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ABSTRACT
THE VITAL ROLE OF TOM MURPHY’'S WOMEN
By

Kathleen Hill-Phipps

Tom Murphy is a highly respected contemporary Irish playwright whose
work usually centers on the conflicts of men, but the women characters
form a vital foundation for his writing. In Ireland, a woman‘s role
traditionally is delineated by her relationship with a man: she is defined
by her father, boyfriend, husband or son. The playwright has an
empathetic view of women, and he acknowledges that women in Ireland
fulfill roles that society places upon them.

Murphy'’s daughters are ignored by their fathers, and 1lacking a
father’s care, the young women become independent, resourceful and
determined. The daughters sense a lack of adult leadership in the home,
and sometimes they fill this vacuum by assuming parenting roles. Because
Ireland reveres family and motherhood, Murphy’s girlfriends diligently
work to secure marriages and children. The wives in Murphy’s plays have
no equal voice in their marriages, and they often become self-reliant
survivors in the face of their husbands’ apathy. The only real power a
woman traditionally has in Ireland is in the home, and Murphy’s mothers
are tenacious, manipulative and domineering; their relationships with
their husbands have eroded, so the mothers exert control through their
children.

Murphy feels that the women in Ireland are often treated like slaves.
While the female characters usually have supporting or minor roles, the

women emerge as a pivotal force in Murphy’s dramaturgy. Tom Murphy stated



in a personal interview that women are the "anchors" of his plays. Murphy
does not use the term "anchor" to denote a major character; rather, the
females have contrasting voices, and they try to ground the men’s
fantasies in reality. This dissertation, in the form of a descriptive
analysis, explores the vital role of Murphy’s women: although they are
treated 1like slaves, the women anchor the plays through hope,

resourcefulness, practicality and reason.
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Introduction

Tom Murphy is widely acknowledged as one of the most influential
playwrights in Ireland today. Between 1961 and 1989, he wrote seventeen
plays and four adaptations. He has served on the Board of Directors of
the Abbey Theatre and has been Writer-in-Association with the innovative
Druid Theatre of Galway. Murphy is a member of the Irish Academy of
Letters for distinction in literature and has won many awards for his
writing. In the spring of 1987, the Irish University Review devoted a
complete issue to Murphy’s plays. In the forward, Irish critic
Christopher Murray states:

Of those with an interest in Irish drama, few can be unaware of
Murphy’s impact on the Irish theatre in recent years, especially
since the extraordinary production at the Abbey Theatre of The
Gigli Concert. It is high time that his work was given the
sustained critical attention which a special issue affords.'
Murphy’s work has had a great impact in Ireland, and Theatre Ireland

describes The Gigli Concert as: "the most significant event in European

theatre since the premiere of Waiting for Godot in Paris in 1953."

Murphy’s plays have also been produced in London, and his work is becoming
increasingly well known in America.

Most of Murphy’s plays, like those of other contemporary Irish
dramatists, center on the conflicts of men. This focus reflects a
strongly male-dominated society. Currently, the President of Ireland is
a woman, but Elizabeth Coxhead in her book Daughters of Erin states,

"Ireland, more than most, is a man’s country . . . the famous talk is



2
masculine talk; the new ideas are sparked off in clubs and bars which are
still largely a male preserve" (13).

In Murphy‘’s plays, the situation of the female characters is a
reflection of a male-dominated society, and the women are usually not the
major characters. Nevertheless, the woman’s presence is indispensable.
Murphy considers the female characters in his plays to be the anchors of
his work: the females symbolize hope, reality, survival and constancy.
The playwright also acknowledges that women in Ireland fulfill "roles that
had been forced on them by life."> A woman’s role in Ireland is usually
delineated by her relationship with a man, rather than by her individual
worth: she is her father’s daughter, her husband’s wife, or her son’s
mother. In Ireland, as in many societies, women’'s needs are usually
subordinated, while the desires of the men are valued.

Murphy’s view of women has been influenced by John Connolly’s book
Labour in Irish History. In this work, Connolly, the father of Irish
socialism, states: "The worker is a slave of capitalistic society, the
female worker is the slave of that slave."* Connolly’s writing helped to
increase Murphy’s interest in the role of women in Ireland. The
playwright has an empathetic view of women. Kimball King in Ten Modern
Irish Playwrights states that Murphy "is equally critical of the demeaning
treatment of women in past and present societies."(87) Critic Fintan
O’Toole observes that Murphy’s plays reflect "a new awareness of the whole
way that women had borne so much of the ignorance and narrowness of this
society."’ Murphy’s female characters are neglected and sometimes they are
beaten and abused, but Murphy does not advocate this treatment. His plays
hold a mirror to his society, reflecting both the beauty and the dark side

of his culture.
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This dissertation examines the hypothesis that while Murphy’s women
characters are often treated like "slaves," they also play the vital roles
of being "anchors." It seems contradictory that the woman in Murphy’s
dramas can play the vital role of an anchor while she lives in a society
that treats her like a slave, but this study demonstrates that the paradox
is possible: while Murphy’s women often have a subordinate position in the
plays, their presence is indispensable.

A review of the literature reveals that many articles have been
written analyzing specific plays or trends in Murphy’s drama, but the role
of women in Murphy’s plays has not been extensively analyzed. Various
research techniques have been used in this study. The author studied
Irish dramatic literature at the University College Galway and was granted
two lengthy personal interviews with Tom Murphy. Reviews, articles and
interviews were gathered at the Abbey Theatre archives. Also, the author
saw the Abbey Theatre’s productions of A Whistle in the Dark (1987) and
T Gi Concert (1991), as well as a video version of the Druid
Theatre’s production of Conversations on a Homecoming. Fintan O’Toole,
the author of The Politics of Magic: The Work and Times of Tom Murphy also
granted the author a personal interview. The findings from this research
substantiate the indispensable role of Murphy’s women.

Murphy’s female characters are a great contrast to the women
characters of the Irish Renaissance. At the turn of the twentieth
century, when Ireland was fighting for independence from England, women
played a significant role in the literary, political and artistic life in
Ireland.® 1Irish women "fought, plotted, planned, wrote, painted, acted
alongside their male comrades as equals."’ (emphasis added) Accordingly,

in the literature of this period, female characters have dominant roles:
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one remembers Yeats’ Cathleen ni Houlihan and the Countess Cathleen from
the plays bearing those titles; Synge’s women are extremely vital,
including Maurya in Riders to the Sea, Nora from In the Shadow of the Glen
;nd Pegeen Mike from The Playboy of the Western World; O‘’Casey wrote
tremendous women’s roles, including Juno from Juno and the Paycock, Minnie
in The Shadow of a Gunman and Nora in The Plough and the Stars.

Women were influential in helping Ireland gain sovereignty, and the
female characters in the plays written during the Irish Renaissance were
powerful. However, in 1922 when the Irish Free State was established,
women were not rewarded for their efforts. Coxhead also states:

when victory was won [the women) were thanked and sent back to
the domestic hearth. Those who made nuisances of themselves in
protest were visited with the utmost opprobrium and resentment,
traces of which still exist.®
This is the Ireland of which Murphy writes: a male-dominated society where
the women’s opinions are discouraged.

The female characters in contemporary Irish drama have a much smaller
role than the women of the Irish Renaissance, but their voice is still
crucial. The women are infrequently the central characters of Murphy’'s
plays because his writing accurately reflects a male-dominated society,
yet Murphy calls the woman in his plays the anchor. How does the term
ranchor” apply to the women in Murphy’s writing? Literally, an anchor is
of relatively small weight in comparison to the ship; similarly, the
women’s roles in Murphy’s plays are frequently much smaller than the
men’s. When an anchor is in use, it is not visible above the water, but
its effect is strongly felt; much of the women’s power is below the

surface, and, like an anchor, their presence creates stability. The women

act as mainstays of strength as they try to keep their fathers, boyfriends



and husbands on a practical path.

The women are sources of reality, and they often work to keep the men
from drifting into dreams and fantasy. An anchor digs into the ground at
the bottom of a body of water, and it keeps the boat from being carried
"off course."” Similarly, Murphy’s female characters tightly hold onto
their goals and dig in deeply to keep the men in their lives from slipping
away; this often causes many male characters to see the women as
threatening, negative, suffocating presences.

An anchor is tied to the boat with a cable, and many women characters
bind themselves to the men with cords of guilt, duty or perseverance.
Often, the men want to escape the strong pull of the women, but they seem
unable to completely sever the cord. An anchor can keep a ship from
disaster in a storm, but it can also keep a boat from sailing freely in
good weather. The female characters often act as restraints; the women
think they are keeping the men they love from crashing on the rocks, but
the men would rather brave the storm and ride the rough winds.

Murphy’s women want the stability of a ship safely anchored at
harbor, while the men want to confront the uncharted waters of the sea.
The female characters may not be able to keep the men in the "safe
harbor," but they strongly make their presence known, slowing the men down
as they try to sail toward fantasy. Murphy’s women characters are not
consciously set on destroying the men‘s dreams; rather, the women want to
help create a life that is stable and realistic. These goals are often in
complete conflict with the dreams of the men, and this divergence creates
great struggles between the sexes.

In Ireland, women are usually not allowed to be the rudders, so

Murphy’s female characters are never allowed to "guide" the ship while a
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man is present; instead, they try to stabilize the ship during a storm.
Murphy’s women can never actually steer the ship away from disaster; as
anchors, the female characters can only try to slow the ship down as
danger approaches. Instead of being proactive, the women are forced to be
reactive; this keeps the females the slave of a slave.

Women in Murphy’s dramas fulfill a vital role in the lives of
Murphy’s men, even when the females are secondary or minor characters. The
daughters are usually rays of hope for the cynical adults; the girlfriends
are a source of reality and stability; the wives represent survival in the
midst of very difficult circumstances; the practical mothers are often
anchors in a negative way, because they tie down their husbands and
children. The women in Murphy’'s plays are anchors because they try to
ground the men in reality; their voices are often small, but indispensable

to Murphy’s dramaturgy and his vision of contemporary Ireland.
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CHAPTER I: The Daughters

The daughters in Ireland are at a disadvantage because traditionally,
Irish mothers have had a closer bond with their sons than their daughters.
This may be because the mothers often become economically dependent on
their sons. Because Tom Murphy’s daughters have unsatisfactory
relationships with their mothers, the daughters look to their fathers for
affection, but none of Murphy’s daughters has a loving relationship with
her father. The young women learn, therefore, to depend on themselves.

In 1964, Murphy read Labour in Irish History by James Conolly, the

founder of the Socialist movement in Ireland. Conolly states, "The worker
is the slave of the capitalist society, the female worker is the slave of
that slave."' This statement increased Murphy’s interest in the status of
women, and he began to explore the concept that the woman in Ireland is
the slave of a slave.’ Connolly adds:
The daughters of Irish peasantry have been the cheapest slaves
in existence . . . the peasant in whom centuries of servitude
and hunger has bred a fierce craving for money, usually regarded
his daughters as beings sent from God to lighten his burden
through life.?
Murphy’s fathers are often confused and disillusioned, and the men allow
their daughters to work like slaves and carry a great deal of burden.
Daughters in Ireland are faced with a difficult role: traditionally,
they have been raised to be independent because the girls are likely to
immigrate or marry a man who lives away from the extended family.
Sociologist Tom Inglis states that Irish daughters are: "reared to be
responsible, competent and independent, which gives them a greater sense

nd

of autonomy. Murphy'’'s daughters yearn for affection, love and a cohesive

family unit, but the young women are often neglected; the positive aspect
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of their upbringing is that the daughters are encouraged to rely on
themselves during times of difficulty, and Murphy’s daughters become
strong and capable. Their fathers do not protect them, show them
affection, nor do the fathers comfort the daughters. 1Instead of relying
on their fathers, the girls come to realize their inner strength.

This chapter will discuss Petra in Too Late for Logic, who is torn

between her separated parents; Anne, the daughter of an absent alcoholic
in Conversations on a Homecoming; Maeve in Famine, a young woman who
starves while her father refuses to immigrate; and Maudie in The Sanctuary
Lamp, an orphan whose grandparents neglect her. These young women are not
victims; instead, they are victors, because they emerge from the trials of
family life and become stronger individuals.

Murphy‘’s daughters have all been forced to take on adult
responsibilities at an early age, and Petra in Murphy’s most recent play,
Too Late for Logic, (1989) is no exception. The play begins as Petra’s
father, Christopher, is trying to decide if he should commit suicide. The
fifty-year-old philosophy professor has left his family six months earlier
to devote himself to his research, and he is scheduled to deliver a
prestigious, televised speech on Schopenhauer’s two day visit to Ireland
in 1802. He is at the height of his career, and he may be awarded the
position of department chairman, replacing a colleague who has just died.
We hear: "A report from the gun,"® which signals that Christopher has
killed himself. The scene becomes surrealistic as shadows come onto the
stage. The play then takes the form of a flashback, and we learn the
circumstances that have led to Christopher'’s suicide.

Petra, who is sixteen, and her brother Jack, who is eighteen, arrive

at their father’s door. They find that their father has just had to have
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his dog, Chokki, put to sleep, but he is oblivious to the fact that his
sister-in-law, Cornelia, is dead. Cornelia was not only his wife’'s
sister, but she was also his brother’s wife. She died the day before, but
Christopher does not know because he routinely turns down the volume on
his answering machine when he realizes he is receiving a call from his
wife, Patricia. His apathy forces his children to act as diplomats, going
between their mother and father.

Petra feels torn between her devotion to her mother and her love of
her father, and she functions as an artful negotiator. Petra means
"rock,"” and her name suits her well, because she is the source of
stability in the family. When she and Jack arrive at their father’s room
and see that he is ignoring a call from their sobbing mother, it is Petra
who answers the phone and assumes the responsibility of trying to comfort
her mother. Petra realizes that her father should try to be supportive
of Patricia, and she feels anger and resentment at her father's
callousness, but she still keeps the lines of communication open with her
father, and gives him every opportunity to renew his relationship with
her.

Petra and Jack ask their father to go with them to the Priory, a
vacant church that has been turned into a disco; here, they hope to find
Michael (Christopher’s brother and Cornelia’s husband) whom they hear has
threatened to commit suicide. As they wait for Michael at the pub, Petra
constantly tries to get her father'’s attention. 1In Ireland, some people
consider it unladylike for a woman to have a full pint of beer, but the
sixteen-year-old Petra orders a full pint, partially to see her father'’'s
reaction. Petra has tried many positive ways to get her father to notice

her, and when that does not work, she begins behaving in a way that might
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at least shock him.

Petra drinks, smokes and swears in front of her father; she is hungry
for any reaction from him, even if it is negative. Petra rolls a
cigarette, which annoys her father because it reminds him that she is no
longer a child. He says to her, "Why aren‘t you at home with your
mother?" (17) to which an affronted Petra replies, "I could ask the same
of you, couldn‘t I?" (17). Christopher feels that Petra does not belong
in a pub, but one wonders if this is not partially an excuse because he is
uneasy spending time with his children.

