forcing a sense of general importance
above the individual preoccupations of the dramatist.

While the Abbey was founded through an intellectual specificity towards
Insh culture, 1ts practical infrastructure has developed along the lines of general
European ideas. In its creation at the turn of the century the Abbey's structure and
approach to drama was influenced by the Independent Theatre Movement thriving
throughout Europe. The Abbey's rise as Irish National Theatre assured an
institutionalisation of policy -- exemplified by the German theatre movement --
leading to rigid rules as regards the kind of theatre to be produced, leaving little
room for the individual artistic idea. When during the 1960s the Abbey finally let
the individual have some say in the creation of policy, it was the director who was
given priority over the playwright, catching up with a European theatre that had
for the best part of the century been influenced by directorial control.

The working structure of European drama during the twentieth century, of
which the Abbey has clearly been a part, has determined that the playwright has
become an isolated figure outside the creative heart of theatre. The traditional
"dual structure" of the playwright's role, identified by-John Arden as central to
Elizabethan Theatre, has been forgotten.18 It is assumed, today, that a play is

written in private and the completed manuscript signals the end of the

18 See Arden. "The Playwright and the Playwriter” in To Present the Pretence. (London:
Methuen, 1977). In this essay Arden argues that by seeing the playwright merely as a poet with
little understanding of the day-to-day workings of the theatre, many practitioners have felt able
to "call for a rejection of the supremacy of text”. As a playwright and not a mere writer, Arden
would support openly the rejection of the purely literary within the theatre, drawing attention to
the spelling of 'wright' as in cartwright or millwright. The dramatist is a craftsman. He
comments that "such an artist requires a wider workshop than the keyboard of a typewriter,
He/she must sece him/herself as a person capable of presenting a complete artistic vision upon
the stage -- not as a semiskilled subcontractor to the theatre, who requires someone to produce
the play once the text is completed”.(p210).
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playwright's contribution. For some playwrights this isolation has not been a
disadvantage. Many have the skill of the literary writer to conceive an idea and
realise it in theatrical terms without leaving the study. It could be argued that,
through their isolation, successful playwrights have received greater
acknowledgement: their singular vision has never been in doubt and through
publication, which has become the inevitable goal of the literary playwrnight, a
higher profile is possible. But for every playwright who thrives in isolation, there
are many others who do not. Even the successful playwright on occasions has had
to struggle to have work accepted. Many more who need the creative contact of
actors to realise the full potential of the work have been subjected to outright
rejection. No assistance is offered, little contact or communication is expected.
The theatre waits for the envelopes to fall through the letter box with little interest
as to what has gone on before. After all, once it has accepted the play they will
expect the playwright to take little interest in its part of the work.

Until Joe Dowling became Artistic Director in 1978, the Abbey
epitomised this kind of theatre. As I try to demonstrate, the Abbey's history is full
of occasions in which the playwright has become frustrated by the distance of the
executive. It is true that many writers created successful plays in spite of this
restrictive attitude. Synge, O'Casey and Friel have represented the twentieth-
century playwright's ability to create theatricality in isolation, and yet even they
have come into conflict with frustrating policy regarding playwright contact. If
successful Irish playwrights need little assistance from the institution that
produces the work then how far can that institution take credit? Kavanagh talks

of the Abbey giving assistance to the playwright by ‘producing’ the work, but does

this really constitute active encouragement?

With the appointment of Joe Dowling as Artistic Director in 1978, the
Abbey came under the control of an individual who believed that a writer's theatre
has to do more than simply produce new drama. Dowling acknowledged the

importance of the playwright as the central creative force in theatre and was

11



determined to treat him/her with due respect. The Abbey, or at least the Peacock,
therefore, was to become "the home of the living writer" not as a reiteration of
clearly defined historical policy, but with the intention of creating from scratch a
policy that would fulfil and honour -- belatedly -- the institution’s reputation as a
writer's theatre. In establishing this principle, Dowling was to a pursue policy
similar tc; that of the English Stage Company at London's Royal Court Theatre.
Founded by George Devine in 1956 this new company, which came to be
known as the Royal Court, set out with the intention "to lease a London theatre for
staging the work of neglected writers".19 This aim was soon to be replaced by the
idea of presenting new plays. The Royal Court became the home of a new wave
of British playwrights providing a realistic, political and demanding form of
theatre that was seen as being a reaction against the "sparkling" West End

contributions of Christopher Fry and Terence Rattigan that had dominated the
theatre of the 1940s: an artificial domination, due to there being few openings for

the aspiring playwright.

The chances for young writers during the period immediately after the

War in Britain can be compared to those found within the Abbey after the opening
of the new theatre in 1966.20 London quite simply did not have a theatre
dedicated to the presentation of new drama. Few agencies were prepared to look
at new work a:id even 1if they did there was little chance for discﬁssion or of
cncouragément. Anyone wanting to writé for the theatre had to do so in the
1solation of his/her study and then take the f;airly worthless step of sending the

script off, unsolicited, to the local repertory theatre where it would remain

untouched for years

19 Richard Findlater (Ed). At the Royal Court. 25 Years of the English Stage Company, (London:
Amber Lane, 1981). p12.

20 gee Chapter Three. During the 1960s, a period of supposed expansion in the theatre in Ireland,
few new writers were associated with the Abbey in spite of the fact that several hundred scripts
arrived at the Theatre each year. No one was employed to deal with these scripts. New drama
was being provided by Tom Murphy and Brian Friel, two writers whose work was established
initially outside the Abbey. No playwright was considered a member of the company and little
financial support was forthcoming for the benifit of the writer.

12



The opening of the Royal Court was important because of the practical
advantages it gave to the playwright. As Irving Wardle comments, "the idea was
not new, what must be new was the way of working".2! The practical ideas

attempted by the Theatre can be divided into five areas and tend to define a

writer's theatre.

The first thing the Royal Court provided is obvious: a designated home for
living writers. Now the unsolicited script could go somewhere relevant. The first
and perhaps most famous new play to be presented at the Royal Court was
Osborne's Look Back In Anger(1956). This play was sent as an unsolicited script,
as Osborne states, "... to the Artistic Director, expecting a reply within months or
an unreturned manuscript. I heard within days."¢2 Further to the specificity of
the role of the theatre was the standing of the company. Even in the beginning,
the intention of the Royal Court was to make as much impact for the new work as
was possible. This theatre was not in the suburbs or the provinces, but in

fashionable Chelsea. Arnold Wesker comments:

The 1interest in new drama, which they stirred up and which was given its
first thrust by John Osborne's Look Back In Anger, brought the Court to

the attention of the agents, impresarios and directors from all over the
world. We were made ‘international writer's, almost literally, overnight.

This is a launching from which, more than 20 years later, I'm still reaping
the benefits.23

The second contribution to the needs of the playWﬁght made by the Royal
Court concerned the actual contact between playwﬁéht and theatre. It was all
very well Osborne sending an unsolicited script to the theﬁtre, but withoﬁt a
determination to read it and an employee to deal with 1t the whole exercise would
have been pointless. It 1s natural that in the first instance, the playwright's contact
with the theatre is going to be unsolicited and ‘cold’. The main problem with such
an approach to most theatres, particularly during the 1950s, was (and 1s) that few

theatres employ someone to deal with this contact. As Christine Eccles

21 Irving Wardle, The Theatres of George Devine, (London: Methuen, 1978). p167.
22 John Osbome, A Better Class of Person, (London: Penguin, 1981). p275
23 Findlater. p82.
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comments: "everything starts with the unsolicited script: rarely does it end with
one".24

Through their determination to deal with new scripts, the Royal Court
virtually invented the role of Literary Manager. The Literary Manager or Script
Editor, as it has become known, was a role unheard of before the 1960s in Britain.
Based on the German Dramaturg, the Literary Manager has become what Eccles
calls, rather dismissively, "a service industry, advisory but not executive".? Itis,
none the less, an essential service. Not only does the Literary Manager deal with
scripts, he/she actively encourages the playwright, talks about the script, and goes
in search of new plays: his/hers is a familiar and friendly face at the theatre whose
role, whatever else, is to fight for the interests of the writer. While the Royal
Court did not employ an actual individual in the role until the mid 1960s, after
Kenneth Tynan had been appointed Literary Manager at the National Theatre, 1t
could be suggested that the whole of the executive working at the Royal Court
tried to fulfil the role.26 In effect, this meant that for the playwright already
known to the theatre, the unsolicited script became a thing of the past. Contact
could be made with a theatre in a more personal and civilised manner: a move that
could only raise the confidence of the playwright.

This familiarity in initial contact led to the third area of development made
by the Royal Court for the benefit of the writer. Once acknowledged by the

theatre the playwright became part of the team: a member of the company.

William Gaskill recalls:

Any writer whom the Court wished to encourage was given a pass, which
enabled them to see productions free, watch rehearsals and come to
meetings.2’ |

The effect of this upon a young and inexperienced writer cannot be doubted.

He/she was being respected as a professional within the theatre. It also gave

24 Christine Eccles, "The Unsolicited Playscript... and its Almost Inevitable Return”™. New
Theatre Quarterly, Vol. 3 No. 9. February 1987. p24.
25 Eccles. p25.

26 The first Literary Manager at the Royal Court was appointed by Gaskill in 1965
27 Gaskill. p35s.
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him/her a degree of security and support, as Osborne comments: "You were part

of a family, which accepted all your.frailties and imperfections,... Almost
everyone was involved emotionally in what happened, and it helped to power the
works."28 In extension to this encouragement the Writers Group was set up,
principally by Wesker and Ann Jellicoe. This group would meet with the rather
vague idea of developing scripts through discussion. Some improvisation was
attempted and ideas were discussed, but the main benefit was that it gave the
writers involved a sense of belonging to an active community.2®

The fourth area of support concerned the actual production of the play
script. With the playwright now acknowledged as a professional member of the
theatre company, it was natural that he/she should find him/herself in the
rehearsal. Such a presence within the rehearsal room is now accepted as part of
the work of the writer. Kenneth Rea states that, "negotiations over the past
decade have meant that the writer has a contractual right to be in the rehearsal
room".30 All directors expect it, most welcome it, but in the 1960s the principle
had not been established. The Court took seriously the desires of the playwright

and encouraged the ongoing relationship between a writer and:a particular
director. As Arnold Wesker states regarding his association with John Dexter,

"The Court gave me a team,"3!

The encouragement of a recurring team for the production of a
playwright's work is an indication of the final and perhaps the most important area
of encouragement for the playwright. What the Royal Court wanted was not new
plays, but new playwrights. The Court believed that the writer of one play could
not describe him/herself as a playwright. The writer's work had to continue, to

mature, to reflect the theatre and the actors he/she was working with. In effect a

playwright is only a playwright when working within a theatre and only the

28 Findlater. p26.

29 For details of the Writers Group, see Findlater. Chapter by Ann Jellicoe: p32.
30 Rea. pbl.
31 Findlater. p68.

15




theatre that gives the writer the opportunity to experience cbntinuity can consider
itself a true writer's theatre. The Royal Court, through its determination to
dedicate itself to new writing, to provide individual contact with the writer, to
consider the playwright to be professional, to give him/her an active role within
the rehearsal period, and to help develop the playwright's skill, from play to play,
gave the British theatre writer the chance to work in a true writer's theatre. -

Although it is too simplistic to imply that what happened in Britain during
the 1960s happened in Ireland twenty years later -- as if Ireland was merely
catching up -- there is little doubt that what Joe Dowling succeeded in doing at the
Abbey during the early 1980s has a lot in common with the writer's theatre found
at the Royal Court during the 1960s. As the fourth chapter of this thesis
demonstrates, the five aspects of Royal Court policy -- defining a writer's theatre
-- were employed by Dowling at the Abbey. The Peacock was designated "the
home of the living writer", providing a high profile theatre for the presentation of
new work; Dowling employed the first full-time Script Editor, Sean McCarthy, a
man who was dedicated to the on-going development of the dramatist;
playwrights were welcomed as members of the company, contributing to planning
and policy as professional members of the theatre; for the first time, writers were
required to contribute to the rehearsal process and their talents were encouraged
beyond the particular needs of an individual production. For several years
Dowling succeeded in securing the practical conditions within the Abbey that
allowed its reputation as a writer's theatre to become justified.