He demands to know why Petra will not go home, and she defends
herself, explaining that Patricia has gone out for the evening. Petra
does not understand why her father cannot try to relax and enjoy their
time together; his tenseness and his critical attitude wound her, and she
moves away from him. As she goes to another table, Petra adds, "I just
didn’t want to miss - the fun" (17). She stays in the pub out of a
feeling of loyalty: she wants to be there to help if her Uncle Michael
arrives, and Petra also hopes that her father might eventually show her
some affection.

She plans to get her Uncle Michael extremely drunk so he will not
kill himself or hurt anyone else. When he arrives, he is: "beyond a state
of being simply drunk,” (17) but Petra dutifully gets him more whiskey.
She is like his guardian angel, watching over him and plying him with
alcohol, hoping to anesthetize his suffering. Her motives are to help her
uncle, but Murphy’s stage directions note: "It’s doubtful that Michael
ever registers - recognizes Petra in this scene" (21). She wants so badly
to help her uncle, but he literally does not even know she is there;

similarly, she wants to help her father, but he will not acknowledge her
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presence, either.

Besides helping her uncle, Petra continues to try to comfort her
mother. She sneaks away from the action several times to call Patricia
and see if she is home yet. As the play progresses, one begins to notice
that the parenting roles have been reversed. The daughter calls to see if
the mother is safely home, and Petra becomes the care-giver to her mother,
father and uncle. No one notices Petra or gives her support, but then
again, she acts as if she does not need anyone’s help.

She fends for herself and she tries to act like a grown woman, but
the adult world is full of pain and conflict. After Monica, the barmaid,
finds a gun in Michael’s pocket, Petra tells her brother:

Two girls, Jack - children - from my school attempted suicide
last year! I think one of them succeeded . . . Fuck! Five
girls - I know them personally - have done that little trip, for
that little operation? . . . Some of them didn’t come back!
(26).
Petra talks of the young women at her school as "children," and this
reminds us that Petra is still, in many ways, a child; but girls her age
are often forced to make adult decisions. Several of her friends have
taken the "little trip" to England where abortion is legal, and some girls
have never come back. Maybe they are too ashamed, or the "operation" may
have caused severe complications; regardless, Petra realizes that the
adult decisions young people make sometimes have long-term ramifications.

Petra is extremely loyal, and she comes to her father’'s defence when
a drunk picks a fight with him. Intervening, face to face with the drunken
man, she says, "Did you want to hit someone? Do-you-want-to-hit-somebody?
Hit me then! Go on! You extremely stupid person! Go on, hit me! Hit

mel”™ (29). The drunk finally does hit her and his blow sends her

sprawling, while her brother puts the man in a hold that renders him
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ineffective. Petra tries to prove her faithfulness and dependability to
her father, and Jack also comes to his rescue. After the fight, the
children’s resentment begins to build when they realize that Christopher
does not even seem grateful.

Michael escapes during the brawl, and when the group finally catches
up with him, it is Petra who goes forward to comfort her uncle.
Initially, Michael does not recognize his niece, but when he remembers who
she is, he says that he has not seen her in months, oblivious to the fact
that she has been watching over him all evening at the pub. Petra chooses
words that will reassure and comfort him, and he cries at her feet. The
pressure of bearing the burdens of the adults in her family becomes too
much for her, and she finally acknowledges her own grief. Petra has been
repressing her sorrow all day and she finally begins to weep.
Christopher’s apathy has kept him from assuming the role of the comforter,
80 Petra has come forward to fill the vacuum; but she is only sixteen, and
the emotional burden of being the "rock"” for both her mother and her uncle
has become too much for her. She disappears into the shadows as the
others come forward to care for Michael.

Christopher finally tries to comfort Petra, but he has pushed her
aside too often that evening, and the gesture of kindness has come too
late. She explodes at her father, reminding him that she has tried to be
a model daughter, saying:

Did I get pregnant, did I commit suicide, did I have to go away
and have an abortion?. . . does any of it matter - does anything
matter to you? Will I drop out of college, will I drop out of
life, will I walk out on my family when I have them, will I know
how to be a parent? Man! Do you know the meaning of trust,
trust, trust, trust? Big deal, the man of letters, the speech
maker, the professor! Oh! and Jack-Jack-Jack is back there for

you! You shit! You nothing! . . . Mum is at home now. Nite!
(33).

-
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She has never given her father any cause to worry about her, yet he
refuses to compliment or reassure her. Petra resents the fact that the
small amount of affection Christopher feels is directed toward her
brother, Jack. Nothing positive she has ever done has caught her father’s
attention. She has been a "good girl," yet he has not given her a second
glance, so she drinks pints of beer, smokes cigarettes, stays out late and
swears to try to get his attention. None of her tactics have worked, so
she finally gets Christopher’s attention by a direct frontal assault.

Petra‘s passionate speech to her father often caused audiences to
break into applause.® The audience empathizes with her frequent attempts
to please her father; when nothing seems to work, we feel a small
catharsis when she rebukes him for his thoughtlessness. After this
upsetting altercation, Christopher has a nightmare where he realizes that
he has made a mistake in valuing his career more than the needs of his
family.

The next time Petra appears is at the reception after Cornelia’s
funeral, and her mother is finally introduced on-stage. After a lengthy
delay, Patricia has signed the legal separation papers, and she tells
Christopher that the past six months have been very difficult for her, but
now she is "happy and relaxed" (42). He is startled to find that his wife
is at peace about their separation. Christopher has brought a rose for
Petra, but he is unsure how to present it, so he puts it down near her.
She moves away from the rose a little later, hoping that her father will
actually give the flower to her.

He never makes the first move to reach out to her; this has been the
perpetual pattern in their relationship: Christopher expects his daughter

to always make the first move, physically and emotionally. Petra leaves
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the flower where her father placed it until she is ready to go. Her
father never gives her the rose, so she must take it herself. As she
picks up the flower, Petra asks if it is an olive branch. Christopher
could have made a small gesture of reconciliation, but he denies the
emotional meaning of the flower and says: "No, it‘s a rose" (53). The
rose becomes a metaphor for their father/daughter relationship:
Christopher occasionally does try to express his feelings for Petra, but
he expects her to do most of the emotional work in their relationship; he
expects her to always come to him.

Christopher cannot bring himself to openly admit that he cares for
her at all. He has tried to reestablish an avenue of communication
between them by giving her a rose, but he never actually presents it to
her. Petra realizes that if she wants a relationship with her father, she
must meet him more than halfway. As she leaves, Petra senses something is
wrong, and again the daughter takes the parenting role. She asks her
father, ". . . Are you alright?" (53) and he nods. Although he has
disappointed her by not openly showing her affection, Petra still does not
feel she can go until she is sure her father is all right.

This is the last time he sees his daughter, and when Christopher
leaves the funeral reception, he realizes that he has completely alienated
his family; he is horrified to realize that they can survive without him.
Christopher kills himself, and the Voice Over relays a chilling metaphor
from Schopenhauer’s Parali ena; humanity is like:

a group of porcupines on a cold winter’s day crowded close
together to save themselves from freezing by their mutual
warmth. Soon, however, they felt each other'’s spines, [quills]
and this drove them apart again. Whenever their need brought
them more closely together, this - evil - intervened, until,

thrown this way and that, between the cold and the spines, they
found a moderate distance from one another at which they could
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survive best . . . (54).
These final words of the play leave the audience with a dismal comparison:
like freezing porcupines, people must find a tolerable distance between
each other; humanity must achieve a suitable compromise by finding the
happy medium between being close to each other (and hurting each other) or
being distant from one another (and freezing to death.)

Christopher tries to remove himself from the jabbing "spines" of
family life, but Petra keeps reaching out to him. He has devoted his life
to philosophy, but the title of the play reminds us that it is too late
for logic, the basis of philosophy; human relationships are often not
logical. Christopher wants to be self-sufficient, but Petra’s gentle
presence keeps reminding him that a family offers warmth in addition to
the pain.

Petra, like Murphy'’'s other daughters, is a strong contrast to her
father. She is very life-affirming; Petra is the strong one, while
Christopher becomes fatalistic and kills himself. The daughters work to
negate futility, and there is hope for Christopher’s family because of
Petra’s strength. She tries to act like an anchor, pulling her father
back to a life with his family. Her brother, Jack, faces the same
difficult confrontations, but he does not seem nearly as strong as his
sister. Desmond Rushe, drama critic for the Irish Independent, calls
Jack: "anchorless."’ Jack is two years older that his sister, yet it is
Petra who strives to give her family stability.

Petra is an integral part of this play, and her role is far larger
than any of Murphy’s other daughters. She appears in all but two of the
eight scenes in this play, and her presence is bold and brash. Petra is

strongly allied to her mother. She deeply resents the injustice
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Christopher has done to her mother and she becomes Patricia’s standard-
bearer. Petra has a fierce protectiveness of those whom she loves, and
this gives her a strong power.

Standing firmly in her convictions, Petra is very vocal in defending

her beliefs. Jerry Moriarty of the Irish Press agrees that: "The strong
characters in this play are women . . . the men in the work revolve around

them as bewilderingly as electrons around a nucleus."® Petra has been
forced to mature quickly; she does not have her father's guidance, and her
mother has become very needy, so Petra assumes the role of the parent
figure in this play. She has a resolve and strength that Christopher
seems to envy.
Murphy, like the character Christopher, is legally separated from his
wife, and Murphy acknowledges that he was, in some aspects, thinking of
his own daughter when he created Petra.’ He describes Petra as:
A sixteen-year-old girl trying to ‘bring up’ her parents - a
sixteen- year-old girl fighting for attention, validly, as is
her right. I found a tremendous courage (in Petra] and I think
her gentleness is lovely - that she’s so caring - the ‘child-
woman’ as I describe her, is a fascinating period in a woman's
life . . . the extremes of rage and gentleness and caring - I
think that in the male counterpart the extremes are fuzzed -
there seems to be greater confusion [in the men).'

Part of the reason Petra goes from the extremes of rage and gentleness is

because she has taken on many responsibilities for a person her age.

Christopher’s emotional distance enslaves Petra, as she constantly
tries to please him, but each time he hurts her, she forgives him and
comes back to his side. Petra, the "rock," is loyal, kind, nurturing and
generous; she feels a void of adult leadership in her family, and she

rises to fill the vacuum. Most of the time she puts on a brave front, and

her optimism reassures those around her. She is constantly holding out an
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olive branch to her father, and she tries to stabilize her family as it is
drifting apart. Petra attempts to be an anchor, but her sheer will power
cannot hold her family together. Christopher is too proud to rely én his
daughter’s strength; had he leaned on her stability, she might have kept

him from crashing on the rocks.

Anne, the pub owner'’s daughter from Conversations on a Homecoming,
(1985) also acts as an ambassador between her parents. Her father, JJ, is
an alcoholic and her mother, Missus, neglects her, yet Anne’s independence
and optimism give hope to Michael Ridge, who returns to Galway after he
has tried to work in New York as an actor for ten years. Anne‘s father
had encouraged Michael to pursue acting, and after failing as an actor,
Michael comes home to renew some of the optimism of his youth, which JJ
had inspired.

Anne is seventeen years old, and she loves her father although the
people of Galway scorn him. Ten years earlier, JJ tried to model himself
after President Kennedy, and he encouraged freedom of expression, optimism
and liberal thinking. After the President’s assassination, JJ fell into
a depression. Now, he rarely comes home, leaving his wife and daughter to
tend to the everyday details of running the pub. There are only references
to JJ, who never actually appears in this play. His daughter is an anchor
and a source of hope, because she never gives up her belief in her father,
though everyone else dismisses him.

Anne plays a small, but significant part. onv tions o
Homecoming begins and ends with her starring out the window, waiting for
her father to come home. Most of her actions in the play are either

centered on waiting for a man (her father) or serving a man. Anne is
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definitely treated as a slave in this play; she cleans the bar and runs
errands, and no one but Michael pays any attention to her. It is
significant to note that Anne is Liam’s intended wife, yet during the
play, all he does is say hello to her. Liam never asks her how she is,
and when he leaves, he does not say goodbye to her. 1In agreeing to marry
Anne, he has made a busjiness arrangement with Missus, and he is
unenthusiastic in the way he treats Anne, probably because Liam thinks
that the "deal” with her is already finalized.

When he marries Anne, Missus will make sure that Liam becomes the
manager of the pub. He realizes how much the real estate could be worth,
as tourism is growing in Galway, and Anne becomes a pawn in a good
business deal. Junior, Peggy and Michael all comment on how pretty Anne
is, but she is attractive to Liam because she will inherit her mother'’s
pub.

Anne spends most of the play looking for her father in other pubs,
but when she returns toward the end of the play, she has been unsuccessful
in locating her father. When Anne meets Michael, she likes him because he
remembers her father warmly. Anne quickly agrees when Michael asks her if
she would like to go for a walk in the woods later. This seems innocent
enough, but she is promised to Liam, and the men become very possessive of
her. Michael’s former best friend, Tom, considers Anne to be: "Liam’s
territory."!! Liam defends his "territory" and he says to Michael, "Don't
start messin’ fella. Invested time and money. My - our territory" (72).
Liam’s description of Anne is definitely in terms of a business asset,
because he has ;nvested time and money. Liam does not say that he cares
for Anne, nor does he suggest that she has any affection for him; instead,

he speaks of Anne as if she is a financial transaction.
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Anne wants to spend some time with Michael because she senses that he
8till loves her father, while everyone else in town ridicules JJ; the love
they have for JJ is a common bond. But the backlash of the men is too
strong, and Michael regretfully breaks the date with her. Anne is crucial
because although she suffers many disappointments, she represents hope.
Murphy states:
Anne has five or six lines in the whole thing, but she is
central - she’s very, very important to the play. And it’s
interesting in my point of view that the hope that is vested in
the play, in the end, is in Anne. Michael has discovered
something about himself and his hometown and is returning to
America saying, ‘They’ve probably cut down the woods now
anyway, ' and she says, ‘There’s still the gtream.’ 1It’s a much
more affirmative attitude towards the women.'?
Michael had invited her to go for a walk in the woods, but Tom’s cynicism
has made Michael skeptical, as well. Galway has changed so much since he
left, and Michael remarks sadly that the woods must be gone, too. Anne
counters that statement by saying: "There’s still a stream" (74). Her
emphasis, in contrast, is on what is there, rather than what may be gone
or changed. Her youthful optimism acts as a salve to soothe the anger and
torment of the raw emotions that have been exposed during the play. During
the drunken evening of male bonding, anger is mingled with storytelling,
jokes and singing. Sometimes the reunion is full of hilarious drunken
antics, but at other times, the tone of the dramatic action is searing.
Were it not for Anne, this would be a very bleak play.
Michael decides to return to America the next day without even seeing
Anne‘’s father. He says to her, "Tell him (JJ) I love him," (74) as he
leaves. Anne remains optimistic; although she would have enjoyed having

some time with Michael and her father, his parting words reaffirm that

someone else still cares for her father, too. She is disappointed that
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Michael is leaving, but this is diminished by the fact that he still loves
her father, and this gives Anne encouragement. The play ends as she
"continues in the window as at the beginning of the play, smiling her
gentle hope out at the night" (74).