In effect the creation of a writer's theatre at the Abbey gave the playwright
respect and made possible an active contribution within a system that had been
defined while considering the dramatist as an isolated literary figure. It did not,
however, bring a return to the principle of playwright as central determinator of
the drama. Both the Royal Court during the 1960s and the Abbey during the
1980s were run by directors on a repertory system that had been determined by

the institutionalised belief in recurring style and structured programming. The

16




dramatist was well paid, contributed to rehearsals, was given encouragement for
ongoing projects, but in the final instance his/her work had to be accepted by the
director responsible for wider continuity of the theatre's programme. In short, a
writer's theatre may have been created, but a playwright's theatre in which the
dramatists was central determinator of the company's repertoire had not.

It 1s important to stress that although a writer's theatre is a compromise
between outright playwright control and institutionalised literary distance, such a
policy has provided strong benefits for the dramatist and the production of new
drama. In effect, a respect of the individual creator of drama has been imposed
upon a twentieth-century drama policy that has the advantages of a well funded
and high profile theatre system that has flourished under the empirical insight of
the director. It could be argued that with growing respect, resulting in a
confidence to contribute to policy and executive planning, the playwright has
found a way to determine ongoing theatrical exploration within the present
infrastructure. While the Royal Court went into "exile" with the creation of Joint
Stock during the 1970s, providing greater interaction between playwright and
actor in the actual creative process, the Abbey during the 1980s franchised off
members of the company and the Peacock Theatre for a short period each year, so
that Tom Maclntyre could develop his own method and system of creating drama.

In 1974, Joint Stock Theatre Company was formed. William Gaskill with
Max Stafford Clark, the former director of the Traverse in Edinburgh, set out to
combat the deficiencies in creating new drama found at the Royal Court. As Rob
Richie, in his book on the Company, was to comment: "From the outset, the
consistent aim has been to create conditions in which new work can be produced
to the highest artistic standards."32 The idea was to achieve high profile, while
remaining small scale. At the heart of this intention was the ideal of ensemble
theatre popular with the politically motivated companies that had cropped up

32 Rob Richie, (ed.), The Joint Stock Book, The Making of a Theatre Collective, (London:
Methuen, 1987). pl3.
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since 1968: using a collection of actors with the assistance of a director to craft
the ideas of a playwright in a more total theatrical manner. Because many
involved in Joint Stock had been associated with the Court, as Edward Bond puts
it, "the Royal Court in Exile",33 the new company managed to secure immediate
media attention and, with it, sufficient funding. As Rob Richie suggests, it was "a
company that could retain the flexible methods of the fringe yet have access to

better facilities, reach a broader audience and achieve higher standards".34

From this starting point the company managed to define an often

overstated, yet clear working method, to achieve its aims of presenting new drama

through an ensemble system. In doing so, Joint Stock managed to re-invent

playwright's theatre. The method has been described by Rob Richie:

An extended preparation period, typically ten weeks, is divided into a
four-week workshop and a six-week rehearsal. During the workshop,
actors, writer and director explore the subject matter, each contributing
ideas and undertaking research. Improvisation, talks with experts,
Interviews with character models, research trips, reading sessions, group
discussions - all are used to generate material for the play. In the second
stage of the process - the gap between workshop and rehearsal - the writer
composes the play. This 1s not, as is sometimes assumed, a question of

scripting improvisations or following instructions drawn up by the group.

The writer's work remains an independent creative act and the result may
* have no obvious relationship to the material yielded by the workshop... .33

In laying out a specific system, Joint Stock was able to clarify a specific
contribution for the playwright that escaped the vagueness of the Royal Court's
associations. By splitting the process in two, it insisted on the playwright
returning to the traditional 'dual structure’: working within the rehearsal process,
responding to the needs and ideas of the actors, and then retiring to the study to
resume the life of the poet and return with a crafted script with singular vision.

This new playwright's theatre, under the banner of Joint Stock, provided
British theatre with some of the most important new plays of recent years. David

Hare's Fanshen (1975); Howard Brenton's Epsom Downs (1977); Stephen Lowe's

33 Findlater. p123.
34 Richie. p15.
35 Richie. pl8.
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The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1978); Cloud Nine and Fen (1979 and
1983), both by Caryl Churchill and Victory (1983), by Howard Barker were all
products of the Joint Stock system.

There were also many failures, with some writers finding the exposure to
the demands and:expectations of the actors too hard to take. Nick Darke
comments of his feelings of humiliation when trying to serve the actors. "I got
little sympathy from a group of actors, a director and a musical director who were
committed to touring this rubbish round the country for three months, whilst I sat
at home waiting for the royalties."¢ But even in this defeat, a positive realisation
is demonstrated. The writer was no longer the isolated semi-professional, sub-
contracted to provide the necessary evil of the written script. Nor was Darke, in
his humiliation, seen as a misunderstanding or selfish artist with only his interests
in mind. His worries were linked intrinsically with those of the theatre company:
he was a member of that company.

While tremendous success was achieved in the development of individual
productions, Gaskill failed in his personal attempt to make the company into a
permanent body of artists. Actors brought up in the old fashioned freelance
system were worried, with a degree of justification, about stagnation, but also by
the idea of writer's domination. Simon Callow recalls discussions about the
group: "Again and again I asked the question: what is Joint Stock? What does it
stand for? The most common reply -- a way with working with writers -- didn't
seem to me an adequate basis for a permanent group."37

With this misunderstanding it was inevitable that the company, like all
other companies, would continue to be run by directors. Consequently, Joint
Stock failed in the ultimate ideal of playwright's theatre of having a company that
not only determined the theatricality of individual projects, but developing the
work and ideas of the playwright from one project to the next. Only two

36 Richie pl45.
37 Callow. pt4
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playwrights, Caryl Churchill and Howard Barker, produced more than one play
for the company. Indeed, for ongoing development for the playwright, the Royal
Court, with its established home base and defined infrastructure, was -- and 1s --
better able to serve the playwright.

Joint Stock's work can be seen as a prototype of a playwright's theatre: a
try-out where various playwrights were given the opportunity to taste a more
adventurous approach in creating drama, but were never to determine the identity
of the company through their developmental discoveries. Without the company
becoming, in effect, the property of the playwrights, to explore not only the
methods of creation, but the recurring thematic ideas that were liberated by such
radical methodology, Joint Stock could never achieve the status of a true
playwright's theatre. It was in Tom Maclntyre's work at the Abbey that such a
unification of method and thematic development was achieved.

In the fifth chapter of this thesis, I consider the successful application of a
playwright's theatre by Tom Maclntyre, in a series of plays produced under the
~ direction of Patrick Mason. Between 1983 and 1988, Maclntyre was to produced
five new plays at the Abbey. Initially, MacIntyre was just another playwright
encouraged to work within Dowling's new writer's theatre. With the assistance of
Mason and Tom Hickey, however, Maclntyre's work became the nearest example
to playwright's theatre found within any established theatre. Maclntyre, Mason
and an ongoing group of actors found a way of "franchising" themselves off from
the mainstream of the Abbey, taking responsibility for their own work and finding
their own relationship. By only working with one playwright throughout the six
year experiment, the small company could get beyond the tentative
experimentation enjoyed by Joint Stock playwrights to a point where it was using
the new methods of construction to develop a coherent and complex company

identity that was based solely on the work of the playwright. The dramatist was

back at the centre of drama.
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Such attempts at creating a playwright's theatre demonstrate how the
dramatist can work within the defined European system of theatre that has
evolved, during the twentieth century, whereby the assumption of directorial
supremacy has isolated the playwright. In the case of the Abbey, it has proved
that a national theatre can make its most vibrant and active contribution to
preserving the reputation of the country's theatre by respecting the individual
talents of its playwrights, and defining policy that is rooted in individual vision.
Contact with the living writer is more important than preservation of the dead one.
Whether those who have run the Abbey in recent years have learnt this lesson is a
moot point: for all the developmental and experimental work at the Theatre during
the 1980s, the institution still seems to be concerned with a more general national
theatre policy of reflecting the surrounding theatre scene rather than actively
instigating new work. But there is little doubt that the influence of both Dowling's
policies and MaclIntyre's work has been brought to bear on Irish theatre at large,
allowing for a more interesting and sensitive relationship between playwrights
and theatre companies.

To examine these 1ssues in detail, this thesis is divided into six chapters.
In Chapters One, Two and Three, I examine the Abbey in the years up until 1978:
before the policy of making the Theatre “the home of the living writer”. By re-
examining the wealth of already published historical evidence, I consider how the
practical needs of the Irish playwright were compromised by the Abbey's specific

preoccupation with, first, the rise of the literary theatre; secondly, by institutional

responsibility, and finally, by a growing commitment in Ireland to the concept of

director’s theatre. In Chapters Four and Five, by considering primary source
material collected specifically for this thesis, I examine the Abbey after a
commitment had been made to a “living writer's” theatre. First, the commitment
to playwrights made by both Joe Dowling and Sean McCarthy during the early
1980s, and secondly, the relationship between the institution and the work of Tom

Maclntyre: a form of theatre that can be defined as playwright's theatre. In
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Chapter Six, I examine the relationship between the Abbey and the playwright in
recent years, from the resignation of Joe Dowling to the present day. I consider
whether Dowling's attempts to create an active and accessible relationship
between the playwright and the institution have made an impact on the coherent
identity of the Theatre, or whether his period of control can be seen as an isolated
moment In an otherwise passive and uninspiring history of developmental
collaboration.

This thesis does not set out to provide a critical analysis of Irish
playwrights or their work. Such valuable academic work has been provided by
Una Ellis Fermor, in her book The Irish Dramatic Movement (1931); Robert
Hogan in After the Irish Renaissance (1968); Christopher Fitz-Simon, in The Irish
Theatre (1983); D.E.S. Maxwell, in A Crirtical History of Modern Irish Drama
1891 - 1980 (1984) and by Michael Etherton, in Contemporary Irish Dramatists
(1989).38 I am interested only in the practical working relationship between Irish
playwrights and the Theatre where much of their work has been staged. Such an
exercise 1s clearly not going to provide an overview of the extent of the Irish
Dramatic Movement. There are times when I only touch on the work of some of
the most established Irish dramatists: Brian Friel and Tom Murphy, two
successful playwrights whose works have been presented many times by the
Abbey, for example, receive the briefest of mentions due to the limited practical
assistance provided by the Abbey at the beginning of their careers.

A complete chronicle of the Abbey's history is also outside the brief of this
thesis. My identification of events and political manoeuvrings within the Abbey
are related only to the welfare of the playwright and many important figures who
committed themselves to serving the Abbey are ignored because they have been
concerned with the wider policies that have made up the colourful history of the

Irish National Theatre in general. As with a critical analysis of Irish drama in

38 For publishing information, see Bibliography, under individual authors.
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general, the history of the Abbey, at least until 1979, has been well documented.
For a very detailed examination of the Abbey's pioneering years, I refer to The
Modern Irish Drama, a documentary history, planned to cover the years 1899-
1926 in six volumes, five of which are already published.3® For a complete
overview of the Abbey's history, until Joe Dowling became Artistic Director, I
refer to Hugh Hunt's book, The Abbey. Ireland’s National Theatre 1904 -1979.
No history exists for the period from 1979: the start of a very important time for

the Abbey, at least as far as its relationship with playwrights is concerned.

39 For publishing information, see Bibliography, under Robert Hogan.
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Chapter One: The Abbey Theatre 1898 - 1915. The Playwright

and a Literary Theatre

The whole interest of our movement is that our little plays try to be

literature first - i.e. to be personal, sincere, and beautiful - and drama
afterwards.

J.M. Synge.!

This chapter looks at the Abbey during its pioneering years as a literary theatre at
the turn of the century. It examines the intentions of the founders when creating
the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899 and how their concerns for serious and literary
content to the proposed drama created a distance between potential playwright
and the company, continuing into the new century, despite the arrival of the Fay
Brothers, the move to the Abbey Theatre and the presence of J.M. Synge. f

In the first half of the chapter, I examine the struggle to create a literary
theatre. I consider the political and literary preoccupations that determined the
identity of the theatre, with little consideration of the needs of theatre production.
I demonstrate how, in spite of the exclusion of Yeats's growing interest in poetic
drama, the early repertoire was dominated by the plays of the founders out of
necessity, because of an isolation imposed by the "high art" of literary demands.

In the second half I consider how the distance between the directors of the
organisation and playwrights continued into the new century in spite of a growing
repertoire of plays and a brief flirtation with democracy. I examine how the
artistic contribution of the Fay brothers led to the establishment of an international
reputation for acting, but not for writing; how new playwrights, like Padraic
Colum and William Boyle, found that they were being kept at arms length over

the theatrical realisation of their plays. Finally, I focus on the intriguing

1 Letter to Frank Fay, written from London in April 1904, Fay papers, National Library of
Ireland.
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relationship between the Abbey and J.M. Synge: how his commitment to the ideal
of literary theatre and his belief tr;at a play script should be finished before
reaching the theatre was undermined by the informal and personal writer's theatre
that he created for himself, through his association as director at the Abbey
Theatre: an association that could have been quite easily extended to the other
playwrights of Ireland.

The Insh Literary Theatre, the precursor to the Abbey, was founded in
1899. It was created initially as a three-year "experiment” with the intention of
providing Dublin with serious drama. Because of the context of its creation, it
was inevitable that this new theatre would become a literary theatre.: The context
was determined by two mutually exclusive movements that were to be a natural
influence upon the founders of the Theatre. The first movement was the
Independent Theatre Movement; the second was the Irish Literary Revival. -

At the end of the nineteenth century, viewed from London, Dublin was
considered to be a provincial town. Like the majority of provincial ‘British' towns
in the days before the Repertory Movement, Dublin looked to London for its
theatrical inspiration. Unfortunately, London could not inspire. J.T. Grein had
created the Independent Theatre in 1891,2 but the mainstream, with the
commercial inclination to cross the Irish sea and entertain the people of Dublin,
was still motivated by the old actor-manager system, where the reception of the
star performer had a higher priority than the method or form of entertainment.
Frank Fay, soon to be a leading light in the new theatre movement in Dublin,
illustrates the situation in 1899, with a review for The United Irishman of
Boucicault's Arrah na Pogue and The Colleen Bawn, presented in Dublin by E.C.

Matthews's Company:

I suppose Mr E.C. Matthews is the best Irish comedian to be had at
present, but as Shaun he is only passable. Like his kind and doubtless

2 For a consideration of the Independent Theatre Movement, I refer to Anna Irene Miller, The
Independent Theatre in Europe, 1887 to the Present, (New York: 1931, Reissued, Benjamin
Blom, 1966). For the Movement's specific impact in Britain, see Jan McDonald, The ‘New
Drama’ 1900 - 1914, (London: Macmillan, 1986).
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because he plays more often in  England than in Ireland, he 'plays for the
laugh' all the time, and the audience punish him by laughing at his pathos,
and this is exasperating to one who considers that their poetry, pathos and
tenderness are the only qualities which distinguish The Colleen Bawn, The

Shaughraun and Arrah na Pogue from ordinary melodrama.’

If the London Theatre, on show in Dublin, was not able to inspire
Dubliners, then the Dubliners themselves had to build their own Independent
Theatre. To be exact, several individuals saw the importance of creating an ‘art
theatre’ in Dublin, breaking the influence of London through developing a 'theatre
for 1deas’ in competition to the commercial sector.- In this way, Dublin was
similar to many other provincial British towns, like Manchester, Liverpool or
Glasgow, becoming part of the Independent Theatre scene by creating a Repertory
Theatre and giving the town's people the chance to experience the "new drama”
on their own doorstep.# The "new drama" of the time was distinctly literary. In
London, more play scripts were being published. Shaw, Granville Barker and
Galsworthy dominated the new theatre scene, with their serious, polemical
dramas, prompting through their literary depth a serious consideration'of the
worth of theatre in academic circles. Lady Gregory and W.B. Yeats, like Annie
Horniman, Alfred Wareing and other pioneers of the Repertory Movement, were
well versed in the literary goings-on in the London Theatre and were influenced
by the strength and quality of literary theatre.

Further to this initial influence, -however, the Abbey's literary
preoccupation was accentuated by an isolated characteristic that determined its
influence beyond the theatres of Manchester, Liverpool or Glasgow. The Abbey
was aiways more than just another Repertory Theatre, and the reason for this was
due to Dublin being more than just another provincial British Town. The
individuals who created the Abbey Theatre were doing so in the light of the

growing political and cultural exclusiveness of Ireland: a new consciousness,

3 Frank Fay, "Irish Drama at the Theatre Royal”, The United Irishman, 8 July 1899.

4 See Alasdair F, Cameron, The Repertory Theatre Movement, 1907-1917. (Unpublished Thesis,
University of Warwick, 1984). Dr Cameron argues that the nise of the Repertory Movement was
inspired, to a great degree, by the rise of the Irish Dramatic Movement, through the influence of
Synge and the involvement of Miss Horniman,
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brought about by what was termed the "Irish Literary Renaissance".> This
movement assisted the Abbey in raising its profile above the rest of the Repertory
Theatres and also, due to the political and literary preoccupations central to this

movement, it would accentuate the literary preoccupations inherent in the "new

drama" as a whole. :

The Abbey, therefore, was to become the epitome of the literary theatre,
founded both through the artistic conviction popular in Europe that literature was
the saviour of drama and the political determination within Ireland to create and
preserve a literary identity. Irish drama owes its existence to this literary i1deal.
There is little doubt that the Abbey Theatre made its reputation through the
serious contribution it made to a growing literary ideal. In the years that led up to
the Insurrection in 1916, the company moved from being a small organisation, run
by a group of enthusiastic, yet inexperienced amateurs, into an established theatre,
with accomplished actors, an international reputation, a growing repertoire of
plays and an undisputed claim to be the National Theatre of an independent
nation-in-waiting. It is important to acknowledge these achievements, well
documented elsewhere, and stress the success of the literary revolution within
Independent Theatre in the main aim of preserving a serious intent within drama.®

Drama's transformation from commercialism to literature, however, was achieved

without tﬁe active involvement of the playwright and as I hope to show, the

5 Since the downfall of Pamell in 1890, there had been growing support for the ideal of the Celtic
Revival, generated by a realisation that Irish independence would not be achieved by the
commercial and political rationale that had been preached by the Home Rule party during the
1880s. What was needed was, in the words of Robert Kee, "a climate in which an Irishman
could feel new self-respect for being Irish".(Kee. The Bold Fenian Men. Vol. Two of The Green
Flag. London: 1972. p132). A rediscovery of the old Celtic myths, set consequently in motion,
a determination to realise, in written form, a spiritual identity in being Irish. To write was to
preserve and preservation was the central intention in the popularity of the Literary Revival.

6 For a detailed documentation of the rise of the Abbey Theatre, in the context of the Irish
Dramatic Movement, I refer the reader to The Modern Irish Drama series, edited by Robert
Hogan and others. (Dublin: Dolman Press). The first three volumes, The Irish Literary

Theatre(1975), Laying the Foundations(1976),and The Abbey Theatre: The Years of

Synge(1978), cover the period to 1910. For a more specific examination of the Abbey, refer to
the books by Hunt, Robinson, Fay, Kavanagh and Gregory, cited in the bibliography.
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Abbey calling itself a writer's theatre may well have built up a repertoire of plays,
but put a tremendous distance between itself and the writers of those plays.

The wider literary and political influences upon the Abbey were always
going to complicate the actual theatre-making needs of the organisation. This is
demonstrated by examining the intentions and actions of the founders of the
organisation: how, in their enthusiasm for the political and literary ideals of the
movement, they lost sight of personal theatrical ideas and ignored the practical
needs of the potential theatre maker.

The individuals we now associate with the original cause for an
independent Irish theatre are: Lady Gregory; W.B. Yeats; Edward Martyn and
slightly later, George Moore. All four seem to be of diverse backgrounds and
have diverse interests. There was, in the original aims of the four who founded

this theatre, little clarity of what their theatre might be: all four had, it is clear,

very different ideas.

Gregory, Yeats and Martyn (Moore had not yet been approached) were of
one mind enough, however, to publish in the year of 1897, a statement of intent in
the form of a letter to possible benefactors. This 'manifesto’ has been central to all

analysis of the twentieth-century Irish Dramatic Movement.

We propose to have performed in the spring of every year certain Celtic
and Insh plays, which whatever be their degree of excellence will be
written with a high ambition, and so to build up a Celtic and Irish school
of dramatic literature. 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 of experiment which is not found in the theatres of England, and
without which no new movement in art and literature can succeed. We will
show that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and easy sentiment, as it
has been represented in the past, but the home of ancient idealism. We are
confident of the support of all Irish people who are weary of
misrepresentation in carrying out a work that is outside all the political
questions that divide us.”

It could be argued that as a clear indication of the founders initial aims, the

importance of this manifesto is often overstated. As Lady Gregory was to

7 Quoted in Lady Gregory, Our Irish Theatre. (London: Putmans, 1914). p 20
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comment in Qur Irish Theatre, sixteen years later, "it seems now a little
pompous”.8 The intention of this document, however, was to make an impact in a
short and accessible statement. In attempting this, the statement succeeds in the
area of political aims, linked closely with the literary preoccupation of preserving
a national cultural identity and demonstrates the signatories' assured
understanding of the external importance of their idea. It is clear, first, that the
three signatories were intent on an earnest approach to the creation of their
theatre. The Irish Literary Theatre, as it was to be called, was to be a 'serious’
theatre: a fundamental concern of all Independent Theatres throughout Europe.
Secondly, there is a clever balance of influences and intentions, placing their aims
somewhere in the middle of all the cultural battles that surrounded it. This theatre
was to be Irish, stressing the "ancient idealism" that was central to the Insh
Literary Society's ideals.? While acknowledging the separate identity of the Irish
people, the statement stressed the need for an apolitical intent which would leave
them the "freedom to experiment” in line with any independent theatrical aims
that might come up.

But what theatrical aims? While the political arguments within the
statement seem so well structured, the artistic arguments are vague. - There was a
desire to experiment, a realisation that drama could be powerful and emotive, a
belief in the artistic independence of theatre, yet, there is little indication as to
how they proposed to experiment. The signatories demanded "freedom to
experiment”, but in what way and to what end?

There is one clearly stated artistic aim in the manifesto and that is to "build
up a Celtic and Irish school of dramatic literature”. More than any other statement
made at the time, this artistic aim paves the way for the Abbey assumed role as a

writer's theatre. There is little indication, however, of how the signatories of this

8 QOur Irish Theatre. p20.

9 For a readable, if rather laudatory, account on the rise of the Irish Literary Society and other
movements of the Irish Renaissance, see Ulick O'Connor, Celtic Dawn, a Portrait of the Irish
Literary Renaissance. (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1934).
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statement believed this aim would benefit the development of theatre as a specific
and separate art form. Could it be that they saw theatre as a mere subsidiary of
their primary interest in the written word? Were they to build up a collection of
plays in the same way as one might build up a collection of books in a library?
From the aim "to build up a Celtic and Irish school of dramatic literature”, stated
clearly in 1897, there seems to be a political intent -- "to build up a Celtic and
Irish school” -- and a literary intent -- "to build up a schooi of dramatic literature”
-- but what of a distinct theatrical intent?