Murphy creates the image that Anne is a ray of light, surrounded by
darkness, anger and a sense of fatalism. At the end of the play, she sits
in the window and in Murphy’'s stage directions, she is able to radiate
hope into the night. She refuses to give up her faith, and in the midst
of the dark, she exudes warmth. Anne’s hope succeeds in convincing us
that confidence and trust are warranted, even when hurtful circumstances
cause us to be cynical. An anchor can act as a ballast, and Anne keeps the
play from drifting into an atmosphere of cynicism. Her youthful hope is
vital, and it shines like a candle, making the skepticism and fatalism
that surround her seem less harmful and desolate.

Anne is the daughter of an absent alcoholic, and her mother ignores
her unless she needs her to do something; she is promised to a man who is
almost twice her age who treats her as an acquisition, yet it is Anne who
has a very positive attitude about life. Several adult characters have
become very bitter, and Anne’s youthful optimism is a necessary contrast.
Murphy adds: "Life hasn’t hammered her. The background has obviously been
very, very difficult - not having her father, a rundown business . . .
(but] Anne does not yield up her belief in life, her hope or her ideals
either."'” Her belief, hope and optimism are indispensable, because they
help to balance the harsh emotions of the disenchanted adults around her.
JJ may have forgotten his dreams, but his daughter has inherited a sense
of hope from her father, and her optimism shines through the despair that

is woven into the play.
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In Conversations on a Homecoming, Anne is surrounded by skepticism
and anger, but in Famine, (1968) the daughter, Maeve Connor, is surrounded
by death; she and her family are trying to survive the Famine of the
18408, during which more than one million Irish starved to death, while
another one million five-hundred thousand immigrated, hoping to escape the
disease and starvation.'* The major conflict in this play focuses on the
contrasting views taken by Mother and John Connor concerning their
survival. Maeve is not a central character, but she is integral to the
plot because she, unlike her siblings who die, is a survivor.

In the first scene of the play, the Connors are giving a wake for
Maeve'’s sister. The young woman is the second Connor daughter to starve
to death, and the girls have died because their father, John Connor,
insisted on reserving enough potatoes for seed to plant that season’s crop
rather than feeding his family with part of those potatoes. Surviving
with Maeve is her mother, father and her younger brother, Donaill.

The play is divided into twelve scenes, and Maeve appears in seven of
those scenes, although she has lines only in five of them. She is a
significant character because she is resourceful and determined, and this
is a clear contrast to her father, who appears to be immobilized by the
horrors of the Famine. While most of Murphy’s daughters represent hope,
almost all of Maeve’s optimism has been destroyed by hunger. Maeve is
essential because she represents survival. She is the starving voice of
reality, which contrasts greatly with Connor’s fantasies of hospitality
and being a good village chieftain. Maeve learns to rely on herself, and
it is she, not her father, who emerges as a victor at the end of the play.

Initially, Maeve embodies the loyal, obedient daughter, and she, like

all Murphy daughters, is neglected. Maeve does not have a close
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relationship with her father. He has let two of her sisters starve to
death, while he lavishes food on the mourners at the wake. Maeve must
feel that she, too, is expendable. She knows she is not a priority in her
father’s life, and this is evident when he forces her to generously
distribute food and drink to the mourners at her sister’s wake. Connor
says to the mourners, "Drink. Drink up . . . Bring out more food, Maeve.
Call the fiddler. ‘Tis a poor class of wake ye’‘re giving my daughter

n!S  pobacco could have been sold for

« « + We can’'t send them off mean.
food, and it must be unbearably difficult for Maeve to graciously give
refreshments to the guests, knowing that this food might have saved her
sister’s life. At the beginning of the play, Connor has the food to feed
his family, but he keeps it stored away, saved for some special occasion,
ironically, like a wake. This sends a strong message to Maeve: if she
wants to survive, she must fend for herself, because her father will not
protect her.

Maeve’'s father has noble motives, and she is torn between admiration
of her upright father, and fear that he has no practical plan to help his
family survive. Connor says: "Welcome be the holy will of God. No matter
what he sends ‘tis our duty to submit. And blessed be His name, even for
this, and for anything else that’s to come. He’ll grace us to understand
it"™ (20). Connor appears virtuous and benevolent in his words, but Maeve
must realize a sad irony: the actual root of her father’s character is a
stubborn pride.

Connor seems like Agamemnon who sacrifices his daughter Iphigenia to
appease the gods so that he will have a successful battle against Troy;
similarly, Connor has sacrificed two of his daughters to the Famine, to

show God that he is a selfless, strong leader, hoping that God will then
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bless him in his battle against the elements. Connor may believe that his
motives are worthy, but he has let his daughters starve so that he can
appear generous to the community.

After the funeral of Maeve’s sister, Connor and Maeve dig in the
blighted fields, and they look for a few salvageable potatoes. The stage
directions note that her industriousness contrasts with the idleness of
the men who watch the guarded harvest wagons pass. Maeve: "is foraging
with her hands," (23) and she is very hardworking. She is not afraid to
exert herself to help her family, but hunger has made Maeve sullen and
bitter.

Guarded crop wagons pass as Maeve and her father work. Micheleen, a
hunchback, offers to steal a handful of oats for Maeve as a wagon goes by.
She says: "Would you get it for me?" (23). The emphasis is Murphy’s, and
this implies that Maeve knows her father would never break the law to help
her. Connor is very ethical, but his neighbors’ opinion of him is a
higher priority than his daughter’s welfare. This makes Maeve determined
to care for herself.

Later in this scene, the crowd descends upon Mickeleen when the
priest reminds them that he accepted soup from the Protestants a year
earlier. During the Famine, some Protestants’ relief kitchens gave soup
only to the starving who converted to the beliefs of the Reformed church.
Maeve turns against the man who had earlier offered to steal some oats for
her. She joins in the crowd as they attack Mickeleen, yelling: “Souper!
Souper! . . . Kick him!" (29-30). The way that Maeve and Connor react to
the attack on Micheleen reveals how different the father and daughter are.
Connor tries to be the village peace-keeper, but Maeve feels justified in

berating someone whom the community believes has betrayed them. She
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finally has a means to release some of her internalized fury by attacking
Mickeleen. Maeve would probably like to confront her father, but
physically and emotionally, she does not have the strength; instead, she
feels somehow vindicated by denouncing Mickeleen.

Maeve’s rage is incited because she is starving. Her mother has been
mixing cow’s blood with weeds, hoping to give the weeds some nutritional
value; this is all the food the family has to eat, but Connor insists on
sharing anything they have with their neighbors. This is consistent with
the Irish tradition that a family should never allow anyone to be turned
away hungry from their door; also, Maeve’s family is descended from the
ancient kings of Ireland, and her father feels the need to act as the
noble village chieftain. He values his position as village elder more
highly than his position as father, and hunger causes Maeve to have a
harshness "more suited to a bitter hag" (43).

In the "Love Scene," Liam asks Maeve to marry him, and he offers her
nuts and an apple. As she eats, "progressively she becomes a sixteen-
year-old again" (45). Hunger has stolen Maeve’s youthfulness, but when
she is given food some of her enthusiasm for life returns. During this
scene, Maeve finally begins to relax and enjoy being a young woman. Liam
kisses her three times, and then they laugh and sing. One senses healing
in Maeve, as she acts like a carefree girl for the first time during the
play.

Until this scene, Maeve has never relaxed, but after she is nourished
by the food, she laughs as she relays an ironic story. Maeve explains
that a magistrate and the rent collector both came to take the family’s
cow in partial payments of debts; the men nearly came to blows, and her

father, the eternal peace-keeper, even intervened to help mediate between
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the magistrate and the rent collector. Maeve tells Liam that the
magistrate finally took the cow, and she laughs at the ridiculousness of
the situation; her father will go to a great extent to be the chieftain
peace-keeper, yet an unspoken war wages in his own home, because Mother is
willing to go to any extent to assure her family’s survival, while Connor
seems intent on peacefully waiting for help to arrive while he shows
hospitality to his community.

Maeve senses that there is something wrong with her father, and she
fears he is not thinking clearly. She says: "And my mother saying what's
come over my father, and saying he’s soft. And I think the same" (46).
She is worried that her father does not understand the direness of their
situation. At the basis of the relationship between Maeve and her father
is the fact that she does not feel protected. .Connor intervenes to
protect Mickeleen when the crowd attacks him; Maeve’s father even
arbitrates to keep peace between the magistrate and the rent collector.
Maeve senses the significance that her father never once intervenes on her
behalf. He makes no attempts to shield her or guide her, and the lack of
her father’s care or affection forces her to harden herself against any
vulnerability. Murphy’s daughters have all been forced to act like
mature, grown women while they are still young.

Emelie Fitzgibbon states that Murphy'’s characters: "have a vision, a
yearning to sing, yet time and time again they are forced to suppress the
vision and to dam up the song."'* In the "Love Scene," Maeve finally sings
and enjoys herself, and when she is at her most happy and vulnerable, she
becomes a target to be terribly wounded; as she and Liam sing together,
the moonlight reveals the bodies of a mother and her two children who have

crawled under a bush to die; next to them is a dying man. The chaos of
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the unburied dead sends Maeve reeling. She learns from that experience
never to let down her emotional guard. Maeve hardens her heart because she
hopes to shield herself from the horrors around her, and she returns to
the brutal circumstances that force her to be a severe adult. This scene
reminds us that she should be a carefree young woman, but the Famine, and
her father‘’s lack of affection and care, have forced her to take on the
difficult responsibilities of an adult.

Maeve’s circumstances become much more critical when she and her
family are evicted from their home. She tries to find her father before
the gang tears down the house, but she cannot locate him. Maeve says to
her father, "We couldn’t stop them - I couldn‘t find you - We‘re to move
« + + Didn’t you know this would happen? . . . But you’ve done nothing”
(78). A drunken Connor takes offense at his daughter’s remark and he
tells her to make a shelter from the remaining doors. Maeve has been
loyal and obedient, but this moment is a turning point for her; she has
lost all respect for him and she does not obey. The Famine and Connor’s
lack of protectiveness have forced her to depend on herself, and as an
adult, she rebels against her father.

Connor offers his wife and daughter whiskey, and they drink. The
whiskey makes Maeve retch. All her father can offer her is alcohol; it is
ironic that when he finally shares something with Maeve, it makes her ill.
If Maeve had some food in her stomach, the whiskey might have warmed her;
instead, on an empty stomach, it makes her nauseous. The whiskey
symbolizes Connor’s attempts to provide for his family, and it is too
little, too late.

Maeve feels betrayed by her father, and she later betrays him.

Earlier in the play, he kept food from her while he fed the community.
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When Mother returns from a fourteen-mile walk with some bread for Connor,
in a hunger induced act of retaliation, Maeve eats it herself. For
months, Connor has neglected his one remaining daughter, and in a
rebellious gesture, she provides for herself while she punishes her father
for his neglect. Maeve finally asserts herself, showing her father that
he cannot ignore her any longer because she has learned that she must take
care of herself if she is to live through this crisis.

Maeve has learned to fend for herself at any cost, but stealing the
bread from her father takes away Mother’s will to live. Connor kills his
wife because she begs him to do so, rather than to let the Famine take her
at its whim. Maeve escapes Connor, but he also kills his son. She is the
only Connor child to live through the Famine, and Maeve endures because
‘she does not meekly allow her father to make a sacrifice of her as well.
She has mental determination, and the bread has given her the physical
strength to survive.

As the play ends, food finally arrives to feed the starving. Liam
brings food to Maeve, but she will not accept meal from him, because he
worked for the Agent, helping to evict starving farmers and toppling their
homes. Liam did what he must to survive, and so has Maeve; this refusal
shows Maeve'’s stubbornness, and she says she will accept help only from
the O’Learys. Malachy O’Leary killed the Justice of the Peace and at
least one policeman in an act of retaliation. She admires the fact that
Malachy did not wait like a sheep for the slaughter, and she respects his
revolutionary spirit. Maeve says, "O’Leary is the only name I’'d accept
anything from" (87). This implies that she would not accept bread from
her father now, even if he were to finally offer it. In admiring O’Leary,

Maeve is also denouncing her father’s nonviolent approach to the Famine.
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She values O’'Leary because he did something, although he resorted to
violence, rather than passively waiting for help, like her father. The
Famine has claimed her mother, brother, two sisters, as well as countless
friends, and Maeve feels that her family has died partly because her
father made no plan to help avert the starvation. She breaks any
allegiance to her father by aligning herself with a violent revolutionary
who stands for everything her father opposes.

The final lines of the play reveal Maeve’s bitterness. She says:
"There’s nothing of goodness or kindness in this world for anyone. But
we’ll be equal to it yet"” (87). She contradicts Liam when he says their
situation will improve. Her heart has been hardened by the Famine, and
she refuses to show any vulnerability, but when Liam puts bread in her
hands, she begins to cry. Crying signifies the beginning of emotional
bealing, because as she cries, Maeve finally allows herself to acknowledge
the catastrophic sorrows she has suffered. Her tears are a sign of
recognition, resolution and the beginning of the healing process.

Gerard Stembridge, a playwright and director in Dublin states that
Maeve is the: "voice of the exploited."!” John Waters adds that through
Murphy’'s plays we see: "the starvation of the spirit, the spirit screaming
out for expression."'® Maeve usually stifles her screams. She tries to be
a good daughter, but her father continually ignores her emotional and
physical needs. She has not only been denied food, she has also been
denied affection, and Murphy states that: "Famine to me meant twisted
mentalities, poverty of love, tenderness and affection; the natural
extravagance of youth wanting to bloom - to blossom - but being stalemated
Sy a nineteenth century mentality."'" Maeve suffers from a poverty of

love; she could have endured far more easily if her father had given her
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any guidance, comfort or affection.

Even when her father has no food to offer her, he could have fed her
spirit with words of encouragement, but Connor never does this. Maeve and
her family live in an environment where "endearments are luxuries that
they cannot indulge in."® Her father takes Maeve for granted, and she
learns to protect herself. What makes Maeve an indispensable anchor and
what makes her a victor is the fact that she emerges from the Famine by
realizing that she can rely on herself. Maeve relies on her inner-
strength; she does not need a father to defend her, because she learns to
endure through her own resources. Murphy’s other daughters tend to be
symbols of hope in a much more obvious way, but Maeve’s mere survival is
cause for optimism. She has been ignored and treated like a slave, but her
practical, life-affirming attitude and her tenacity make her an anchor;

she is self-reliant and she will endure.

Maudie in The Sanctuary Lamp (1975) is a very strong example of the
power of hope because she also offers the sure existence of forgiveness.
This play is very controversial because it strongly attacks the Roman
Catholic Church and the power and love of the Trinity. When it opened at
the Abbey Theatre, audience members loudly stormed out of performances,
and the play: "provoked a reaction which was compared at the time to that
which greeted The Plough and the Stars in 1926."% A central theme in this
play is that humans have been orphaned by God, and that people must find
a replacement for Christianity. The Sanctuary Lamp suggests that modern
man will find solace in a much more general understanding of the spiritual
world and afterlife, rather than in the specific teachings of

Christianity.



31

The presence of two daughters is a crucial aspect of this play. One
daughter, the remembered Teresa, creates a feeling of peace in her
father'’'s heart. The other daughter, Maudie, is an actual presence.
Maudie is an orphan, and Harry "adopts" her. The memory of Harry'’'s dead
daughter and the presence of his adopted daughter are indispensable to
this play, because the daughters create the possibility of reconciliation
between the angry men. Maudie is the embodiment of peace and forgiveness
in the sanctuary, while the memory of Teresa hovers around the church,
helping to set her father’s heart at ease. The major conflict in this
play is between the men, and the daughters lie on the periphery of the
main action, but Teresa and Maudie strongly anchor The Sanctuary Lamp in
the power of hope and forgiveness.

The 1984 revision of the play begins as Harry Solomon, a disheveled
Jewish man in his forties, is sitting in a church. He is an out of work
circus strong man who has turned to begging, and when the Monsignor offers
him the job of church clerk, Harry accepts. That evening when Harry is
alone in the church, he reveals that he has been part of a circus act,
along with his wife Olga (a dancer and contortionist), Francisco (a
juggler) and Sam (a dwarf). Francisco seduced Harry‘'s wife, and the
former strong man laments the fact that Francisco and Olga are now openly
living together.

Harry and Olga had a two-year-old daughter, Teresa, but she died, and
Harry blames his wife for neglecting the child; he also blames Francisco
for tempting Olga away from her husband and daughter. Harry is tormented
by a desire to kill Francisco. The Sanctuary Lamp has an atmosphere of
anger and bitterness, but the memory of Harry’s daughter is like a

delicate spirit in the sanctuary, helping to counterbalance the raging
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fury of her father. Teresa never appears in the play, but her memory helps
to calm Harry when he is angry. The gentle presence of Teresa (in her
father’s memory) gives Harry a sense of reassurance. While she lived, his
daughter’s smile was able to soothe Harry’s anger. He often thought of
revenge on Francisco, but: "then I‘d look into her eyes and I'd feel I
must cry, or my breastbone must certainly snap in two."? During her short
life, Teresa had a great effect on her father, and now that she is dead,
Harry cannot bring himself to kill in her memory.
Harry is homeless, and he plans to spend his nights secretly in the
sanctuary. Maudie, a sixteen-year-old runaway orphan, has been staying
undetected in the church at night, and when she finds Harry there, she is
frightened. The two decide to stay in the church together. Harry feels
sheltered within the church, and he offers all he has to her.
The orphan Maudie has run away because her grandfather beats her.
She has been visited by what. she feels is the spirit of her mother, and
her grandmother says that her mother’s peaceful spirit signifies
forgiveness. When her grandfather finds out about the visions, he calls
Maudie a: "whore’s melt" (22). Her grandmother calls her a: "millstone,"
(22) and both neglect the girl. The family unit is the cornerstone of
Irish society, and Maudie is an outsider in many aspects. Murphy states:
I seem very much interested in the outsider, the people who are
outside society, outside the church. I know a friend of mine
whose sister was refused a burial in a cemetery in his hometown
because she died giving birth to a baby, and she was unmarried.
It (the Roman Catholic Church) seemed to be very, very lacking
in any form of humanity or generosity.®

Francisco and Harry reflect this anger toward organized religion, but the

runaway orphan has a gentle faith that helps to anchor the men, who would

otherwise be overwhelmed by feelings of anger and futility.
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Maudie’s faith is not based in a strong understanding of Christian
principles. Harry asks her if she adores Jesus, and after he says that he
does not, Maudie says, "Neither do I" (19). She does not adore Jesus, but
she is impressed with the fact that Jesus: "gives forgiveness . . . and he
likes children, doesn’'t he?" (19). She and Harry look at statues of the
Holy PFamily, and Maudie’s eyes fall upon the baby Jesus. "I like him
best," (20) she adds. Later Francisco asks Maudie if she is Catholic, and
she replies, "I think my mam were" (49)(sic). She does not adore Jesus,
nor is she Catholic, but she is sure of the eternal because of the
visitation of the spirit of her mother; this faith helps to give her the
strength to survive on her own.

Maudie, like Murphy'’s other daughters, assumes adult responsibilities
at an early age. She raises herself because her parents are dead and her
grandparents do not care for her, and Maudie, like Maeve in Famine,
emerges from her trials with inner strength and self-reliance. Although
she is frail, Maudie exudes a great power; her religious understanding is
not sophisticated, nor is her knowledge extensive, but the persistence of
her belief in forgiveness gives her an inner-calm and an ethereal power.

Before she ran away, Maudie enjoyed climbing to the top of
neighborhood lampposts, and pulling herself up above the 1light. The
neighborhood children cheered her, and sometimes when Maudie got down, in
a rush of excitement, she ran inside her house, took off her clothes and
opened a window to: "stick my bottom out at them" (24). Maudie speaks
with fear in her voice when she tells of two big boys who lured her
outside. She cries when she talks of them, and she wants to finish her
story, but Harry insists on changing the subject.

Maudie is still a very naive and innocent young woman, but her
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unfinished story implie; that the boys molested her. Harry asks her what
she wants, and she replies, "Forgiveness. Forgiveness" (24). Harry has
the desire to protect Maudie, and he puts the confessional box in a
horizontal position so she can sleep in it. He is an ironic contrast to
the biological fathers in Murphy'’s plays who have little desire to nurture
or protect their daughters. He shares the small amount of bread he has,
and later Harry leaves to get them some more food. While he is gone,
Francisco (who has finally been able to locate Harry) sneaks into the
sanctuary.

While Harry is gone, Francisco helps himself to altar wine, and he
explains his bitter anti-Christian view of life to Maudie. Francisco does
not believe in forgiveness, and this agitates Maudie greatly. He tries to
convince Maudie that Harry will not return, and he suggests that she
should come home with him. It is obvious that he is interested in her
sexually, and Maudie pulls away from him. She later confides the reason
she seeks forgiveness. Maudie gave birth to an illegitimate baby,
Stephen, who died. She has been visited by Stephen’s spirit too, but she
has not yet sensed his forgiveness.

When Harry returns, he is angered to see Francisco, and Harry shares
the fish and chips with Maudie, purposely excluding him. Harry and
Francisco compete to keep Maudie’s attention as they recall stories from
their past. The men fight, argue and drink altar wine; Harry seeks to
protect Maudie as a daughter, while Francisco wants to seduce her, thereby
taking away another woman from Harry.

Francisco reveals that Harry’s wife is dead. Harry and Francisco
argue and battle during the play; Francisco tries to hit Harry with a

candlestick, and Harry later threatens Francisco with a knife. The men
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struggle with guilt and anger, but the play ends as Harry forgives
Francisco. The men and Maudie each settle into a separate compartment of
a horizontal confessional booth. She falls asleep as Harry and Francisco
patch their friendship back together. Harry speaks of a spiritual reunion
with his family in the afterlife, when their souls will be like
"silhouettes.” The image of the daughter is still significant, because
Harry hopes he can heal Teresa when they are reunited after his death. He
says:
If a hole comes in one of the silhouettes . . . a new one is
called for. And whose silhouette is the new one? The father's.
The father of the damaged one. Or the mother’s sometimes. Or a
brother’'s, or a sweetheart’s. Loved ones. That’s it. And one
is implanted on the other. And the merging - y‘know? Merging?
- merging of the silhouettes is true union. Union forever of
loved ones, actually (emphasis added) (53).
Harry believes he will eventually be reunited with his wife and daughter
in a: "true union,"” (53) and he is therefore able to forgive Francisco,
although Francisco has previously boasted that there is no forgiveness.
The memory of Teresa is a crucial part of Harry’s life because she gives
him hope and keeps her father from revenge.

Maudie and the memory of Teresa help give peace to the men. Maudie
has been forced to grow up very quickly, and ironically, she seems more
mature than the feuding men. She has a goal, while the men wander
aimlessly; she believes in peace and forgiveness while the men allow their
hearts to be eaten up by rage; her belief in the eternal has a significant
qffect on the men. In a pendulum where Harry represents revenge and
Francisco represents guilty defiance, Maudie stands between them,
anchoring the play in a spirit of forgiveness.

Maudie has been searching for peace from outside sources, and she

believes that the spirit of her dead son can bring her forgiveness. The
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play ends as she realizes that she can never regain her son, and Maudie
comes to a very mature realization: she must forgive herself and those who
have wronged her, and proceed with her life. She resolves to return to her
grandparents, which suggests that she forgives them for their neglect and
abuse; as she peacefully falls asleep in the church, one senses that she
has also forgiven herself. Her character challenges us, because Maudie is
only sixteen years old, yet she has a very mature view of life; she makes
us see that hope, peace and forgiveness are present even in a seemingly
irredeemable situation.

Maudie is young, but she has already suffered a great deal of abuse;
she has been beaten and molested, but she does not have a "victim"
mentality. All three main characters have suffered devastating losses;
while the men rage at each other in a power-play of revenge, Maudie acts
as a crucial foil, sitting in the background, emanating peace; her
presence is indispensable because she is such a strong contrast to Harry
‘and Francisco. The sanctuary lamp symbolizes the constant presence of God
in his church; Maudie and Teresa are like the sanctuary lamp, because each
is a gentle presence illuminating the shadows of the church. Maudie is
the actual embodiment of peace, and Teresa is the gentle spirit of hope;
like the sanctuary lamp, the presence of the daughters is always there,
reminding the men of forgiveness and guiding them toward a peaceful

resolution; their presence is indispensable.

The daughters in Ireland have a difficult role: they are often
neglected by both parents and this lack of affection could have a very
negative effect on the young women; instead, sensing a vacuum of adult

leadership, the girls often become sources of strength. The daughters in
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Murphy'’s plays are resourceful, determined and mature. They are the
peace-keepers of the family. Maudie helps to create a reconciliation in
her adopted family, because she mediates between Harry and Francisco,
reminding them of the importance of love and forgiveness. Both Petra and
Anne act as messengers, going between their parents who rarely speak, and
the daughters try to create a positive atmosphere. Even Maeve keeps peace
within the family by giving away generous amounts of food at her sister’s
wake, because that is the wish of her father. The young women try to be
supportive, they usually encourage those around them and their presence
adds stability and hope to the home.

Each daughter is asked to face adult situations, and they endure
difficult circumstances with dignity. Petra and Maeve rely on defense
mechanisms to survive; Petra assumes a calm exterior in an attempt to give
peace to those around her, while Maeve becomes bitter and tense, hoping
that people will not take the t;ouble to confront her. Both Petra and
Maeve try to shield their hearts from pain by pretending that they are not
hurt. Anne and Maudie have a more naive innocence, and their gentleness
and kindness is inspirational. Murphy describes Anne as giving hope into
the nighﬁ; she is a ray of optimism in the darkness. Maudie is like the
sanctuary lamp, because she helps to illuminate the shadows of anger and
revenge, bathing these harsh emotions in a light of reconciliation.
Murphy’s daughters are often like candles in the night, representing hope.

All Murphy’'s daughters face pain in their family relationships, but
the daughters’ attitudes help to create optimism. Murphy says of Anne,
"Life hasn’‘t hammered her . . . Anne does not yield up her belief in life,
her hope or her ideals either."® This observation applies to Murphy’s

other daughters as well. The young women believe in life and they work
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diligently toward specific goals; they serve as indispensable contrasts to
the anger and confusion of the adults. Their encouragement and their
giving spirits often soothe the nerves of the cynical adults. The
daughters work against fatalism, and their life-affirming attitudes help
to negate the sense of futility that the adults sometimes feel.

Monica, the barmaid in Too Late for Logic says, "I know that it’s
hard to keep facing reality, but women have to do it all the time" (15).
The reality of the daughters’ daily family life is difficult, but they
emerge from these trials with power and resolve. None of the young women
sees herself as a victim or focuses on the sadness of her circumstances.
Murphy’s daughters are vital characters because they endure great
difficulty with dignity and strength. In the midst of traumas that baffle
and paralyze the adults, the daughters react capably; they do not allow
;ife to "hammer"” them. They are anchors because they embody hope,
emerging as vital counterpoints to the fathers; the daughters assume the
‘responsibilities of adults, and even when they are minor characters, they
serve as rays of strength and illumination, giving life-affirming hope

when the adults despair.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Girlfriends

The women characters in Tom Murphy’s plays sometimes suffer emotional
neglect and verbal assault, but they are resilient in the face of
adversity. The girlfriends encounter a unique challenge: they want the
stability of married 1life, yet their boyfriends deeply cherish
independence. The boyfriends frequently live in a fantasy world; some
dream of having prestigious jobs, and others imagine how wonderful life
Qould be if they could leave Ireland. The girlfriends in Murphy’s plays
embody the desire for security, and their lives are usually much more
strongly rooted in reality than their boyfriend’s. The conflict between
the desire for constancy and reality (represented by the girlfriends)
versus the need for independence and fantasy (represented by their
boyfriends) usually creates an atmosphere of anxiety and tension between
the sexes in Murphy’'s plays. The terrible irony is that the harder the
women try to draw close to the men, the stronger the men try to break
free.

Murphy admires women greatly, and he states, "I feel that women have
a much greater sense of direction, they feel less lost than men."' He adds:
"The purpose of women is to teach men how to live, and I don‘t care if
that annoys militant feminists. That’s not the point - we’re all slaves."’
Murphy believes that because women have a greater sense of direction, they
are able to provide a civilizing quality and a stabilizing force. Murphy
senses that young women are less confused than young men. He states:

a woman seems to know her role in life, and I don‘t mean
necessarily childbearing. A male would arrive at puberty at the
same time, but his confusion lasts fifteen to twenty years - if

you look at my [male) characters, that confusion still prevails,
the confusion of male youth . . . a woman seems to have a better

41
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sense of what it’s all about. There’s a confusion in a man’s

head about his role in life. In most men I‘ve written, they’re

confused and they’re running around in circles. And, of course,

that confusion is not conducive towards survival. The clearer

one sees one’s purpose, the greater possibility there is of

achieving a purpose and a constructive, full life.?
Murphy’s girlfriends and boyfriends reflect these polarities: the women
are sensible and they work toward goals while the men tend run in circles.
The girlfriends clearly see their "purpose," which is to secure a home and
children, and they pursue this goal with single-mindedness. Ireland
reveres motherhood and the family, and the girlfriends work diligently to
assume the role of wife and mother.

Murphy’s men are often hostile toward their girlfriends, partially
because the economy in Ireland keeps many men "slaves"; the men’s feeling
of resentment is frequently redirected from the rightful causes (difficult
economic times and unsatisfying jobs) toward an easier target, the women.
Murphy acknowledges that the men may feel terribly guilty because the
women have declared their dependence on the men, emotionally and usually
financially.! The men often are insufficient as providers, and they feel
inadequate emotionally. "Maybe it is in this absence of being able to do
anything constructive, that they (cause] hurt,"’ Murphy assesses. The
boyfriends in Murphy’s plays are all doing work they find unsatisfying,
and they feel neither challenged nor appreciated. The men boost their
sagging self-esteems by demeaning their girlfriends. Examples include the
relationships between Mona and John Joe in A Crucial Week in the Life of
W, Tom and Peggy in Conversations on a Homecoming,

Rosie and James in The Morning After Optimism, and Mona and JPW in The

Gigli Concert.