- -~ It is the lack of documentation on the subject of the founders theatrical
ideas and aims that leads me to believe that the Irish Literary Theatre came into
being without a programme of practical development. The founders did not really
know what they were doing, they had no experience, and without such
knowledge, their aims to develop both the Irish theatre and the Irish playwright
were going to be difficult to execute.

Most commentators on this period of theatrical development never seem to
consider the reasons and thoughts that might have been behind the decision to
create a theatre. In Robert Hogan's and James Kilroy's exhaustive study, The Irish
Literary Theatre, 1899 - 1901, the reader is given extensive information on the
background to Dublin's theatre before 1899, but little on the background views of
the individuals who wanted to change this theatre.l® Hogan and Kilroy virtually
ignore Martyn and Lady Gregory and their early interests in art, concentrating on
Yeats who, "in the 1890s was an increasingly appreciated young poet who had
always been interested in theatre".1l The reader is told of an interest in theatre at
school followed by a paragraph on the production of The Land of Heart's Desire
at the Avenue Theatre, London in 1894. Hogan and Kilroy continue: "the idea of

a literary theatre for Dublin now strongly began to take shape in Yeats's mind, and

10 Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, The Irish Literary Theatre, 1899 - 1901, (Dublin: Dolman,
1975). p8 - 24. Henceforth referred to as Hogan 1.
11 Hogan 1. p24.
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in 1897 he discussed the matter first with Lady Augusta Gregory and then with
Edward Martyn".12

In such a narrative approach to the subject -- undoubtedly the main
intention of Hogan and Kilroy -- one would not expect extensive analysis of the
motivation to create a theatre. Their book tells a story, a story that does not
develop in real terms between 1894 and 1897. Others who choose a more
analytical approach to the subject, however, seem cquélly unprepared to discuss
the level of true theatrical understanding and intent. In one of the more recent
books on Irish theatre, A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama, D.E.S.
Maxwell, while understanding the importance of the dramatist in Irish theatre,
makes little attempt to examine how writing for the theatre was actually going to
be approached. Admittedly, Maxwell's first chapter, 'Dreams and
Responsibilities',!3 does make an issue of the "odd combination" of characters that
collectively created the movement. Maxwell mentions that "altercation and
conflicts of personality took place..." and implies that arguments were to evolve,
at times over the differing interests in the theatrical styles developing throughout
Europe. Never does Maxwell turn his examination towards the founders specific
and personal interests in theatre, saying of Yeats, whom he believed, like Hogan
and Kilroy, to be the "chief agent”, that he "had always been interested in
theatre... and began to seek a special place for it in the movement".14 The
'movement’ Maxwell refers to is the general Celtic and Irish Renaissance and, as
previously stated, it was concerned with the development of the political
consciousness of Ireland, hand-in-hand with the growing interest in Irish

literature. Maxwell implies therefore, that Yeats merely saw theatre as another

part of literature.

12 Hogan 1. p25.

13 D.E.S. Maxwell, A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama 1891 - 1980. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984). p 8-19.

14 Maxwell. p8-9.
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Figure Two. W.B. Yeats, by Sean O'Sullivan.




This, of course, is not strictly true. Through the twentieth century, there
has been a growing movement of 'Yeatsians' who have come to acknowledge the
tremendous worth of W.B. Yeats's contribution to the theatre as a practitioner.
There are some who go so far as to suggest that he has been a pivotal influence on
much of the non-naturalistic theatre work across the world in the last 100 years.

Una Ellis Fermor, while acknowledging that the dramatic movement in
Ireland was an 'offshoot’' of the Literary Movement, stresses Yeats's specific
interest in poetic drama. This must be seen as a defined theatrical intent. "For
Yeats", comments Ellis Fermor, "the centre of dramatic art was speech, and life
itself, no less than literature, was the product of language."1> Yeats's interest in
theatre developed out of his understanding of the beauty of language, central to
his feelings for poetry. Thus the Irish Dramatic Mbvemcnt, or at least Yeats's
own work, became important t{;) European development of Theatre. As Una Ellis

Fermor says:

It was thus left to the Irish Dramatic Movement to bring back to the
English theatre the poetry that it had missed in Ibsen, presenting it, if not
in terms of English society at least in a language that Englishmen could
understand, and not leaving it to them to make either translatlons or
selections. 16

In Una Ellis Fermor's account of the development of the story of the Irish
Movement, we again see a gap in detail in the years before the foundation of the
Insh Literary Theatre: "In the interval between 1892 and 1899 Yeats had
discussed with many people the possibilities of finding a small theatre in London
or Dublin."!” There seems now to be a reason, however, for if Yeats was intent
on finding a theatre in either London or Dublin, then one can imply that the
theatre was more important than the politics of theatre.

Both Yeats's interest in poetic drama and his indifference to the

geographical position of his theatre seems to be supported by Lady Gregory. In

15 Una Ellis-Fermor, The Irish Dramatzc Movement. (London: Methuen, 1939, Second edition,
1954). p15

16 Ellis-Fermor. p7.

17 Ellis-Fermor. p33.
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Our Irish Theatre, she refers to an entry in her diary to highlight Yeats's early

interest in drama:

... Yeats stayed on. He is full of playwriting.... He with the aid of Miss
Florence Farr, an actress who thinks more of a romantic than 2 paying
play, is very keen about taking or building a little theatre somewhere in the
suburbs to produce romantic drama... He believes there will be a reaction

after the realism of Ibsen, and romance will have its turn.18
Again, one can see that Yeats was putting his interest in theatre above his interest
in nationalism: the suburbs Lady Gregory refers to here are London's. Further to
this, Lady Gregory refers to Florence Farr, a collaborator with Yeats in early
experiments on speaking poetry, experiments that are acknowledged by Joseph

Holloway.

Saturday May 6. Attended Mr. W.B. Yeats's rambling discourse on
‘Dramatic Ideals and the Irish Literary Theatre',.... Mr. Yeats rambled off
without notes to speak of the orator, and mistook the actor's calling for that
of the orator or elocutionist in his ideas of how drama ought to be
presented. He advocated that poetry should be rhymed or chanted, and that
the scenery and dress should be subordinated to the words spoken; in
short, that good literary writing should appeal to the mind and not the eye,
and thl%t acting should not be acting but recitation of the old sing-song
order.

It seems that Yeats was already coming to terms with his "total" understanding of
what poetic theatre could create. The fact that Holloway, a theatrical reéctionary;
expresses doubt and confusion over the exercise, does nothing to dampen the
modermn critic’s inclination to see Yeats's preoccupations as sincere and intelligent
experiments.

For good or for bad, this poetic approach to drama was Yeats's personal
contribution to the creation of the Irish Literary Theatre and it has to be
acknowledged that Yeats's lyric plays formed a great part of the repertoire of the
Abbey Theatre during its early days. Of the twenty-one plays produced by the
Irish Literary Theatre and its successors between 1899 and 1904, seven were

written by W.B. Yeats. If the amount had been anything less, then it is fair to

18 Our Irish Theatre. pl7.

19 Joseph Holloway's Abbey Theatre. A selection from his unpublished Journal Impressions of a
Dublin Playgoer. (ed.) Robert Hogan and Michael J. O'Neill. (Southern Illinois University
Press, 1967). pJ.
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suggest that the Abbey may not have come into being. Annie Horniman, who
provided the money for "a little theatre”, did so on the understanding that the
theatre was there mainly for the development of Yeats's work: a poet and a
playwright she was dedicated t0.20 Lady Gregory, another of Yeats's female
admirers also seems to imply that her work at the Abbey was concerned primarily
with advancing Yeats's work: "The plays that I have cared for most all through,
and for love of which I took up this work, are those verse ones by Mr. Yeats.”
The only reason why Lady Gregory started to write her "little comedies”, she
states modestly, was "to give the audience a rest from verse".2!

So Yeats's plays were -- and still are -- performed by the Abbey, but what
is more interesting is whether those who see Yeats's plays today as examples of
in-depth theatrical experimentation really consider the Abbey as the theatre that
actually developed this theatrical understanding. There are two points of view.
James Flannery, whose book, W.B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre, puts forward
the view that, however hard Yeats's theories were to put into practice, his work
was central to the rise of the Abbey's importance: "We have lost sight of one of
the primary reasons for the phenomenal success of the early Abbey Theatre."22
This view seems to be supported by Richard Allen Cave who has attributed recent
failings in dramatic quality at the Abbey to a movement away from Yeatsian
ideals. In an article entitled "Time for a Yeatsian Revolution', Cave stresses the
importance of Yeats's work to the Abbey. What Cave also suggests in this article,

however, 1s that the Abbey never fully adopted Yeatsian principles in the first

20 See Alasdair Cameron, The Repertory Theatre Movement, for a detailed explanation of the role
of Annie Homiman in the creation of the Abbey Theatre. Miss Horniman provided money for
both, the conversion of the Theatre and subsidy for the first ten years of its life in Abbey Street.
Dr Cameron believes, rightly, that her initial interest in the affairs of the Abbey led to an
indispensable commitment to the British Repertory Movement. As an Englishwoman, her
charity for the Abbey tends to be ignored by the more Nationalistic commentators: many even
criticise her for 'undue’ interference.

21 Our Irish Theatre. p52 -53. *

22 James W. Flannery, W.B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre, The Early Abbey Theatre in Theory
and Practice. (New Haven: Yale 1976). p xiu.

34



place: "1t was to Yeats's chagrin that the Abbey excelled from the beginning in the
one tradition at the expense of the other".23

This view, that the Abbey never really was a Yeatsian Theatre, is
expressed by Cave's former colleague, Katharine Worth, who in her celebration of
Yeats's contribution to the European Movement, The Irish Drama of Europe from
Yeats to Beckett, dismisses the worth of the Abbey Theatre as a home for Yeats's
plays. "The evidence [of the existence of a Yeatsian Theatre] does not come from
the Abbey; it seems still to be working through the phase of Ibsen-inspired
realism which every theatre in Europe apparently has to experience."?4 Professor
Worth suggests that by the time of her death in the mid-fifties, Una Ellis Fermor
was coming around to this view, believing the development of a theatre
movement, rooted in the work of Yeats, to be of little relevance to the Abbey.