Fintan O’'Toole believes that there is: "an unbridgeable gulf between
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the men and women"® in Murphy’s plays. This gulf is caused by severe
communication problems between men and women in Ireland. The relationship

between Mona and John Joe in The Crucial Week in the Life of a Grocer’s

Assistant (1962) exemplifies this gulf. Mona actually interacts with her
boyfriend, John Joe, in only two of the play’s twelve scenes, but she
appears in two more scenes in John Joe’s dreams. She loves John Joe, but
they are from different social classes, and he feels uncomfortable being
seen with her in public, so he forces her into the periphery of his life,
and she remains on the outskirts of the play.

Mona, who recently graduated from school, has established her
independence by moving away from her wealthy parents and working at the
bank. The family unit is the cornerstone of Irish society, and John Joe
is intimidated by a woman who lives alone and supports herself. Fintan
O0’Toole observes that Ireland traditionally has been:

a terribly conservative society where the woman’s place is in
the home. They don‘t 3just say it, they wrote it in the
Constitution. It was a very oppressive society towards women,
one has to remember that.’
Mona does not draw attention to her accomplishments, because her boyfriend
is not very successful. In contrast to Mona, John Joe Moran still lives
at home at age thirty-three. The son of a grave digger, he is a clerk in
a local grocery. In 1958, he is making the equivalent of less than
eighteen dollars a week.

John Joe feels trapped in an unsatisfying job, and he is threatened
because Mona has a white-collar position, while he works at a grocery. His
resentment and confusion surface in humorous, surrealistic dreams that
show his true needs and fears. For example, John Joe’s terror of intimacy

arises in his dreams. Mona wants a close relationship with her boyfriend,
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but he is frightened by his sexuality. His frantic nightmares focus on
the concerns he tries to ignore during his waking hours. He fears a
commitment anq marriage to Mona, and in his dreams she makes sexual
advances, begging him to marry her. She is scantily dressed in his
dreams, and this terrifies John Joe. "Tickle me and I’ll tickle you,"®
Mona teases in his dreams, and when she tries to seduce him, he panics.
He is also tormented by the fact that they are from different social
classes. John Joe says: "you’'re not of our ilk," (102) but Mona continues
her seduction. She bends over him to kiss him, but the holy medals around
her neck drop into his mouth instead, and John Joe bolts out of bed. He
is overwhelmed by guilt and fear, and he says: "You’‘re not too good for me
at all" (102). John Joe sees Mona as a great source of conflict: he is
attracted to her, but he feels guilty about his sexuality, and her social
position threatens him immensely.

Mona and John Joe have been secretly dating. They walk to a country
barn to talk, and this comprises their socializing. John Joe is
uncomfortable with intimacy, and although they are in complete privacy,
they never have any more contact that an occasional kiss. When she tries
to snuggle up to him, he pulls away. Murphy observes that as he was
growing up: "There was a type of rigidity that existed between the men and
women. The sexual repression prevailed, and perhaps does, to a certain
extent."® This rigidity is reflected in the cautious way John Joe treats
Mona.

John Joe does not want to be seen in town with her, and he has not
introduced her to his family. The Morans have no modern conveniences,
including no telephone, and when she wants to communicate with him, Mona

has to write to him in care of the store where he works because he does
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not want his mother to know that he is receiving mail from a woman.
Mona‘’s family’s wealth makes him feel very uncomfortable, so he attempts
to hide their relationship from his family and friends. Mona cares for him
so deeply that she is willing to withstand his behavior.

In contrast to the other people her age in town, Mona lives
independently and supports herself by working at the bank. All the other
people in their late twenties or early thirties are still treated like
children by the older people in town. The parents control their lives
very strongly and call them by childhood nicknames. John Joe feels
intimidated by Mona‘’s success, and in his dreams he also fears her wealthy
father. John Joe has never met Mona’s father, and in his dreams he
substitutes his employer, Mr. Brown, for Mona‘s father who demands:

Who are your people, I say who are your people? Any blue blood,
red blood, sheeps’ blood, black blood? Any insanity in the
family? - have you a Communist in the cupboard . . . Any
doctors, lawyers, teachers, vagabonds, blackguards, idiots,
jailbirds, fiddlers? I say, any jailbirds? Have you been to
uni (university) oony, bo-bo-bing, or West Point? How many
letters have you after your name? Have you a gas cigarette
lighter? Did you shoot Patrick Pearse? Do you know what a la
carte means? Is your mother a washer woman? Is your father a
Greek scholar? Are you a genius? And who will make a suitable
speech on your side of the family at the wedding breakfast?
(156).
Although Mona is very careful never to flaunt her social standing, the
mere fact that she comes from a wealthy family makes John Joe feel very
insecure. He fears that Mona‘s family will think he is not a suitable
husband, and he is also afraid that people in town will ridicule him for
dating above his social class, so John Joe will not be seen in public with
her.

Mona has been very patient with John Joe because she has fallen in

love with him. She has written to her mother, telling her that she is



46
dating John Joe. Mona teases him saying, "Well I couldn’t tell her, could
I, we were engaged, could 1? Because you never asked me. Could I?" (122).
She hints about marriage, hoping that John Joe will see her interest and
have the courage to propose, but her eagerness only frightens him.

John Joe quits his job in a rage and is seriously thinking of
immigrating. During their next secret date, Mona suggests that they go to
England together, and she reminds him that she has money. John Joe is
unwilling to go from a dependence on his mother to a dependence on Mona.
She continues to hint broadly about marriage, and she even mentions that
her brother once said she had: "very good childbearing hips" (160).
Later, Mona begins to cry and she openly suggests marriage, saying, "We
could hitch" (162). John Joe feels pressured, and he rebels by saying:

Oh - but he has high notions - you know, the grave digger‘s son
has . . . I'm tired of this romance. We‘’ll finish it! 1It’s
ridiculous . . . What do I mean to you? No more than to anybody
else. What do I mean to anybody else besides my mother, and
what good is that? . . . I‘ve never felt anything for you . . .
You mean nothing to me. You are a silly, stupid bitch . . .
Mummy, big farm; daddy, the priest plays golf with daddy; the
bishop knows daddy; money in the bank. Where does John-Balls-
Joe come in? For favours, pity? . . . In love, Jesus, in love!
(emphasis added) (163).
This speech is significant because it makes Mona finally realize that she
and John Joe have no future together. She has endured a great deal of
neglect, but his abusive words finally make her lose respect for him.
John Joe’s mother has convinced him that she is the only person in the
world who truly cares for him, and this has stripped him of the belief
that he can sustain an adult, mature relationship with a woman. His
mother has reared him to stay emotionally dependent on her, and when Mona

wants him to transfer his emotional allegiance to her, John Joe is unable.

This play raises important social problems in Ireland: the sexes
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cannot communicate well, mothers smother their sons, the economic climate
does not provide young people with financial independence, class
distinctions create problems in relationships and the tight family
structure does not allow young people emotional independence. Comedy is
usually based on serious subjects, and although the actual conflict
between Mona and John Joe is not humorous, the tone of the play as a whole
is comic. Murphy, like Aristophanes, raises significant social issues,
and he is able to do so by allowing us to smile at ourselves. The
concerns of financial security and emotional independence are universal,
and Murphy makes us see the humor in our frailty.

Mona is not a central character in this play. The major action
focuses on John Joe at home and at work, and he does not allow Mona to see
him in either place. She is in only four of the play’s twelve scenes, but
Mona is a crucial character because she contrasts so strongly with John
Joe. Mona represents emotional maturity and adulthood. She is in her
early twenties, yet she is more mature than the thirty-three-year old John
Joe. Mona is reliable and patient, and her character is a vital foil to
the childish, volatile John Joe.

Unlike John Joe, Mona is independent financially, and she also
displays an emotional independence. After John Joe breaks off their
relationship, she does not brood and feel sorry for herself. Instead, she
begins dating a local school teacher, a man of her own class who is much
more likely to make her happy. Mona is an anchor because she embodies the
desire for a mature, satisfying adult relationship. She could give John
Joe constancy and emotional security, but John Joe equates stability with
dependence, and he fears that Mona is an anchor who will emotionally drag

him down and suffocate him, like his mother. Although John Joe fears she
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Qould be an anchor who would suffocate him, Mona’s strength has a positive
affect on Joe. Her independent nature works as a catalyst which
encourages him to rely more strongly on himself, rather than his

overprotective mother.

Peggy in Conversations on a Homecoming (1986) is an example of a

passive girlfriend who, although she is a small character, is still vital
and three-dimensional. The main conflict of this play focuses on Michael
who has returned to Galway after trying unsuccessfully to work as an actor
for ten years in New York, and his former best friend, Tom, who has given
up his dream of becoming a writer. (see Chapter One) Tom hates his work,
and although he is in his late thirties, he still lives with his parents,
signing over each pay check to his mother. Tom’s fiancee, Peggy, lies on
the outskirts of the action, but she is crucial to the play. She is a
quiet observer to most of the conversation, which revolves around the
reunion of the men, but her role is significant because at the end of the
play, she is the one who provides the voice of peace and helps to cool the
temper of her volatile fiance.

Peggy, who is forty, joins the men at the pub, but Tom immediately
makes her feel excluded from the reunion. Tom resents her presence, and
one strongly senses that he believes a woman does not belong in a pub.
She is delighted to see Michael after his ten-year absence, and as they
happily exchange greetings, Tom quickly adds: "Will you sit down and stop
making a show of yourself" (30). All Peggy has done is warmly welcome
home an old friend, but Tom immediately lets her know that she should be
quiet around the men.

The play is presented without an intermission, and a night of
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drinking progress from the first round, through the drunkenness and
extreme inebriation, to a stage where the anger and confusion of the
evening begin to sober the men. The play has serious themes, but drunken
humor is interwoven throughout. Critic Nicholas Grene suggests that one
aspect of Conversations on a Homecoming is: "a realistic night out with
the boys, the study of a group, of the disillusioned 70s aftermath of the
ideals of the 608, an Irish dramatic equivalent of that undervalued movie

e Chill."'® The play also is filled with "the inconsequential
sequence of talk, of anecdotage and argument, of maudlin confidences and
belligerent hectoring of a standard male-dominated bull-session."'

In the midst of anger and confusion, the men drink, laugh, joke and
sing. Drunken humor is vital to the atmosphere of the play. Peggy is on
the periphery of the men’s conversations, and she also is excluded from
the male-dominated humor. Peggy sometimes tries to be "one of the boys,"”
as she laughs shrilly at jokes she does not find funny. This only serves
to further alienate Tom. Conversations on a Homecoming has a comic side
that sometimes causes the audience to smile in recognition, and at other
times the audience bursts with laughter. The humor, however, is dominated
by the men.

The atmosphere of an Irish pub is very different from that of a bar
in the United States. This play takes place in the 1970s, and in Ireland,
the pub was a male stronghold, a place where men could speak freely among
themselves and escape their wives and mothers.'’? It was not until the
1960s that women were allowed to go in the Irish pubs for the first time.
A wife was allowed in the pub with her husband if: "she had first
organized and catered to his needs and to those of her children. And

provided she knew her place."” Single women were not allowed in the
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drinking establishments, and the wives were usually only taken to the pubs
by their husbands to celebrate a special occasion. Like children who had
been given special permission to stay up late for an adult party, the
women in the pubs knew to be polite and quiet, and they were only to be
observers.

Peggy is mainly an observer of the conversation, occasionally
offering her opinion, only to be stifled by a mean word or a cutting
glance from Tom. Mary O’'Donoghue (the wife of Noel O’Donoghue with whom

Murphy wrote his first play) states that in Conversations on a Homecoming:

"The woman’s unimportance in the scheme of things is striking. The
tensions and the obsessions of this play are revealed in the conversations
of the men. The drama belongs to them. It is true and achingly
familiar." As a single woman, Peggy is breaking cultural norms by
joining Tom at the pub. Murphy adds that traditionally in Ireland:
the pub was the terrain of the male . . . There was some sort
of Puritanical attitude to it all. I‘'d imagine a bar stool was
a fairly high thing to sit on, and perhaps a woman shouldn’t
show her ankles, or that she shouldn’t be propped up on a stool,
and that this would appear to be unseemly for a woman, but not
for a man."
Peggy retreats into the background of the play. She seems conscious of the
fact that Tom feels she does not belong there.

The forty-year-old Peggy has been engaged to Tom for ten years, and
she feels a terror of growing old alone. She tries to hide her age and
her deep fears behind a facade of girlishness. Peggy sticks out her
tongue, pokes the men with her finger, and her pretense of youthfulness
sometimes surfaces in a shrill laugh. Peggy’s giggling is very grating,

and it aurally reminds us that she does not fit in, because her laugh

clashes with the laughter of the men. She hopes that her behavior is cute
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and coquettish, but her forced girlishness becomes shrill and annoying.

Peggy feels that she must be youthful and charming for Tom, but in
forcing herself to be something she is not, Peggy becomes strident. She
is a sad contrast to the pub owner'’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Anne,
who has youth, charm and inner-calm. Trying to pretend to be Anne’'s
contemporary, Peggy says "Dreadful people, the nuns. Dreadful. Sister
Bartholomew is the worst, don’t you think so, Anne?" (54). When Anne
replies that Sister Bartholomew is dead, Peggy laughs shrilly and berates
herself. Peggy is startled at the difference between Anne’s youthfulness
and her aging self, but she covers up her pain (as always) and tries to
laugh. Peggy laughs because she feels powerless and she desperately wants
to have a sense of belonging.

Michael remembers Peggy with affection, and he treats her with
respect and kindness. To Michael, she is a talented, loving, loveable
woman, and she begins to feel confident when he talks with her. When Tom
leaves to go to the men’s room, Michael has a few moments to renew their
friendship. He remembers that she studied voice, and he asks about her
singing. Michael enquires about her friends and wonders what she has been
doing to occupy herself. He talks with her, not at her (as Tom does), and
she blossoms, revealing hopefully, that she may get a job at the tourist
office that will be opening the following year. When Tom returns from the
men’s room, she says, "we were having a lovely time while you were out"
(41). This statement is very revealing, because when Peggy is treated
with kindness, she begins to drop the forced girlishness, and she becomes
a sweet, sensitive woman; when she is treated with respect, she can enjoy
herself. While Tom is around, Peggy is so busy either trying to please

him or dodging his attacks that she has no opportunity to relax.
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During an unpleasant moment between Tom and Michael, their friend
Junior tries to break the tension by suggesting that Peggy sing. Junior
is finally able to convince her, after much "girlish" shyness on her part,
and she begins to sing a hymn, "All in a Summer’s Evening," a song that
has a great deal of sentimental meaning to all of them. Peggy begins
seriously, but when she realizes that she is the center of attention, she
giggles and continues by "fixing herself into the pose of an amateur
contralto at a wedding, and singing deliberately off-key and ‘poshly’
distorting words" (59). She then sits abruptly, giggling and covering her
mouth with her hands.

Peggy cannot allow herself to succeed, and deliberately singing off-
key is a cry for help. She has been pushed aside all evening, and when
she has the chance to shine, she sabotages her success by making a joke of
her talent. Peggy is used to failure; her relationship with Tom is a
failure, and she has given up singing and dressmaking. Besides doing the
bookkeeping for the veterinarian once or twice a week, her days are spent
keeping house with her mother. Failure is a known quantity with Peggy,
and success is not. She ruins even a small chance of success, her
singing, because she has come to expect failure.

As the evening progresses, the men become very drunk, and Tom’s
resentment toward Peggy increases. Tom has not paid for a single round of
drinks the whole evening, and many rounds have been consumed. As he roots
in his pockets for coins to pay for the round, Peggy twice openly offers
him money. He tries to ignore her each time, and when she keeps insisting
Tom bellows, "And who asked you to pay for it! . . . Will-you-put-that -
awayl!l"” (62). Tom feels inadequate because he does not have enough money

to even pay for one round of drinks. Peggy has only tried to be helpful,
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but in offering Tom money in front of his friends, she has deeply hurt his
pride.

She asks him to take her home several times, but he ignores her.
Finally Tom lashes out at Peggy, saying: "Well go! Who’s stopping yeh?
My God you walk up and down from your house twenty times a day with your
short little legs! No one will molest you! We’re all mice!" (68). When
Tom says that the men in Galway are mice, he is admitting the
powerlessness he experiences. Tom lives at home, his mother insists that
he give her his paycheck, and he feels like a mouse. He is a "slave," and
Peggy, the slave of a slave, receives the brunt of his wrath.

After the previous verbal attack, Peggy runs outside the pub in
tears. She badly wants for someone to comfort her, but Tom keeps Michael
from checking on her three separate times. Peggy softly sings the gentle
hymn to herself:

All in the April evening, April airs were abroad

The sheep with their little lambs passed me by on the road

The sheep with their little lambs passed me by on the road

All in the April evening I thought on the lamb of God (69).
Peggy has been on the periphery of the action the entire evening, and now
she is outside the pub completely, but her song has a calming effect on
all the men. Her quiet, reflective tone soothes the anger and the raw
emotions that have been exposed. Peggy'’'s song:

achieves a genuine expressiveness, and the play achieves a

moment of real significance . . . her song is made to express

a genuine feeling associated with the nearly silenced femininity

at the edge of the stage filled with competing male egos.'®

(emphasis added)
Peggy’s song significantly calms Tom, although he does not acknowledge

this; it is not until after the song that he apologizes to Michael.

When Peggy returns to the pub to get her coat, she is finally able to
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persuade Tom to leave with her. It is getting late, and Peggy teases,
"Your mother will have your life," (72) reminding us of the powerful hold
Tom’s mother has on him. As they exit, Tom and Peggy seem the happy
couple, and in the original Druid Theatre production, Tom put his arm
around her as they left together. Peggy is relieved, but he has treated
her very badly during the evening, and one wonders why she is so glad to
be leaving with him. Tom has diminished her self-esteem so deeply that
she feels lucky to have a man in her life, at any cost.

Although Peggy lies on the periphery of the action of this play, she
is crucial to it. As with most of Murphy‘’s women, Peggy is not the
"rudder"; she is never allowed to directly guide the action. All she can
attempt to do is anchor Tom in the safe harbor of married life. Although
her presence has a positive, stabilizing affect, Tom sees her as a weight
around his neck. He feels suffocated by her closeness, and he tries to
break free. She represents reality, and Tom would rather not face what he
sees as a harsh truth.

Peggy is also an indispensable character because her presence has a
sobering effect. As the men become very drunk, she nurses two drinks.
Peggy is giddy and sometimes silly, but she never is drunk. The men become
angry and defensive, partially because of their drink. Peggy acts as a
foil, and by contrast, we realize how completely intoxicated the men have
become. At the end of the play when she sings the hymn with heartfelt
emotion (rather than making a joke out of her talent) her vulnerability
becomes very clear, but Peggy also reveals some of her inner-strength; in
this moment, she is able to calm the raging conflict of the men and anchor

the play in reconciliation.
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The Morning After Optimism (1971) introduces the girlfriend Rosie.
This play differs from Murphy’s other works in several aspects because it
is non-realistic. The play takes place in a stylized forest where great
"tree trunks stretch up so high that we cannot see the branches."'
Breaking from realism, Murphy is able to explore the relationships between
men and women in a fairy tale environment. Upon an initial reading, this
play might seem menacing and cruel, but Murphy emphasizes that it has
elements of the farcical 1Irish playwright Dion Boucicault. Murphy
believes that the play is more of a comedy than a tragedy. We sometimes
have unrealistic expectations in our relationships with the opposite sex,
and The Morning After Optimism, in its farcical context, shows us that
impossible expectations must be destroyed before true communication can
begin.

Rosie is enslaved because she is a prostitute for her pimp/lover,
James, but she is also an anchor because she deeply desires a home and
children. She and James are inextricably bound by cords of guilt, anger
and fear. They seem like two sides of a coin: Rosie wants security and
commitment, while James fears any emotional responsibility. This lack of
stability causes Rosie to feel pain, guilt and anger. She clings to James
because she believes she is unsuitable to be anything else but a
prostitute.

Although James repeatedly refers to himself as: "everybody’'s victim,"
(13) it is the thirty-seven-year old Rosie who is the true victim. She
was reared in an upper-class home and became involved with James against
the strong warnings of her father, a judge, and her uncle, a bishop.
James took advantage of her naivete, and after winning her trust, he

turned her to prostitution. Rosie feels stripped of self-respect and she
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lacks any feelings of worth. She clings to James with a combination of
need and revenge.

Rosie had been well educated, and she knew how to play musical
instruments. The fact that she was raised in an upper-class home makes
her present situation even more unbearable. She says: "I feel so guilty.
Oonce upon a time I knew the name of every bird" (emphasis added) (11). As
a young woman, she enjoyed music, nature and bird-watching, and now the
guilt of her present life style sometimes overwhelms her.

She has been pressured to have abortions, and several times Rosie
chants, "My brains are danced on like grapes to make abortions" (9). She
feels that her mind is worthless - it has been trampled, and Rosie feels
used. She aches because the "fruit" of her body, her unborn children,
have been destroyed. Rosie wants some semblance of a home, and she begs
James to allow her to rent a cabin, which would give her a sense of
stability. James ignores her, and as they bicker, Rosie relates the story
of a woman who lost her sanity because of repressed grief:

Yes, I know a person who, when she found out that things are
really as they seem, and not what they’re supposed to be,
instead of manifesting her reaction into a little tear, held
back and clung to her pain. Until one day, as she was silently
hanging out the wash on the line, a gander came hissing from the
end of the garden, chasing her indoors. Then she cried. But it
was too late. To this day that woman believes she’s a goose

. +« . I learned a lot from that woman’s case history (emphasis
added) (12).

Rosie says that she has learned a 1lot from that woman, but she
internalizes her sadness and clings to her guilt and her pain. Rosie
suffers greatly but never cries, and one wonders if she, too, is on the
brink of her sanity.

Although James finally agrees that they can rent a cabin (which

symbolizes a home and stability), he and Rosie have a very destructive
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relationship. They are contrasted with the perfect melodramatic hero and
heroine, Edmund and Anastasia. Edmund is James’ long-lost upright younger
brother, the archetypal hero. Anastasia is a young beautiful maiden who is
James’ ideal fantasy woman. Edmund and Anastasia fall in love, and their
story-book romance infuriates Rosie and James because it reminds them how
sterile their own relationship has become.

When Rosie meets Edmund, she is immediately attracted to him. He is
startled by Rosie and draws his sword; she "sinks to her knees, trying to
protect her head and ribs with her arms” (29). These are the actions of
a woman who has been beaten; "customers” may have hit her, or James may
have attacked her, but she reacts as a woman who has been physically
abused. Later, she draws Edmund’s attention to her good legs, but when he
is not interested, she pulls up her skirts and says: "What’s your game?"
(29). She hopes that Edmund will like her, but she has been a prostitute
for a long time, and she does realize the flirtations that she thinks are
playful and alluring are really vulgar; her obscenity offends Edmund.

He seems like a prince, and Rosie says: "I have dreamed, you see,
that someone someday’d come along and turn my working blanket into a magic
carpet. Away! Just once would be enough" (30). She reveals that she
knows James, and he is the man whom Edmund seeks. Edmund starts to leave,
but she offers to lead him to James. Rosie’s bitterness toward James
surfaces as she relates that she needs glasses. She fears telling James,
because he will ridicule her. Rosie also is wary of returning to her
"profession alone needing spectacles" (32). If she is to continue as a
prostitute, she needs James as a pimp because of her poor eyesight.

The thought of a squinting prostitute may be amusing, but Murphy

reveals a serious side to Rosie. She explains her relationship with James:
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Spiritually, we have nothing. Except the poxy habit of time.
And ask myself to recall when his intimacies meant other than a
client’s, and my memory only shrugs and shakes its head.
Granted. 1I‘ve grown accustomed to being used . . . that my gift
of sex to James is taken as bas-relief and nothing more. 1It’s
therapy, they say . . . My daddy and my uncle were right. What
do I know of the ponce (pimp]? (32-33).
Murphy describes Rosie as "a dated whore" (7). She deeply regrets not
listening to the advice of her father. Her uncle was a bishop, and this
multiplies the guilt she feels about her profession. Sometimes she takes
the Lord‘s name in vain, but then she catches herself, winces and says:
"And little Jesus" (32). Rosie turned her back on her family and her
church to be with James. She devoted her youth to him, but now Rosie has
neither security, nor a man‘s love; she has neither James’ respect nor
self-respect.

Rosie leads Edmund to James, but James will not admit that he and
Edmund are brothers. He starts spending time with Edmund, hoping to sully
the young man’s innocence. James tells his brother: "I wouldn’'t give any
woman a baby. I would be afraid to give any woman a baby, Edmund. Once
a woman has a baby she’s first-rate happy then. And the man isn‘t so
. « . Bo-so-s80, yeh know, anymore" (43). Rosie has been denied a child
because James is frightened that he will become Rosie’s second priority.
James, who has a very manipulative view of women, has captured Anastasia
and tied her up in his closet. Rosie suffers because James treats women
with a lack of respect, and she feels no self-worth; she therefore hopes
that Edmund will appreciate her.

Despite James’ attempts to separate them, Edmund and Anastasia are
reunited, and the young, ideal couple happily plan to marry. Rosie tries

to seduce Edmund, but he is repulsed by her advances and calls her a

whore. She wounds him by telling him that he really is James’ brother.
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When Rosie and James realize that they cannot attract Edmund and
Anastasia, they decide to kill the joyous newlyweds. Seething with
jealousy, Rosie says:

Kill them. The two of them. But be especially cruel to her

. . . Make them writhe, toss, implore for the end, like when

sleep won’t come the second night . . . Give them the pains of

the lack of motherhood . . . the pain of the small bust longing

for the big bust and the big bust longing for one a bit smaller

. « « Nothing achieved but memories - that pain. Not being able

- Don‘t let them be able - kill them, kill them, kill them (91).
When Rosie and James come upon the happy couple, he admits that he is
Edmund’s brother, and James challenges him to a sword fight. James
finally drops his sword, pretending that he can no longer fight his
brother. When Edmund embraces him, James stabs him in the back, killing
him. Rosie then kills Anastasia with Edmund’s sword. James and Rosie have

never allowed themselves to cry, but they weep over the death of Edmund

and Anastasia. Rosie realizes the cleansing nature of tears and says,

"It‘’s nice to cry, James" (98). He adds as they exit, "We might be
laughing in a minute," (98) reminding us of the overall comic tone of the
play.

Rosie has become accustomed to being used, and she hopes that a
prince will come and rescue her; when she realizes that Edmund is not that
prince, her resentment begins to boil. She and James are both forced to
face the fact that Anastasia and Edmund have not found them desirable.
The clean and the pure characters make them seem even more base in
comparison. Rosie feels hollow because her life has been filled with
guilt, disappointment and betrayal. She began 1life with all the
advantages, but Rosie has achieved nothing; she has only accumulated:
"memories that pain," (91) and that is a bitter legacy.

The play does end on a note of hope though, because after Rosie and



60

James kill Anastasia and Edmund, the pimp and prostitute cry. Tears
symbolize their acknowledgement of failure and the beginning of emotional
healing. The Morning After Optimism ends with the hint of optimism,
because after their escapades in the forest, James and Rosie: "have
arrived at a kind of dark acceptance of themselves."'® 1In a metaphorical
sense, the play deals with the death of illusions. Murphy feels that this
play is about "the tyranny of the idealized self."'” Once James and Rosie
are able to kill their ideals of perfection (symbolized by Edmund and
Anastasia) then they can accept themselves as human beings with flaws and
progress with their 1lives. In a moment of catharsis, they purge
themselves through their tears. The Morning After Optimism suggests that
Rosie and James will forgive themselves for their inadequacies and make a
new start with their lives.

Rosie qualifies as a female anchor because she wants stability and
decency. Three times during the first four pages of dialogue, she asks
James if they can rent a cabin, which symbolizes a home. He finally
agrees that they can rent a cabin, but James is unwilling to make a
commitment to a woman whom he does not respect. He treats her like a
slave, seducing her into prostitution and insisting on her abortions, but
after the death of the idealized self, they are be able to cry, laugh and
possibly forgive each other. They no longer aim at perfection in a mate,
and this gives us hope, because they may then find the other more

desirable.

Mona, in Murphy’s highly acclaimed masterpiece The Gigli Concert,
(1983) has also been disappointed by her boyfriend. She is a married

woman who is having an affair with JPW, an English "dynamatologist" who
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lives in Dublin. Dynamatology teaches that the "mind is the essence of
being alive,"® and it focuses on self-realization, preaching that
"anything is possible"” (13). JPW is a failure who tries to keep his career
afloat, and at the beginning of the play, it has been a long time since he
has seen a patient.

JPW is in love with another married woman, Helen, about whom he
dreams and fantasizes. To him, she is the: "Irish colleen, apron, you
know? darns my socks, that kind of thing. I am very fond of her and she
is very fond of chintz" (26). JPW’s emotional investment is in his
fantasies of the unattainable Helen, but Mona is the woman who actually
loves him and cares for him. JPW has toast and vodka for breakfast, he
lives in his trashy, rundown office and sleeps on the hide-a-bed. Mona is
the one who brings him groceries and offers to give him money so he can
get his phone turned on again.

The Gigli Concert has eight scenes, and the play centers around the
relationship between JPW and an Irish man who dreams of singing in the
actual voice of the Italian tenor Beniamino Gigli. When we first meet the
Man (he never gives his name), he tries to pretend that he is Gigli,
telling JPW of his life as a boy in Italy. We learn that the Man is a
very rich and successful builder of real estate developments. His marriage
is in shambles because he bullies his wife, and his negative behavior has
destroyed the communication between them. The Man suffers from severe
bouts of depression, and he feels a void in his soul; he believes that if
he can sing like Gigli, he will somehow be made whole. The play is a
"metaphysical quest for wholeness."?