Worth stresses this idea very early in her book, with the intention of
ignoring the Abbey for the remainder of her thesis. While it is difficult, within a
wider consideration of Yeats's work, to reject the institution to the same extent, 1t
1s clear that the development of the Abbey does seem to have little to do with the
parallel development of Yeats's artistic ideas for the theatre. This argument is
best supported by Yeats's own views on the subject. In 1919, he wrote a widely
known article called 'A People's Theatre' which considered the Abbey's success in
creating a theatre, allowing for "the making articulate of all the dumb classes each
with its own knowledge of the world, its own dignity, but all objective with the
objectivity of the office and the workshop, of the newspaper and the street, of
mechanism and of politics".23

Yeats saw the rise of the realist movement and its dramatists, now closely

associated with the Abbey, as being "excellent just in so far as they have become

23 Richard Allen Cave. "Time for a Yeatsian Revolution”. Theatre Ireland 22, Spring 1990, p22

24 Katharine Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett. (London: Athlone, 1978).
pl.

25 W.B. Yeats, "A People's Theatre", Reprinted, in full, by Eric Bentley. The Theory of the
Modern Stage, An Introduction to Modern Theatre and Drama. (London: Penguin, . 1968). p
3217.
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all eye and ear, their minds not smoking lamps, as at times they would have liked,
but clear mirrors".26 While acknowledging the achievement of many of these
writers and the theatre that allowed them their opportunity, Yeats wishes to stress
that "we did not set out to create this sort of theatre, and its success has been to me
a discouragement and a defeat".2’

Even before 1919, the Abbey was less inclined to produce Yeats's plays.
Between 1910 and the end of 1919, only three new W.B. Yeats plays were
produced. This was the age of Lennox Robinson and St John Ervine, with
drawing rooms -- all be it Insh drawing rooms -- the standard setting. Yeats was
developing his ideas for the drama away from the theatre that he created. A
discouragement and a defeat it most certainly was, but to suggest, as he does in
1919, that this discouragement was due to them failing their original aims, seems
highly suspect. Hugh Hunt makes the point that, "...[tJhe greatness of Yeats's
contribution to a people's theatre lies not in his plays but in his championship of a
theatre".28

Hunt appears to be correct. In 1897, if Yeats was preoccupied by poetic
drama, he seemed quite prepared to forget this for the sake of the wider political
motivations. In the initial statement of intent in 1897, the signatories said little or
nothing about the actual development of a poetic theatre based on any ideas that
Yeats might have had. It is clear that at least Edward Martyn, among the others,
also had personal ideas and a vision of a very different kind as to what the Abbey
might turn into. Yeats wanted poetic drama, Martyn wanted Ibsen. The two
compromised because they shared a vision that was, in their eyes, more important:
the general cultural ideal of having an Irish theatre. Su.ch a compromise seems to
demonstrate a respect for the work of new writers and a commitment to building

up a wide school of drama. But by not adopting a distinct theatrical vision, the

26 Bentley. p330

27 Bentley. p331. |

28 Hugh Hunt, The Abbey, Ireland’s National Theatre, 1904 - 1979. (Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan, 1979). p120.
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founders were drawn away from the practical side of making theatre, ignoring
their own inexperience as dramatic producers and the need to create specific
resources for the playwright.

The three signatories constantly demonstrate their ignorance and
inexperience about producing theatre and their initial attempts to act on their
statement of intent were to lead them away from the theatrical foundation of a
theatre, towards literary foundations. As Lady Gregory admitted that she "had
never been at all interested in theatres",29 it was left to her to organise the
financial side of the operation, while Martyn and Yeats, who had professed an
interest in theatre, took on the artistic side. It seems that their first actioﬂ was to
recruit George Moore to the team: an event enlarged upon by Moore in Hail and
Farewell. Moore's first reaction, or so he suggests, was one of despair,
commenting: "Of course they know nothing of Indcpeﬁdcnt Theatres."30 Moore
was always the least enthusiastic member of the initial cbmpany, sharing only a
little of the other's affection for their hﬁme country. Moore was the typical
absentee landlord, who had left Ireland for Paris at the first opportunity, and saw
Dublin as being an artistically inferior city. Moore amusingly sums up his
* opinions by suggesting that "to give a Literary Theatre to Dublin seemed like
giving a mule a holiday".3! In many ways, Moore was right. It would seem like
artistic suicide at the time to open an "art" theatre in what was a provincial town.
It could be argued that by going to Moore, who was bound to show initial
suspicion, Martyn and Yeats were demonstrating pragmatism: the need to recruit
a realist.

In actuality, Moore was less of a realist and more of a self publicist. Yeats
and ‘Martyn went to Moore because of assﬁumcd experience in theatre, an

experience that is confidently expressed in Hail and Farewell: "1 treated them to a

29 Our Irish Theatre. p19.

30 George Moore, Hail and Farewell. (ed.) Richard Cave. (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe,
1985). p76

31 Hail and Farewell. pT1.
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full account of the Independent Theatre, begging them not to waste their plays
upon Dublin."32 D.E.S. Maxwell, however gives a clearer consideration of the

extent of Moore's theatre work.

Moore claimed a greater practical experience of the stage than any of his
partners, with some reason. Apart from his celebrity as the author of
Esther Waters, and as a self-advertised 'bohemian’, he had conducted a
vendetta against the conservatism of the English theatre critics
(Impressions and Opinions, 1891). He was an active supporter of J.T.
Grein's Independent Theatre, which in 1893 staged his The Strike at
Arlingford. Even so, Moore's credentials were not overwhelming. They
were sufficient to allow him to condescend to Yeats and even more to
Martyn. The Irish enterprise gave him the opportunity to instruct his

colleagues and to display himself to advantage.33

It is clear that "greater practical experience” over his partners did not mean
Moore was an expert. In the preparations that followed for the first season by the
Irish Literary Theatre, in which Yeats's The Countess Cathleen and Martyn's The
Heather Field were to be presented, George Moore demonstrates a rather
uninspiring approach to new theatre ventures and what he does is done for self
advantage, having little sympathy for the nationalist interests of his partners. In
both his actions and his intentions, Moore does little to assist the artistic
development of the Literary Theatre.

What Moore describes in Hail and Farewell is a series of conversations
with both Yeats and Martyn over the practicalities of rehearsing the two chosen
plays. Moore gives the impression that he and he alone was grabbing-the-bull-by-
the-horns and getting down to the details of who the actors were, who was
"producing” and where they were rehearsing. In actuality, he shows a distinct
unwillingness to experiment and demonstrates his own comparative inexperience
by seeming to getting the priorities wrong. Moore replaced the original choices of
leading actress and play producer with people who had had experience in the

established theatre, believing them to be better at the craft of theatre and better

able to get on with it. He insisted on rehearsing the work in a traditional way ("It

32 Hail and Farewell. p76.
33 Maxwell. p9.
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is impossible to rehearse anywhere except in the Strand."34), wanting a solid,
uncompromising and economic approach to the process, which most probably
saved the quality of the first productions, but left little room for the romantic

imagination that had conceived the idea of the Theatre in the first place. Moore

saw the group as being just another theatre company and believed that they should

aspire to the conventions of such companies. These actions not only failed to
inspire any sense of Irish cultural independence, they also gave the impression
that the main intention of the new company was to do nothing more than secure
conventional productions for two pre-chosen plays. The Irish Literary Theatre
had, 1n 1ts first season, exactly the same structure, the same rehearsal convention;
and virtually the same actors as E.C. Matthews's company: hérdly an independent
challenge to the commercial sector.

In the following two years, the Irish Literary Theatre did not attempt to
break down their dependence on London or the attitudes of the cfommercial
theatre. In the second season, in their attempts to appear a serious and important
contributor to the Dublin Theatre scene, the Irish Literary Theatre again chose to
employ established English actors and further to this, weakened the divide
between themselves and the commercial theatre, by choosing to present the plays
for the season in the Gaiety Theatre, the epitome of an established and
commercial venue. In the third season in 1901, the Literary Theatre all but
bccarne‘ a commercial theatre company, not only staging plays at the Gaiety, but
employing Frank Benson's Shakespearean Company to present them. With the

definitive English actors' troupe sweeping across the stage, the presentation of the

Irish drama was subjected to the same external attempts to define Irishness as E.C.

Matthews brought to Boucicault. Benson's attempts prompted a similar response

from Frank Fay, who wrote:

To my mind, the greatest triumph of the authors lies in their having written
in English a play in which English actors are intolerable. ... The actors did

34 Hail and Farewell. p93.
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not act the play as if they believed 1n 1t; the fact 1s they could not, for it 1s
not in their nature,33

In spite of such negative comment, it 1s difficult to discover just how good
the original productions were. Such critical consideration of the quality of
presentation was remarkably rare. Hogan comments that "no commentator gives
a vivid or even particularly clear impression of how the actors looked, how they
sounded, how they moved, or what they did”". Hogan suggests that the
productions were far from being professional, but their defects were washed over
with the "generally enthusiastic response which the occasion evoked".3® The
Daily Express, The Freeman's Journal and The United Irishman seemed intent on
arguing the wider political issues of which the theatre was inevitably part.3’ The
main issue raised in the first years seemed less to be about the quality of the plays
on show and more to do with the morality of the plays and whether they fitted into
the newly defined Irishness. The debate on The Countess Cathleen33 gave the
company a lot of publicity and made the productions an important event in
Dublin, but the controversy merely added to the superficiality of artistic criticism.
Those who believed the play to be moral tended to say it was good, those who
found it immoral disagreed. The exception seems to be The Irish Times, whose
reviews of the Irish Literary Theatre's productions are rooted in artistic
considerations and are ominously negative.3® But the overall impression from the
media did little to turn the Directors' attention towards the needs of presentation:
they were gaining valuable experience in dealing with the press, arguing their
politics and tolerating an unruly audience, but little experience and worthwhile

criticism on the standard of their theatre and knowledge of how to develop new

drama.

35 Frank Fay, United Irishman, 26 October 1901.

36 Hogan 1. p76.

37 Hogan 1. p37-42

38 See Hogan 1. p36. Yeats's play was criticised for being "un-Irish’, for its rather mild challenges

to the glory of God. An ominous indication of what was to occur in the future..
39 Hogan 1. p 46, 73, 78.

40



With the new Insh drama being presented by English companies and the
Dublin media tending to ignore this practical anomaly, the budding Irish
playwright could not have been encouraged. For all their good intentions to
"build up a Celtic and Inish school of dramatic literature”, the Directors of the
Irish Literary Theatre were forced into a situation whereby any form of distinct
development seemed less important than the preservation of their own reputations.
It is fair to suggest that during the first three years of the experiment, the Irish
Literary Theatre seemed like a private club set up for the pleasure of the founders,
with the work of the founders dominating the schedule. This seems in particular
to be the case with Edward Martyn, who had been attempting to put on his two
major plays, The Heather Field and Maeve, since the early 1890s. His lack of
success seems due entirely to a lack of dramatic ability, stressed by the objective
Irish Times in its review of the first production.

The Heather Field is wearisome because it has no action worthy of the
name; its dialogue is stilted; its characters are not very deftly drawn; and

its reflection of Irish life is not very convincing.4Y
The implication is that Martyn had no hope of putting this play on and so used his

own finances to create a theatre, not for the benefit of an Irish and Celtic school,

but for himself.

Martyn's inabilities were to cause the movement a great deal of problems
in the second year of the Irish Literary Theatre, again forcing an inward looking
approach to the planning of the season. Martyn had finally written a third play,
The Tale of the Town, and had submitted it to Yeats and Moore to be considered
as the third play for the second season. Both were unenthusiastic. Marie-Thérése
Courtney, in her book, Edward Martyn and the Irish Theatre, suggests that "the
dogged determination of the directors of the Irish Literary Theatre to reject
Edward's play rests on a pretext that is fantastic if not fraudulent”. Courtney

weakens her claim that Martyn's play was rejected without decisive reasoning, by

40 "The Irish Literary Theatre™, The Irish Times, 10 May 1899. Quoted in Hogan 1, p47.
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reporting Yeats's and Moore's "excuses” and "evasions"” on the subject, summed
up by the slightly less than evasive comment from Yeats: "It seemed to us crude
throughout, childish in parts, a play to make our movement and ourselves

ridiculous."41

Away from the partisan opinions, there seems little doubt that The Tale of

the Town caused the movement a good deal of worry. In Hail and F arewell,
George Moore describes the morﬁcnt when Martyn gives over the play for the
others to do as they wished.42 It was left to Moore and Yeats to collaborate on the
play, turning it finally into The Bending of the Bough, signed only by Moore. In
itself, the action taken by Moore and Yeats demonstrates a grc;wing understanding
of artistic development and a realisation that the playwright could not always
complete the work in the comfort of the study. Yeats and Moore never fejcctcd
the play, merely attcrﬁptcd to ﬂgct it ready for production: in many ways, a pure act
of dramaturgy.