JPW becomes obsessed with helping the Man, and during the play, the

dynamatologist goes out of his way to try to find ways to guide the Man,



62

whom JPW fears is insane. The first act ends with JPW’s manic monologue
where he plans to find a way to heal the Man. "We are God," (51) JPW
says, and he realizes that he only has "three more days" (52) to help the
Man. Toward the end of his monologue, Mona appears at his door. JPW
hears her knocking and she call his name, but he ignores her, and she goes
away. This becomes a potent metaphor for Mona: she is the unanswered
knock at the door.

The rich man goes through annual attacks of severe depression, and in
the past the Man has "cured himself" (62) by isolating himself or by being
promiscuous. Toward the end of the play, the Man claims that he has again
cured himself; he has realized the importance of trying to make his
marriage work, and instead of yearning for the unattainable in trying to
sing like Gigli, the Man acknowledges, "It all boils down to the wife for
us all in the end"” (72). He stops chasing fantasies and decides to focus
on the actual possibility of healing his marriage; underlying the Man’s
recovery is the fact that JPW has listened to his painful story and has
shown him compassion and true human concern. The Man is "healed," but
JPW takes on his obsession of singing like Gigli. JPW consumes a
potentially lethal dose of pills and alcohol, and in a surrealistic
sequence, he does sing in the actual voice of Gigli. 1In the 1991 Abbey
Theatre production, JPW’s drab office literally cracked in two, revealing
a star-filled heaven as he sang an aria in the voice of Gigli. JPW
survives the experience, and leaves his office triumphantly.

The central conflict in The Gigli Concert is between the men, but
Mona plays an indispensable role in this play. To understand Mona, we:
"must be happy to be provoked to think."? Her character is much more

vital than the surface of the play might reveal, because although she only
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appears occasionally on stage, Mona is the anchor of this play. Patrick
Mason who directed the original Abbey Theatre production and the 1991
revival observes:
Mona is sort of a fulcrum point. She is a touchstone to JPW and
to the Irish Man. Without Mona, there is no center to the play,
there are only polarities. She is important also because she is
the only woman and has the female energy to counterbalance those
two men. She is significant in giving a spectrum, a full
spectrum, of emotional range.”® (emphasis added)
While the men in the play try to achieve the fantastical and the
impossible, Mona reminds us that there is a real world outside JPW's
insular office; the men dream of singing in the actual voice of Gigli,
while Mona takes care of the practical aspects of life, such as bringing
JPW groceries.
Mona is a thirty-five-year old married woman who has a great many
lovers, including JPW. She talks often of her god-child, whom she adores.
In her final scene with JPW, the audience comes to understand the
significance of her attachment to the little girl, as well as why she has
80 many lovers. As a sixteen-year old, Mona gave birth to an illegitimate
son, and the nuns forced her to give up the child for adoption. She has
never been able to conceive again, and she feels a horrible void in her
life. Mona dreams of becoming pregnant, and she says to JPW:
I've been trying to repeat the deed ever since. I picked you
up. And if I had a child by you, or any of the others, I don'‘t
think I would have told you. I‘d have been the one you wouldn’‘t
have seen for dust. Pregnant into the sunset. But preferably
by you. Others weren‘t so gentle in how they - regarded me. But
it couldn’t be done. And maybe that’s as well now (71).

Mona is not a nymphomaniac; she has become a slave of men in general as

she goes from lover to lover, trying to have another baby. Her marriage

has not produced any children, so she hopes to help her odds of conceiving

by sleeping with many men. She has been mistreated by some of these men,
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and she cares for JPW because he contrasts with her other lovers, who:
"weren‘t so gentle in how they - regarded me" (71). Mona is a grieving
woman who desperately wants to replace the child she was forced to give
up, whom she misses terribly.

Her sense of loss is magnified by the fact that she is dying of
cancer. Shortly before leaving JPW’s office for the last time, she tells
him that she has cancer of the lymphatic system. As she goes to check
herself into the hospital, she tells JPW, "I love you" (71). JPW, who has
never told her he loves her, waits until she is gone to express his
bottled up emotions. He cries out:

I lo-! (love) I love! I-! I-! Fuck you! I love! Fu-!

fu-! fuck you! I love! - I love! Fuck you - fuck you!

I love (71).
He has never admitted his feelings, partially because he has kept the
fantasy of Helen alive for so long. When he finally realizes that he
loves Mona, he tries to vocalize his emotions, but his rage at losing her
can only be expressed in obscenities.

The Gigli Concert questions the meaning of human existence, but the
play is also marked with moments of great comedy. Mona tells comic vulgar
stories and is a source of physical and sexual humor, but her more
important function is bringing JPW back to reality. The men in the play
feverishly run after fantasies; JPW dreams of his perfect woman, Helen,
while the Man is obsessed with singing like Gigli. Mona also has a dreanm,
but her dream is based in an accessible possibility. The mistress does
not want to sing in the voice of a great opera singer; she has the earth-
bound desires of bearing a child. Mona has not been able to conceive in
the nineteen years since she was forced to give up her son for adoption,

but she keeps trying. She adds: "Life, my friend, is bouncing back" (37).
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Patrick Mason, the original director of this play, believes The Gigli
Concert is about "the pain of the soul in a soulless world."? Mona seeks
to ease her pain and loneliness by bearing a child, and sometimes Mona's
song is mournful and needy; at other times she inspires us with her
generosity and calmness. Mona is a source of caring in JPW’s sterile
world. She tends to his needs and loves him. During her last visit, in
addition to bringing groceries, Mona brings a plant, the symbol of life.
JPW gives her nothing in return, and even in the face of his apathy and
her own likely death, she is kind, concerned and life-affirming.

In 1986, a radio play of The Gigli Concert was produced in Ireland,
and this version eliminated the part of Mona. As a result: "the whole
feeling of the play {changed) to comedy,"?® and "the deeper reaches of
feeling are lost."?® Murphy’s women are indeed crucial, even when they
rarely appear on-stage. Mona grounds this play in the realities of life.
Mason adds: "I think without her it becomes very unbalanced. The male
energies unbalance the play . . . She is an extraordinary central figure
in the middle of these two polarities."?” Between the men’s flying

fantasies, Mona stands as a vital anchor of reality based in hope.

Mona in A Crucial Week, Peggy from Conversations on a Homecoming,

Rosie from The Morning After Optimism and Mona in The Gigli Concert each

represent a deep desire for a home, children and consistency. The women
are never allowed to "steer" the ship or be the rudders; instead, they
play the vital roles of trying to stabilize the men by acting as anchors.
Mona in A Crucial Week proposes to her boyfriend, but he pulls away from
her; Peggy loyally stays with her fiance of ten years, hoping that he will

finally commit to marriage; Rosie rents a cabin so she and James will have
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some semblance of a home; Mona in The Gigli Concert keeps trying to
conceive a child, which would give her a true sense of home. The men are
torn between their attraction to their girlfriends and their fear of
intimacy and suffocation; the girlfriends are a significant contrast to
the men because they are unswerving in their desire to create a true home.

The girlfriends are enslaved, partially because they live in a
society where the men control the action, and the women subordinate their
desires to keep peace in the relationship. Ireland reveres the family and
motherhood, and Rosie echoes the sentiments of all the girlfriends when
she feels: "the pains of the lack of pains of motherhood" (91). Mona in
A Crucial Week speaks of having good childbearing hips, Rosie regrets her
abortions, and Mona in The Gigli Concert grieves for the child she was
forced to give up and her ensuing barrenness. Peggy, too, probably wants
a child, but Tom has kept her waiting until she is forty, and she likely
wonders if she is capable of bearing a healthy child.

Murphy'’s women all deal with disappointment, but they do not allow
their frustration to make them disillusioned and cynical. Peggy realizes
that life with Tom will be full of setbacks, but she loves him and
consistently tries to make their relationship work; her sweet singing of
the hymn "All in the April Evening"” changes the tonality of the entire
evening, like a blessing hovering in the air; she offers a glimpse of a
gentle aspect of life that seems inaccessible to the men. Her small voice
makes a powerful, positive difference. Murphy'’s women reaffirm survival
in the face of adversity. They eagerly work toward becoming wives and
mothers, and although they suffer many difficulties, the women are
amazingly resilient. The girlfriends in these plays are vital because

they are a tenacious form of encouragement; as Mona in The Gigli Concert
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says, "Life, my friend, is bouncing back" (37).
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CHAPTER THREE: The Wives

In Ireland, women are not raised to believe that they should have an
equal voice in a marriage. Sociologist Jenny Beale in her book Women in
Ireland: Voices of Change states: "Men and women are not brought up to see
each other as equal human beings" (70). Traditionally, marriages in
Ireland were often pragmatic financial arrangements where:

The relationship between husband and wife was the least
important part of the partnership. Marriage was primarily an
economic contract which served the needs of the farmers and
fitted in with the political ideology of the self-sufficient
state based on family units.'
Historically, the wife’s chief emotional bond has been with her children
rather than her husband, and the woman is expected to make her marriage
work, even if her husband neglects or abuses her.? Communication between
the husbands and wives is often strained, and Beale notes: "In the
traditional marriage, silence and withdrawal were common ways of coping
with disagreements and hurts" (67).

Fintan O’'Toole states that in Ireland "there is an unbridgeable gulf
between men and women."® Part of the reason for this "gulf" is the fact
that the sexes have been strongly separated in the Irish society. While
Murphy was growing up, he felt that there was "an extraordinary
demarcation between the sexes."* The men even sat on one side of the
church at mass, and the women sat on the other side.® Traditionally, the
men and women were not encouraged to intermingle and communicate as they
grew up; when they married, the men found their emotional support in their
friendships with other men, while women drew their emotional support from

their children as well as the men and women of their extended family.

Important changes in the structure of Irish society strongly affected
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the role of women. The West of Ireland, which is where Murphy was born
and where many of his plays take place, did not become industrialized
until the 1960s. As people moved away from the farms and into the towns,
women suffered by being separated from the emotional support system of
their extended families. In the traditional Irish agrarian lifestyle, the
wives turned to brothers, sisters, parents and cousins for emotional
support, but as people moved into the urban areas, the emphasis on the
nuclear family arose.® This change in focus from the extended family to
the nuclear family created strains on the marriages in Ireland. According
to Beale:

The danger of the modern marriage ideal is not that a woman

should expect a man to offer friendship, companionship and love,

but that she should look to him as the only source of all these.

The isolation of the nuclear family can thrust a woman into

over—-dependence on her marriage relationship (emphasis added)

(69).
The urban husbands feel frustration because their wives depend on them to
fill the void created by the loss of the extended family who remain in the
rural areas. The wives feel discontented because they are lonely without
the extended family, and communication rifts emerge between the spouses as
they deal with their frustrations in separate ways. The mothers often
turn to their sons for emotional support, while the husbands either draw
within themselves or seek the companionship of other men at the pub.
Murphy'’s plays vividly reflect the tension in marital relationships in
Ireland.

The woman as wife in Murphy'’s plays is characterized by emotional

unfulfillment, which she seeks to avoid by revitalizing her stagnant

relationship with her husband, through her sons, and occasionally in the

arms of another man. (A rare exception is depicted in Too Late for Logic
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where the wife finally agrees to sign legal separation papers.) Divorce
is illegal in the Republic of Ireland; the wives seek a completion in
their husbands, and when the men are distant, this becomes a form of
emotional enslavement. The wives are also anchors because they are
survivors and they learn to become self-reliant. Like the daughters, the
wives offer hope because they endure great difficulty and grow stronger
because of their pain. They acknowledge the grim face of reality, however
dull or ugly it may be, in hopes that their perseverance will be rewarded;
in contrast, their husbands escape into a world of fantasy or they
surround themselves with excuses.
Sometimes the frustration in the home erupts in violence. Murphy
states:
All my violent characters are people frustrated in love . . .
very few people can communicate with each other. Oh, the
frustrations of this undemonstrative race . . . with families
who cannot declare love . . . not being able to say it.’
The Irish are often undemonstrative in a marital relationship, partially
because of the strict teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. Sociologist
Tom Inglis in his book The Moral Monopoly: The Catholic Church in Modern
Irish Society reveals that in Ireland "women especially were made to feel
ashamed of their bodies"™ (199). Repressed sexuality helped to create a
sternness and a severity in some Irish women. Murphy observes: "I found,
when I was growing up, a great hardness in Irish women - even if there was
a beauty in the younger ones. Hence the fact that I married an English
woman made total sense to me."® (emphasis added)
The protagonist in Murphy’s first full length play, Michael from A
t t ark, (1961) also marries an English woman, Betty. Like

the Irish women in Murphy’s other plays, she is an anchor of strength,
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goodness and patience in the home. Betty is enslaved because for most of
the play she subordinates her own desires, but she is one of the few
Murphy wives who finally escapes an abusive relationship.

A Whistle in the Dark was produced in London when Murphy was only
twenty-six. The action of this play focuses on the conflicts faced by
Betty’s husband, Michael Carney, who has immigrated from Ireland to work
in Coventry, England. Betty and Michael have a seemingly successful
marriage until his brothers come to visit from Ireland. Harry, Iggy and
Hugo overstay their welcome, and they put a great deal of strain on their
brother’s marriage by treating Betty with a complete lack of respect.
Harry offends his sister-in-law by working as a pimp, and he frequently
makes insulting and sexually harassing comments to Betty. She asks her
husband, "Which one of your brothers will make the bid to sleep with me
tonight?"’ The situation is very serious, but Michael constantly makes
excuses for his brothers’ demeaning behavior.

Further stress is placed on the marriage when Michael’'s youngest
brother, Des, and Dada, their father, arrive from Ireland. The Carneys
have a very destructive history, and Dada enjoys baiting his sons in
fights against each other. Dada is a bully who beat his sons as well as
his wife, and the tension in the home increases greatly upon his arrival.
Betty knows that her in-laws must leave if her marriage is to survive, but
Des plans to stay and find a job in Coventry.

The hostility in the home becomes even more volatile when the Carneys
are challenged to a fight with the Mulryans, another Irish family living
in England. Michael'’'s brothers are eager to uphold the family name, but
Betty realizes that if they ever want to get away from Michael’'s family,

she and Michael must be the ones to leave.
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Michael suffered many beatings as a child, and as an adult, he hates
violence. He cannot decide whether to join his brothers in the fight with
the Mulryans, and this exposes an underlying source of resentment in
Betty: she is very weary of Michael’s indecisiveness. Betty has been the
brunt of countless jokes and she feels like a prisoner in her own home,
yet her husband never rises to her defense; he is paralyzed between
defending his wife and reprimanding his offensive brothers.