Unfortunateﬁ, this collaboration seems to be an isolated Jrriomént, forced
upon the movement by the lack of plays to produce. There was a l*ack of plays to
produce due not only to the undoubted preoccupation the founders had with their
own plays, but aiso to thé growing exclusiveness brought about by the insistence
that good theatre was literary. The Dircctors1of the Abbey would never appreciate
the legitimacy of an unfinished, rough scriptf and in doing so, they refused to
acknowledge the importance of assistance, advice and training in building up a
Celtic and Irish School of dramatic literature. |

In "Plans and Methods" in the first edition of Beltaine, (the occasional
publicaﬁon of the Irish Literary Theatre), Yeats is uncompromising about the kind

of play the movement required. Further to the accepted intentions to produce

theatre for a 'limited public’, Yeats unaccountably adds:

41 Sister Marie-Thérése Courtney, Edward Martyn and the Irish Theatre. (New York: Vantage,

1956). p110.
42 Hail and Farewell. p211.
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In all or almost all cases the plays must be published before they are acted,
and no play will be produced which could not hope to succeed as a book.f‘3

In this statement, one sees how new playwrights, with little experience of the
publishing world, were unlikely to come to the attention of the new theatre. By
stressing the importance of the Movement, by associating it‘with the mainstream
of literature, few people would be encouraged to try their hand at ércating drama,
for fcaI: of rejection or nidicule. Statements like that of the Irish Daily
Independent, commenting on the work of the Movement, stressing that "literature
being the highest form of art and draﬁla the most exalted form of lit_erature“,““
may have emphasised the importance of drama, but hardly seem likely to have
extended an encouraging invitation to the young and tirnid writcr.l There 1s little
wonder, therefore, that by the end of the initial three year cxperimént, Fred Ryan
-- a supporter of the movement -- was forced to comment that, with thc'cxception
of Alice Milligan, "the Irish Literary Theatre during its three years haé not really
brought to the surface any young writer hitherto unknown". Ryan underlines the
exclusive literary preoccupations of the time as well as the failure to widen the
Theatre's appeal, by adding:

Moreover, beyond possibly supplying models to young writers, the Irish

Literary Theatre so far has merely been the vehicle by which literary men

of already assured status and who already possessed the ear of the world,
were able to have their plays produced which in any case would have

secured a reading public owing to the authors' names.4>

The Insh Literary Theatre did not succeed during the initial three year
period in developing the work of the Irish playwright. The impact of the
movement had been made by the external arguments regarding the legitimacy of
the idea of an Irish Theatre. The company had been set up with the distinctly
literary artistic aim of building up a collection of Irish plays. The majority of
plays, however, had already been published and were by established writers, who
were as comfortable within London society as they were within Dublin. They had
43 Beltaine 1. p1.

44 Hogan 1. p79.
45 Hogan 1. p118
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employed traditional English personnel and methods to achieve the theatre and
had never looked beyond the immediate circle of literary figures for potential
artistic input. The Irish Literary Theatre had been a private club.

In the years between the end of the Irish Literary Theatre and the opening
of the Abbey Theatre itself, much changed within the organisation. By 1901, the
number of those interested in creating an Inish theatre had grown. With increased
numbers, a greater objectivity became apparent. George Roberts was one such
theatre enthusiast who became involved with the next stage of the Irish Dramatic
Movement's development. In his accounts of the discussions that were to take
place, Roberts states a widely held belief that the Irish Literary Theatre had been a
failure.46 The next stage in the development of the movement was to confront the
supposed failure of limited material as well as the lack of Irish actors: now seen to
be a mistake. With these acknowledgements, it is obvious that the movement was
breaking away from the influence of George Moore and his rather reactionary
ideas on the production of theatre.

With Moore no longer a member of the movement, Yeats was free to look
elsewhere for practical input. It was in this climate and under these circumstances
that the old Literary Theatre moved automatically into the important association
with Frank and Willie Fay and their amateur company, the Irish National
Dramatic Company.

Neither Lady Gregory or Yeats do justice to the Fay brothers in their
various accounts of the founding of the theatre, stressing the brothers' roles as
stage managers rather than directors. Such dismissive reflection on the Fay
brothers' contribution could have a lot to do with the rather acrimonious split that
was to occur finally, in 1908. Further to this, vanity may have got in the way of
objective acknowledgement, by Yeats, of the Fays' contribution. There are those

who were to place the Fay Brothers' importance to the movement on a par with

46 Robert's comments are quoted in Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, Laying the Foundations
1902 - 1904, Modern Irish Drama, vol. 2. p27. Henceforth referred to as Hogan 2,
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Yeats. Gerald Fay, whose account of the early history of the Abbey Theatre has a
strong bias towards his father and uncle, believed that by the Fays' contribution to
the Movement the Abbey was to become an actor's theatre and that the idea for
the National Theatre first came from the Fays.4’ This argument tends to overdo
things: Hugh Hunt, in his more objective account, stresses that neither of the
brothers were ever great actors. Hunt, however, goes on to stress the essential
nature of the Fays' service to the theatre:

Between them they transformed what, up to now, had been a

predominantly literary movement into a living theatrical entity with its

distinct national flavour and stylistic form; distinguished, moreover, by the

team work of the players, the restraint of their acting, and the emphasis
they placed on the spoken word.48

For all Yeats's grudging acknowledgement in later life, his attitude at the time was
very positive. Yeats was to comment in Samhain in 1903: "I am myself most
interested in the Fays' 'The Irish National Dramatic Society' which has no
propaganda but that of good art."4? After initial contact in 1902, when Yeats
allowed the Fays to present his play, Cathleen Ni Houlihan, within their separate
company, an official merging of organisations was achieved in 1903, for the
presentation of Yeats's The Hour Glass and Lady Gregory's Twenty-Five. The
new name of the merged organisation was The Irish National Theatre Society: the
official name of the Abbey Theatre ever since.

The alliance between Yeats's Irish Literary Theatre and the Fays was
undoubtedly what was required at the time. The development of artistic quality
was generated by a sense of unity and totality within the company, in which
writers such as Padraic Colum and James Cousins became as much part of the

company as any actor. Judging from the accounts of the time, particularly those

of George Roberts and James Cousins, the company forming in 1903 was more

47 Gerald Fay, The Abbey Theatre. (London: Hollis and Carter, 1958).

48 Hunt. p32.

49 W.B. Yeats. (ed.). Samhain (An Occasional Review). October 1903. pS. Republished in: B.C.
Bloomfield (ed.). Samhain, October 1901 - November 1908, English Little Magazines No. 14.
(London: Frank Cass and Co, 1970).
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democratic and unified than any other company in the history of the Movement.>9
Even the traditional and established writers were becoming more involved with
the day-to-day development of their work. In the productions of Deirdre and
Cathleen Ni Houlihan, presented by the Fays' company in 1902, George Russell
and W.B. Yeats, the respective playwrights, were involved closely with the
rechearsal. Russell, according to Roberts, was so interested in the production that
he attended all the rehearsals, "going over the speeches for the actors and getting
something of his method of chanting into their delivery”.>! The Leader was to
observe after the first night of these plays that with this company, "there was less
of a clique about them".52

With this came a more practical and matter-of-fact approach to the theatre,
creating better quality presentations. There is little doubt that the reputation of the
company that started to grow outside Dublin even before the company moved 1nto
the Abbey was due entirely to the acting presentation of the Fay brothers rather
than the literary quality of the plays of Yeats. When the company made its first
tentative, yet highly successful, trip to face the critics of London, the now famous
reviews of Arthur B. Walkley and E.K. Chambers were a reflection of the acting
rather than the content of the plays: Walkley's review in The Times Literary
Supplement was to be an importaﬁt contribution to proving the éxistence of an
"Abbey acting style“.ﬂ What Walkley also stresses is the ilﬁponance of ‘the
"unfussy” stage business in developing the poetic qualities of Yeats's plays: "We
had never realised the musical possibilities of our language until we had heard
these Irish people speak it."53

Yeats's work was benefiting from the 1rnpro:vcment of acting quality, but
what of the aim to build up a school of drama" From the time the Fays became

part of the Movement, more writers started to join the theatre: James Cousins,

50 See Hogan 2. p9 - 12, for an account of the democratic discussions that took place during this
period.

51 Hogan 2.p 12.

52 Hogan 2. p 13.

53 Hogan 2. p 60 - 63.
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Padraic Colum, J.M. Synge and, slightly later, William Boyle were among the
first to contribute plays to the theatre. The repertoire was growing, but were these
writers to become true playwrights within the theatre? In spite of a growing
confidence in the actual presentation of the theatre, brought about by growing
democracy, the selection of plays remained a formal process. . While the Fays,
with their dedication to the idea of training and development of skills, took over
the responsibility of production, the selection of the new drama remained the
mandate of Yeats and Lady Gregory. For all their appreciation of the need for the
development of acting skills, the two directors saw little need to change their
attitude to the submission of new plays. The content of the plays, within the new
theatre company, was still intended to be serious and serious drama was still
considered to be literature. ‘ H

By 1913, when Lady Gregory was writing Our Irish Theatre, the directors
were confident of their contribution to theﬁdeveIOpment of playwriting in Ireland.
As Lady Gregory puts it in her chapter on ‘play-writing':

We were accused for a while of smothering the work of young writers in

order that we might produce our own, but time has done away with that
libel, and we are very proud of the school of drama that has come into

being through the creation of our theatre.>4
Lady Gregory goes into detail about the method of selection for Abbey plays,
explaining the workings of a reading committee, which took over the burden of
reading all submitted work under the supervision of Yeats and Lady Gregory
herself. Perhaps the most interesting inclusion within this chapter is the printed
form written by Yeats, sent to playwrights whose work "is not good enough to
produce, but yet shows some skill in construction or dialogue”.?? This form was
entitled: 'Advice to Playwrights who are sending plays to the Abbey, Dublin'. In
the early years of the Abbey Theatre, this document was to be the greatest

dramaturgical contribution of the directors towards the growing school of writers.

54 QOur Irish Theatre. p 63.
55 Owr Irish Theatre. p 61-62.

47



The content of this 'Advice to Playwright's is clearly laid out. Yeats starts
by stressing the “educational” nature of the Theatre, the plays of which are
containing "some criticism of life". The bulk of the document stresses this point,
arguing extensively about the content of plays. - There is little advice on the
method of construction, merely finishing with the following paragraphs:

The Abbey Theatre is continually sent plays which show that their writers
have not understood that the attainment of this unity, by what is usually a

long shaping and reshaping of the plot, is the principal labour of the
dramatist, and not the writing of the dialogue.

Before sending plays of any length, writers would often save
themselves some trouble by sending a 'Scenario’, or scheme of the plot,
together with one completely written act and getting the opinion of the

Reading Committee as to its suitability before writing the whole play.36
No suggestion is made that the scenario could be used as the basis for active, two-
way discussion. The attitude of the time was that the writer should not come near
the theatre until the agreement to produce the work is finalised. The general tone
of the document is one of distance and discouragement: there is no personal touch
to the proceedings, by the very fact that this document is a pre-printed sheet, sent
out regardless of the personal problems of the individual writer. Such actions
suggest a lack of sensitivity and intensity within the theatre: a dependence on
bureaucracy and inflexible policy. Despite the widening of the groups appeal and
membership in 1901, there still seemed to be a distance between the directors and
the creation of the art.

This distance is underlined by the official position of the Fay brothers
within the organisation, particularly after 1905, when the "society" was dissolved
into a "limited” company, which according to Hogan and Kilroy, "signalled the
end of a democratic society of amateur players by concentrating the governing
responsibilities in the hands of a board of directors which consisted of Yeats,

Synge and Lady Gregory".’’ As this statement demonstrates, there was no

56 Qur Irish Theatre. p62.
57 Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, The Abbey Theatre: The Years of Synge, 1905 - 1909,
Modern Irish Drama, vol. 3. p34 -35. Henceforth referred to as Hogan 3.
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position on the Board for either of the Fay brothers, meaning that the two people
involved with implementing artistic policy in the theatre had no real authority.

The limitations on both Frank and Willie Fay were to lead to problems and
misunderstandings regarding the aims and actions of the company. Both brothers
had to implement discipline within an organisation where they were virtually
ignored. This was becoming a problem for Frank Fay as early as 1903, when he
complained, in a letter to Yeats, about the complacency and lack of dedication the
actors had. "I am always anxious to help people who want to learn what'l can
teach but no one comes."8 Willie Fay seems to have been better liked by the
company, but as the official stage manager, tended to get more criticism.: On the
infrequent occasions when Miss Horniman exerted her right of opinion on artistic
affairs, it tended to be Willie Fay who faced the full force. This was seen when
the company was on tour in 1906. Willie Fay managed to hold out against
Horniman, but in an undated letter, while on tour, quoted by Hogan and Kilroy,>?
he. demonstrates how he was answerable to the Directors. The letter explains and
gives an insight into the normal tribulations of a stage manager: dealing with
disputes within the acting company over parts; dealing with payment and scenery.
The fact that Fay has to write to Yeats with these problems demonstrates how
unprepared the Directors were to delegate: a situation that could hardly lead to a
consistent approach to the crcatic;n of the theatre.

It should be stressed that both Frank and Willie Fay were, by nature,
practical men who understood the difficulties of running a theatre. Willie Fay
wrote to Yeats in 1903, stating: "I knew quite well that in a business like this there
can be no democracy.” Fay demonstrated that he realised how a more direct
control on the theatre could strengthen the quality of the work, asking the question
of Russell, the leader of the democrats: "Would he suggest electing the Secretary

of the Department by vote of the officials, or is a man put into the position

58 Hogan 2.p 56
59 Hogan3.p 77-78.
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because a capable person to do the work?"$0 This is all very well, but if the
Directors -- those with direct authority over the theatre -- are not prepared to get
involved fully in the running of the theatre, then any "direct authority" fails to be
direct and becomes distant. None of the directors seemed inclined to assist the
Fay brothers with the running of the theatre, choosing to communicate by letter.
This distance is demonstrated by the Abbey Theatre's initial treatment of
one of its most popular playwrights, William Boyle. At the time of the Abbey's
production of his first play, The Building Fund (1905), William Boyle was living
in London, working as a civil servant. It was impossible for the playwright, in
this instance, to become involved with rehearsals: a disadvantage of which Boyle
was well aware. On 13 April, Boyle wrote to his friend, George Roberts,
explaining his desire to see a rehearsal in order to "improve the language of the
dialogue by changing a word here and there...".6! Earlier, just after the initial
completion and submission of The Building Fund, Boyle had written a letter to
another friend within the Movement, D.J. O'Donoghue, in which he shows that he
1s acutely aware of the difficulties of geographical distance. Reporting the
criticisms that the Abbey had made to him (by letter), Boyle suggests changes he

could make, yet feels frustrated by the situation he is in:

Now, I want you if you can do so without much trouble to see Fay and
sound him on this. A man will naturally speak more freely to one he
knows than he would care to write to one he doesn't know. There were
also some slight alterations he mentioned to you might be needed. If I

knew his mind I could make one job of the rewriting.62

Not all of the tension identified in the relationship between the Abbey and
William Boyle can be attributed to geographical distance. Boyle's style of writing
and the popularity of the plays did not suit the Directors, with their literary
inclinations. On reading Boyle's work, today, one can see clearly a weakness of

style. The three popular comedies written at this time, The Building Fund, The

60 Hogan 3. p 36.
61 Hogan 3. p 27.
62 Hogan 2. p 118.
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Eloquent Dempsy (1906) and The Mineral Workers (1906), were all well-made
plays, but without theatrical innovation, using melodrama as much as realism and
adopting popular themes and issues that hide behind comedy when they become
too intense. These plays, based on the Irish issues of the time, but without the
Insh spirit, language and style obvious in the plays of the Abbey Directors, gave
the audience what they wanted to hear, but went against the principle of serious
drama and left the Directors with a dilemma. How could they encourage the new
playwrights to develop their plays with greater integrity, while avoiding the
charge of exclusivity directed at them by certain members of their audience?

One such member of the audience was of course, Joseph Holloway, who
descnibed Boyle's first play, The Building Fund, as a "splendid popular success”
and goes on to comment on ’thc "struggle it had to pass the committee of literary
cranks", who are described as being the "mutual admiration dramatists”.63 Synge,
while sharing Yeats's view that the play was "impossibly vulgar”, may well have
had Holloway's opinions in mind, as he sheds some light on the ﬁircctors'
situation through this letter to Yeats:

It 1s, of course, in many ways a very capable piece of work -- both in

dialogue and putting together, although there are points I do not like -- but

I think it is too near the conventional historical play and has too much

conventional pathos to be the sort of thing we want. On the other hand, we
seem to be short of plays, and it is hard to say on what pretext we should

vote against this stuff, however little we may like it
It looks as if the Directors were only too conscious of their reputation for
disparaging popular work and were anxious to avoid unpopularity. But if the
Directors were to have taken a more active role in the creation of the art, then
these feelings of isolation would not have occurred. It would have been possible
to discuss their ideas with their potential playwrights, clarify the Theatre's

commitment to serious drama, assist with the drafting of their work and to

strengthen their right to be dictatorial.

63 Holloway. p 57.
64 Hogan 3. p 29.




It should be stressed that the Directors did try to advise and assist the
younger dramatists, not only by sending out pre-printed sheets, but with hands-on
assistance. Perhaps the best example 1s that of Padraic Colum, who at the age of
twenty-two, in 1903, provided the Movement with their first true commercial
success, Broken Soil. In the latter half of 1902, Colum was already known to the
"elders" of the movement, being assisted and championed by George Russell who
stated: "He is a rough jewel at present, but a real one. I prophesy about him."
Hogan and Kilroy, who quote the above, state that,

(Colum) had submitted himself to an apprenticeship in playwriting,

working with the Fays, AE and Yeats in perfecting dramatic techniques,
and activity which very soon proved successful when, in 1903, Broken

Soil was produced.$3

Broken Soil proved that the Movement could encompass younger, less
well known writers, capable of producing important work. The fairly objective
newspaper, The Irish Times, praised the play:

It is a cleverly constructed work; the dialogue is natural and energetic; the

1dea running through the three acts is of the very essence of sound drama;
the characters are clearly drawn; and there is not from first to last a

moment without interest.66
The talent at work was to develop further with plays like The Land(1905) and
Thomas Muskerry (1910): the former, another big success for the Abbey Theatre;
the latter, a play worthy of revival to this day.67

Colum, however, had nationalist instincts. This was to create tension
between the playwright and the Theatre, the Directors believing that such
influences would effect the objectivity of his work. In another early play, The
Saxon Shillin’ (1903), the Directors were proved to be right. Refused by Yeats
and the Fays for its theatrical slightness, it led to accusations from Maud Gonne, a
leading advocate of the nationalist cause, that the Fays and the Directors of the

Theatre were "terrorising” Colum. The uneasy balance in loyalty led to Colum

65 Hogan 2. p 42.
66 Hogan 2. p 87.
67 To date, the new Abbey Theatre has failed to produce any revivals of the work of Padraic

Colum.




Figure Three. Lady Gregory, by Gerald Festus Kelly.




finally leaving the theatre in 1907, to join the Theatre of Ireland,%® actions that
Sanford Sternlicht -- a major scholar on the work of Colum -- considered to be

"one of the great mistakes of his life”. Sternlicht continues:

At twenty-six he was too young and too green to stand alone. The Abbey
had nurtured the primitive artist and given him time and scope to
develop.6?

In 1906, when Colum was planning a production of The Land for what
Fay was to term "the enemy", Lady Gregory wrote to Colum to argue against his
moving away from the Abbey. One of the reasons she gave was that "you cannot
have forgotten the most generous and wholehearted help Mr. Yeats gave you on
this very play, taking his best thought, his time and energy from his own work to
do so".70

It seems, therefore, that Colum benefited from the dramaturgic*al
assistance of Yeats during the early years of the Movement and the fact that he
moved eventually away from the Abbey does not diminish this achievement. The
fact remains, however, that Colum was acting without close contact with the
Directors of the Abbey. The discussions over his leaving are conducted by letter;
his leaving was not due to gradual intentions or a desire to discover wider
influences, but to disagreements and conflicts that owe more to misunderstanding
and inflexibility. The distance between playwright and director at the Abbey led
to the early exits of both Colum and (temporarily) Boyle from the Theatre.

Colum and the support he received was an exception to the rule of the
Abbey Theatre. Influenced by the insistence that good theatre was literature, the
Directors of the Abbey continued to send out impersonal statements to potential

writers. The faceless contact, conversely, may well have been influenced by a

68 The Theatre of Ireland was a national theatre organisation, set up in rivalry to the Abbey, in
May 1906, by Stephen Gwynn and Edward Martyn who, by then, had become disaffected with
his former partners. The organisation was to remain amateur but received tremendous support
from many established practitioners who were firmly committed to the nationalist cause. See
Hunt, p67.

69 Sanford Sternlicht (ed.), Selected Plays of Padraic Colum. (New York: Syracuse University,
1986). p xiii.

70 Hogan 3. p 59.

S3



desire not to appear too exclusive. If the theatre had adopted a policy in which
they shared close contact with the playwrights -- allowing accommodation to
write, giving detailed and personal advice, insisting on their attendance at
rehearsals -- then it would have been likely that there would have been fewer
writers available. The limited resources of the theatre meant that the directors
could not support a large group of writers. At the time, and with justification, the
aim of the directors was still to "build up a Celtic and Irish school of dramatic
literature”. The Directors demanded quantity and in terms of the actual number of
new plays produced, up until 1915, the Abbey can be seen as a prolific new
writing theatre. Few of the authors of these new plays, however, were ever
considered to be members of the company: actual playwrights of the Abbey.
With hindsight, however, it is clear that this isolation from the institution was to
impair the lasting impact of many of these new writers and therefore reduced the
achievement of producing a large quantity of new plays.

During the first ten years or so of the Movement's occupation of the Abbey
Theatre, more and more Irish men and women were be ginning to write plays and
send them to the company. New plays by W.B. Yeats and the prolific Lady
Gregory were seen less and less at the Theatre. Between 1899 and 1910, Lady
Gregory and Yeats provided twenty-five new plays for the Abbey between them.
This amounts to a massive forty percent. From 1910 to 1915, the collective
percentage of new plays from Yeats and Lady Gregory dropped to eighteen
percent. This drop was due mainly to a large increase of new plays b)} new
authors. By 1915, the Abbey Theatre had prodﬁccd 117 new plays: a considerable
number. Fifty-two different playwrights had contributed to this achievement,
with only four writers, apart from Yeats and Gregory, contributing more than four
plays: Synge; William Boyle; Lennox Robinson and St John Ervine. These
figures prove that the Directors had achieved their aim in reducing the exclusivity

of the Theatre.
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In terms of lasting impact and the establishing of a writer's theatre,
however, such a wide body of contributors may not have been a good thing. In
his book The Story of the Abbey Theatre, Peter Kavanagh, rightly acknowledges
the difference between the Abbey and other developing theatres at the time:

Many of the small theatres that came into existence during the same peniod

are remembered because they helped in the development of a single

dramatist of genius: the Moscow Art Theatre (1898) produced Chekhov;
the Théatre Libre in Paris (1887) helped Ibsen [sic]; the Avenue Theatre in

London (1894) produced Shaw's first play. The Abbey Theatre in Dublin,

however, produced a whole school of dramatists, many of whom were of
the first rank. Immediately the names of Yeats, Synge, O'Casey, Lady

Gregory, Colum, Robinson, and Murray come to mind.’1
Kavanagh's examples are somewhat double-edged. Is it possible to compare the
work of Chekhov, Ibsen and Shaw with that of Lennox Robinson or T.C. Murray
or even Yeats himself? By making the comparison, Kavanagh has unwittingly
brought to light the continual preoccupation the Abbey has with quantity.

‘ Of the fifty-two playwrights who worked for the Abbey up until ‘1915,
thirty-one contﬁbutcd only one play. These wri;érs do not write for the ihcﬁtre
again, giving up on playwriting before their work had chance Ito develop and
mature. The vast majority of these writers are totally unknown to us today. The
lack of personal contact had not encouraged them to develop their work. Of the
writers who continued to write, how many can credit the Abbey for actually
developing their work? How many of the seven mentioned by Kavanagh have
made a lasting impact on theatre?

In the new Abbey Theatre, after the opening in 1966, revivals of the
Abbey repertoire from the earliest years of the Theatre are few and far between.
There have been nineteen plays by W.B. Yeats produced in the new theatre, most

within special festivals set up in his honour in the Peacock Theatre.’2 Lady

71 Peter Kavanagh, The Story of the Abbey Theatre. (New York: Devin-Adair, 1950. Reprinted
and published by the National Poetry Foundation, Orono, 1976). p 3.

72 Since 1989, the Abbey has been the home for the International Yeats Festival. The director of
this festival, James Flannery, stages each year up to three Yeats plays from the old repertoire.
Aside from providing the venue, the Abbey has little responsibility in the presentation of this
work and has not, since the foundation of this festival, presented its own independent
productions of Yeats's work.
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Gregory has had ten of her plays revived in the new theatre and, as with Yeats's
work, all these productions were produced in the Peacock Thcatrc.‘ The
implication is that neither playwright can command commercial success within
the Abbey today. There have been four plays by Lennox Robinson and two plays
by T.C. Murray produced at the new Theatre, but none from Padraic Colum. The
bulk of the new theatre's acknowledgement of the old, has inevitably been through
revivals of Sean O'Casey's first three plays and the work of J.M. Synge.’3

It is the work of Synge and O'Casey that has brought international
recognition to the Irish Theatre. For all Yeats's supporters throughout the
academic world, few theatres choose to produce his work, while Synge and
O'Casey are considered as much part of the modern international repertoire as
Ibsen, Shaw and Chekhov. By the time O'Casey saw his work produced at the
Abbey, the Theatre had become established as the National Theatre with a subsidy
from the newly created Free State. The Theatre already had an established
repertoire of Irish plays which made it less preoccupied with the development of a
Celtic and Irish school of dramatic literature. The problems that O'Casey
encountered through conflict with a pre-defined institution are dealt with in the
next chapter. While the theatre was truly a pioneering theatre, defining its
relationship with its writers, actors and-audience and mirroring the cultural
developments in the society in which it was created, the Abbey Theatre produced
one playwright of lasting importance: J.M. Synge.

J.M. Synge has become acknowledged as one of the greatest playwrights
of the twentieth century. Since his death in 1909, Synge's work has never been
out of print. His plays are constantly revived, not only by the Abbey but by
theatres around the world. The Playboy of the Western World, once reviled by

Irish nationalists and used as evidence to criticise the suspect nationalism at the

73 Between 1966 and the end of 1989, there have been 15 productions of plays by J.M. Synge at
the Abbey, and 11 productions of the first three plays by Sean O'Casey: see next chapter
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Abbey, has become as much part of the nation’s heritage as the Theatre that
championed it.

Although the nation has adopted Synge as a literary figurehead, the Abbey
rightly cherish their special association with the man and his work and make little
attempt to advance in equal terms, the other playwrights that helped build up that
early school of Irish plays. This is in direct conflict with Kavanagh's claim that the
Abbey is associated with more than one playwright of importance. The
advancement of the plays of Synge, however, has been enough to assure the
Abbey of its place in history, on equal footing with the Moscow Arts Theatre and
the Théatre Libre.

The idea that the Abbey owes its early reputation, in the main, to 1ts
association with Synge, however, challenges immediately the importance of a
writer's theatre. With dramatists of such genius as Synge, is collaboration and
ongoing association a true theatrical necessity? At first glance, it appears that
dramaturgical assistance was the last thing Synge required in the crafting of his
plays.

Synge was a man of independent spirit who enjoyed contradicting the
enemies of the Abbey and their supposed unified strength. There is little doubt
that his plays were bound to upset the audiences of Dublin at the time and his
short interview given to The Evening Mail at the time of The Playboy riots,
considered to be rash, does demonstrate his impatience and belligerence when
confronted with a united front of criticism: "I wrote the play because it pleased
me", he stressed, while insisting that it was "a comedy, an extravaganza, made to

amuse”. Synge is reported to believe that he didn't "care a rap how people take

it".74 A lot of this aggression could be due to an instinctive defensiveness, but the -

playwright always showed natural aloofness towards not only the audiences of his

plays but the company that presented them. While the Theatre and particularly

74 David H. Greene and Edward M. Stephens, J.M. Synge, 1871 - 1909. (Revised Edition, New
York University, 1989). p 258 - 259
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Yeats made every effort to support the plays of Synge, Synge never acknowledges
the fight made on his behalf by those people who were meant to be on his side.
Malcolm Kelsall has written extensively on the relationship between the Fays and
Synge during rehearsals for The Playboy of the Western World. Willie Fay
believed that Synge was really out to annoy his audience and would not make any
changes that were suggested. As Fay puts it with a hint of exasperation, "We
might as well as saved our breath."73 Kelsall believes that Synge gave no help to
the actors, who were obviously worried about the reaction the play would receive,
demonstrating a contempt for those who were actually involved with the creation.
For the greatest dramatist of the movement, Synge seemed to have little interest in
the creation of theatre through the development of a rehearsal.

Such an indifference to the proceedings within rehearsal tends to underline
the fact that Synge was a firm believer in the idea that serious drama was part of
literature. In writing to Frank Fay, Synge stressed that: "The whole interest of our
movement 1s that our little plays try to be literature first.... and drama
afterwards." 6 To his mind, plays were the responsibility of the dramatist and the
dramatist alone. Ann Saddlemyer points out that, "the incessant revising and
meticulous polishing of his plays took place in the study, not on the stage".”’
Constant rewriting was required before even his closest associates could read the
play: Synge would write several versions of a play, lettering each version. After
the problems with The Playboy of the Western World, Synge's friend, Agnes
Tobin wrote from London: "What a blessing you did not go on to version 'L’ if

version 'K' has had such a disastrous effect."78

If the creation of the plays that, in turn, created the Movement happened

outside the Abbey, then it can be implied that the Abbey, not only never was a

writer's theatre, but never needed to be. It is through the success of the work of

75 Malcolm Kelsall, "The Playboy before the Riots", Theatre Research International, Vol. 1,
No.1 October 1975). p29.

76 Letter to Frank Fay, Apnil 1904..

77 Ann Saddlemyer (ed.). J.M. Synge: Plays. (Oxford: Oxford University, 1968). p xi

78 Greene. p 263.
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J.M. Synge that the idea of a literary theatre appears to be justified. Here was a
dramatist creating the most theatrical of plays who, by his own admission,
preferred to complete his work within the study. Like all Independent Theatres at
the time, it was assumed that all the Abbey had to do, to assist the cause of the
serious dramatist, was to exist: providing a place for the plays to be présented.
This theory is undermined, however, by a closer examination of the relationship

between Synge and the Abbey.

The Abbey can lay claim to actively assisting the development of Synge's

work by pointing to his involvement as a Director within the Theatre. Synge was

not dealt with at arms length and, in this sense, was treated differently from any
other writer. Through becoming a Director of the Theatre, it could be suggested
that in some way, Synge was provided with an instinctive form of dramaturgy.

In the first instance there is little reason for Synge's co-option to the Board
of Directors, having little to do with the Theatre in its early years and not being
the first playwright to come to the notice of the original Directors. There seems to
be little analysis of the growing relationship between Synge and Yeats and Lady
Gregory, previous to 1905. Neither Hogan and Kilroy nor Synge's biographers --
David Greene and Edward Stephens or Maurice Bourgeois -- make any comment
on the dramatist's suitability for the post of Director.79 By 1905, however, when
the appointment took place, it is assumed that Synge has equal footing with the
other dramatist-directors: much to the chagrin of Miss Horniman who, rightly,
believed Synge's growing importance as an infringement of what she saw as the
Theatre’s main reason for existence: to develop the art of W.B. Yeats.

Perhaps Synge's co-option was due to a traditional sense of propriety. For
all Synge's belief 1n his own independence and individualism, he was still easily
identified as a member of the ascendancy class within Ireland. As a member of

the upper-middle class, a Protestant and with a Trinity College education, Synge's

79 Maurice Bourgeois. John Millington Synge and the Irish Theatre. (New York: Haskell House,
1966).
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background was similar to Renaissance leaders such as George Russell, Douglas
Hyde and Yeats himself. Such a background would seem superior than those of
either Fay brothers or other aspiring writers such as Colum or Boyle, at least to
Yeats with his ingrained feudalistic vision.

Whatever the reason for Synge's appointment, his work as Director
assisted the development of his own writing. Synge had the opportunity to read,
assess and comment on plays by other dramatists, forcing him to widen his
interest and balance his opinions of theatre. From 1905, Synge was writing a
series of letters, coming into contact with many writers and actors, working and
talking extensively with both Lady Gregory and Yeats, and in doing so,
demonstrated his critical involvement as well as a practical objectivity that could
only have widened and refreshed his understanding of drama and drama
production.80

As the one Director resident in Dublin, it was natural that Synge was to
become involved closely with the day-to-day running of the Theatre. According
to David Greene, Yeats suggested that Synge become Managing Director,
implying that the latter was in a better position, both geographically and
politically, to administer the Abbey. In contrast with his image as an aloof poet,
Synge launched himself into the running of the Theatre, with energy and

sensitivity. Greene lists his actions:

Synge's first experience at running a professional theatre could not have
taken him through a more critical period. He had difficulty keeping Yeats

from feuding with AE, who was in sympathy with the seceders. He helped
the Fays to recruit and train new actors, and he continued to read new

manuscripts submitted to the directors.8!
Synge was also to take a greater creative role, taking on the production of plays

other than his own. Synge directed successful productions of several Lady

80 For a full consideration of Synge's involvement with the Abbey, see Chapters 8 to 14 in
Greene.

81 Greene. p214.
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Gregory plays, in particular, her versions of Teja and The Rogueries of Scapin

(both 1908).

Perhaps the most important influence on Synge's writing, deriving from
his work as Director, was due to the close friendship he felt for the company.
Synge was a companion to both Fay brothers; he travelled with the company
while on tour and, most significantly, Synge fell in love with one of the actresses,
Molly Allgood. Such an association enabled him to craft his parts and characters
with the specific actors available. Synge comments continually, in letters to
Molly Allgood, that he was writing parts for her. He experienced difficulty with
the final script of Deidre of the Sorrows because of the isolation he endured
during his final illness. He wrote to Molly'Allgood: "I long to hear you read the
part, as it is meant to be spoken."82 Elsewhere, he is insistent that J.M. Kernigan
should not resign (over the Fay incident), because Deidre would be impossible
without him.83 Such an approach to creating characters demonstrates a practicality
alien to the "high art" of literature.

Through his love letters as well as through his relations with other
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