Betty knows the Carney men do not respect Michael, and she feels that
if he joins his brothers, he will "have more influence over them" (50).
Michael complains about his family behind their backs, and then he makes
excuses for them to his wife. She is tired of always being told to "shut
up" whenever she makes an observation. Most importantly, Betty is angry
that Michael never does anything to protect her from his brothers’ insults
and demeaning behavior. Betty challenges Michael to do gomething:

You won’t put them out, you won‘t leave - what are you going to
do? . . . Fight!. . . Fight! Fight! Fight! Do something! Fight
anything! . . . They‘’ll think more of you. Respect you. 1I‘ll
think more of you. If it matters anymore. Well do something
then. We’ll go or they’ll go (emphasis added) (51).
Betty is not a violent woman, but she knows that it is very important to
Michael that his brothers respect him. She will also respect him if he
actually takes a stance, rather than always making excuses.

Left home with a drunken Dada, Betty wonders if Michael has gone to
join his brothers. When Des, Harry, Iggy and Hugo return from the fight,
Dada convinces them that he was kept from the Mulryan brawl because on the
way he was attacked by three thugs. Actually, he waited safely in a pub

during the fight, drinking while his sons defended the family name. A

drunken Michael returns, and when Betty tries to steer him away from his

brothers, he pushes her hand away. Betty demands that Michael’s family
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must leave the house, but Michael orders her to go upstairs. She begs
him to come with her, and as she tugs at his arm, he pulls himself free
and hits his wife. When asked to chose between his wife and his family,
Michael becomes violent. Betty 1loses the struggle, physically and
emotionally when Michael strikes her, and she exits upstairs. Through
this act of violence against Betty, Michael symbolically swears allegiance
to his extended family.
Murphy reveals the motivations behind Michael’s action, and the
playwright acknowledges that when Michael strikes his wife, it is:
a terrible moment on stage. I think one of the reasons he hits
her is because she is the weakest, physically, and that is a
very cowardly act. But another reason could be . . . a terrible
guilt. She has declared a type of dependence on him, a demand
for affection. They are a young married couple, and he cannot
provide this. So maybe it is in this absence of being able to
do anything constructive that they [cause] hurt. I’'ve found in
my own life, and indeed in some of the characters that I'‘ve

written, that when you offend somebody - you offend them in an
appalling way - the instinct then is not to apologize, but to

exceed yourself."

Michael does not apologize for striking Betty, and he "exceeds himself" by
allowing his brother to call her "Bitchey! Polly! English trash!
Whore!” (73) as she leaves.

By striking his wife, Michael has stooped to the violent level he
hates in his father. Later, Betty comes down stairs with her coat and
suitcase, and she asks Michael if he will go away with her. He refuses to
go with her, listening idly as Des shouts obscenities at Betty as she
leaves. After she is gone, Dada baits a fighting match between Des and
Michael. Des hits his oldest brother three times, and the brothers cheer.
Michael grabs a bottle to defend himself, hits Des over the head and
kills him, unwittingly. The curtain falls as Dada babbles that he has

done his best in raising his sons, and none of this is his fault.
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Betty lies on the periphery of this play, and her voice of reason is
ignored, yet she is a vital presence. Betty is the voice of rationality:
it is not'logical that Michael should value his relationship with his
brothers more highly than his marriage, so she patiently waits for her in-
laws to leave. Even when he and his family show her no respect, she is
usually able to maintain her dignity. This makes her a crucial contrast
to the Carney men, who sometimes seem irredeemable. Betty is indispensable
because her inner-resolve and courage are a strong contrast to the
obscenity, violence and crudeness of the Carney men.
From the beginning of the play, Betty tells Michael that he must
choose between his wife and his family. She says:
I married you, not your brothers. Since you asked them here,
we’ve hardly gone near each other. If I'm on my own here, I'm
standing in there (kitchen) afraid to make a sound: if I‘m
upstairs I’'m afraid to make a sound. That‘’s just natural, is
it? . . . That’'s the way every young married couple is, isn‘t it
. . . What about you’'re responsibility to me? You’‘re married
now, you know . . . Which comes first, which is more important
to you, me or your brothers? . . . To hell with Des and the rest
of them! 1It‘’s us or them. Which is more important to you?
(14).
The visit of the brothers has put a burden on Betty’s relationship with
her husband in many ways. First, it has disrupted their sexual
relationship. They are a young married couple, and Betty is frustrated at
their lack of intimacy. Secondly, the brothers have made Betty feel like
a prisoner in her own home. They demean her and insist that she must keep
silent while she is around them. Also, the brothers have slowly worn away
at Michael’s loyalty toward his wife, because he makes excuses for them at

her expense. Michael constantly defends his brothers, but he never

defends his wife; she realizes the significance of this and begins to lose

respect for her husband. Betty knows that Michael will need to make the
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difficult decision of choosing his brothers or her. She cannot bear to
remain in a home where neither her husband nor her in-laws treat her with
dignity or respect.

Betty is not represented as being unreasonable in making Michael
choose. She shows remarkable patience with the brothers’ abusive
behavior. They ruin her home, breaking windows, cups and dishes, and they
treat her with a great deal of rudeness. Harry pokes Betty in the ribs as
she passes (9), the brothers harass her verbally, and they make fun of her
because she is English. Talking to her in a mock Cockney accent, Harry
says: "English women is no good, ‘cept for maybe readin’ true love
stories. (Calls to the kitchen where Betty is) Oi! No use English birds
« « o No value for money is English flesh" (emphasis added) (10). Harry
says that Betty is useless, but even more offensive is the fact that he
refers to her as "flesh," reminding us that he is a pimp who has no
respect for women.

When Harry constantly torments Betty, she patiently tries to ignore
him. He says:

Betty Batter bought a pound of butter! Sly lickle Betty does be

earwiggin’ at keyholes . . . There was an old woman called

Betty. You know that one? . . . There was an old woman named

Betty, she slipped off the back of a settee . . . (20) [sic].
Harry is rude and obscene to his sister-in-law, and he never gives Betty
the respect of acknowledging her as his brother’s wife. He tells Michael
that she is: "the one that caught you" (47). Harry does not believe Betty
is a part of the family, and he treats her like a servant or an intruder
whom he resents.

When Betty tries to express herself, Harry becomes hostile, saying:

"Now, Bitchey, how would you like to keep your English mouth out of it,




78
and let the man of the house talk?" (21). Harry is vulgar, he refuses to
pay her the courtesy of calling her by her name, and he says: "Stay where
you are, English Polly, or whatever your name is. Listen to Tarzan" (48).
Hugo calls her: "bitchey" (56) and: "that little bitch" (59). As the
verbal abuse continues, Betty loses all respect for the man she once loved
because Michael never once admonishes his brothers.

Dada is initially cordial to Betty, and he calls her: "ma‘am," (22)
but when Betty questions where he was during the Mulryan fight, he becomes
vicious. Dada says:

Oh, this is serious now, ma‘am. I see. My fidelity is in doubt.
Where was I? 1Is that your question? Boys? . . . You see, my
sons, my own haven’t the audacity, but I must answer you, a
stranger. And a stranger I know nothing about! (emphasis added)
(56).
Dada continues to call Betty a stranger, reinforcing the fact that no one
has accepted her as a part of their family. The Carney men do not
acknowledge her place in the family because Michael does not insist that
they treat her with respect. By allowing his family to insult Betty in
his own home, Michael is reinforcing their unacceptable behavior.

Betty’s relationship with her husband is deeply affected by the fact
that he comes from a dysfunctional family because the memories of his
parent’s stale marriage haunt him. His mother was shown no respect in
their home, and his father beat her. Now, Michael has difficulty
shielding Betty from abuse because he was not raised in an environment
where a woman was treated with dignity. When his brothers mistreat Betty,
it is easier for him to follow the pack, rather than forge a new trail and

defend her. Tim Harding, a critic for the Sunday Press in Ireland states

that A Whistle in the Dark: "shows humanity at its worst . . . where male

aggression is 80 dominant over female values."' Betty tries to be
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hospitable to men who insult and harass her, but she is outnumbered by the
sheer force and viciousness of the five Carney in-laws.

The norm in the Carney extended family has been violence, and Con
Houlihan, writing for the [(Irish) Evening Press, notes: "Violence is as
Irish as bacon-and-cabbage: it is a part of the cancer in our soul.""
Murphy adds, "I'‘m Irish and I choose to write about a race I know, but I
can’‘'t be held accountable if some people refuse to acknowledge the dark,
primal forces in our nature."'* The Carney men are dark and primal because
they value violence over civility, and they enjoy manipulation and power

at the expense of women. Michael Etherton, author of Contemporary Irish

Playwrights, adds that the men characters in A Whistle in the Dark reflect
a:
strangely attenuated misogynist world which seems to exclude all
positive relationships with women . . . there is discussion of
the film star Hopalong Cassidy, who is approved by the brothers
because he never got involved with girls - except for one [girl])
who was dying once.'
This atmosphere affects Michael because he refuses to acknowledge the
importance of his marriage; his need to bond with his brothers is stronger
than his desire to be loyal to his wife. This untenable situation
enslaves Betty, because Michael'’s loyalty should lie with her; if his
strongest wish is to be reunited with his brothers, she has no way to
compete with the Carney men.

Betty is an anchor because she appeals to a voice of reason; she
tries to stabilize the Carney family and counterbalance their destruction,
but she is one woman against six men, and she is not strong enough to
moderate such disaster. By subordinating her own needs, Betty attempts to

keep her marriage alive. She tries to continue as if nothing is wrong,

and she keeps the path of communication open by sharing her concerns and
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disappointments with her husband. He does not heed her apprehensions,
which are rooted in the stark reality of the Carney’s destructiveness.
Michael prefers to fantasize that his relationship with his brothers will
heal if he is patient, overlooking the fact that the abuse from his family
toward Betty becomes more frequent and pronounced.

Betty, like all Murphy’s women characters, faces reality. She
acknowledges the painful fact that her husband values his brothers more
strongly than his marriage. Betty is one of the few Murphy wives who is
able to free herself from an abusive relationship. She tries to be a
stabilizing force in a destructive home, but the men scorn and resent her
efforts. As soon as her moderating presence is gone, death occurs. While
Betty is in the home, though the men resent her, she acts as a stabilizing
force to offset their viciousness. It is no coincidence that once her
influence is gone, Michael, overcome by rage, mistakenly kills his most
beloved brother. Murphy believes that women have a:

civijlizing influence. In general, men are destructive and go to
war and do the fighting. Men do the fighting in the pubs, men
do the fighting in the streets, men are the muggers. And I
don‘t think, in this case, that it has to do with the physical
difference between men and women. Women are gentler . . . they
seem to be more in tune with the finer things in nature."
When Betty leaves, her "civilizing influence" is taken from the home; the

men are set adrift, and without the steadying force of Betty’s quiet

strength, chaos ensues.

Murphy’s work includes many unhappy marriages, but it is not until
his most recent play, Too Late For Logic, (1989) that a legal separation

occurs. Patricia, the wife in this play, is shattered when her husband,

Christopher, a fifty-year-old philosophy professor, asks for a legal
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separation and moves out of the family home. He relocates at the college
8o he will have more time to devote to his research. Christopher has the
possibility of becoming the next department chairman, and he is scheduled
to give a prestigious televised lecture on Schopenhauer. During the course
of the play, he comes to realize the sterility career and the importance
of his family. As in A Whistle in the Dark, when the wife finally agrees
to end her marriage, a death occurs.

Patricia senses that although Christopher consciously separates
himself from his wife and his children, subconsciously, he still wants to
be reunited with her. She therefore takes six months before she finally
signs the legal separation papers. Critic Wendy Fitzgerald states:

Tom Murphy is on record as saying that he wanted to write a play

about love, not about sex - there is a distinction . . . one of

the play’s previous titles - it had several - is Impossible Man

- man who seeks love and flees from it at the same time.'s
Dramatic critic Fintan O’'Toole also believes that Christopher actually
wants a reconciliation with his estranged wife. 1In his newspaper review
of this play, O0‘Toole states that Too Late for Logic is: "Murphy’s Orpheus
in the Underworld,"'” and Christopher is "in search of his estranged
Eurydice, his wife, Patricia."'® Patricia does not want the separation,
and it is only after he completely disregards her during a family
emergency that she is able to break the bond between them.

The theme of lost and betrayed love is reflected in the music of this

play, and while Christopher tries to ignore Patricia, a mournful aria

reminds us that their true desire is reunion. Ciaran Carty, a critic for

The Sunday Tribune observes:

The framework is twelve scenes which flow into each other, with
music as an integral part. Maria Callas’s aria as the deserted

wife in The Marriage of Figaro keeps welling up, weaving in and
out of the play . . . the whole texture of the play is shot
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through with the grief of a woman alone and betrayed."
The music reinforces the theme of betrayed love.

Patricia appears in the final scene of the play, but before this, she
has repeatedly tried to contact Christopher on the phone. She leaves
extensive, heartbroken messages on his answering machine, but he either
screens the call and listens as she speaks, or he turns down the volume
and refuses to listen when he recognizes her voice. Although he knows
Patricia is calling because she is grieving the death of her sister,
Christopher refuses to return any of her calls. Patricia leaves many long
messages regarding Cornelia’s death, and she even apologizes about
disturbing him again. The messages reveal that she still cannot find

Michael (Christopher’s brother and Cornelia’s husband) and she does not
want to make funeral arrangements without him.

Mixed among the facts of the death, she reveals her true feelings in

t;))i! message. Christopher is screening Patricia‘s call as she says, "Come
away my love my dove my fair one come away withme . . . My love my dove
my” £ airone . . . My beloved is mine and I am his . . . My love my dove"
(9) o Mixed among questions about funeral arrangements, Patricia adds, "My
love , my dove . . . My beloved is mine and I am his" (9). Talk of the
c"’iiftz-h of her sister snaps her back into reality, and she says, "I thought
is X¥xwatters could not be altogether lovely ever again, they could at least
be X=> leasant. At least that" (emphasis added) (9). She is deeply wounded
that her husband cannot be civil enough to return an important message
x?‘EQ‘E"'El:I:'cH.ng a family emergency. Patricia hopes that their communication can
be
Tnature and congenial, and she is shocked when Christopher does not even
el-‘.:;.‘.:"'itl\pt: to be helpful during a very difficult situation.

The death of Cornelia has made Patricia realize that her marriage is
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also dead. She sobs, "Sorry . . . But I thought I got over . . . (a sob)
Sorry . . . another kind of death” (9). This other death is her
relationship with Christopher; she drones on and on in her recorded
messages, yet he will not return her calls. This forces his children,
Petra and Jack, to act as ambassadors between their parents. Christopher
tries to convince his son that Patricia agreed to the separation, but Jack
says:
She didn’t agree, you agreed. To pursue your career, whatever
reasons. Fine by me: I understand: I watched the battle. I'm
a man, too. You know? But it‘’s reprehensible, you know, to
deny the truth . . . the reprehensible thing is not that you
walked out of a house or that you deny it, but that you did it
to bury your head deeper in - a book! That makes no sense to
me! . . . the very best way to stop thinking is to become a
philosopher - or shoot yourself in the head! (27-28).
Jack’s speech reinforces the fact that Patricia does not want the
sseparation, and his final comment is prophetic.

The enslavement of Patricia is evident through two interesting
cde~v ices: her disembodiment via the telephone machine messages and the
i 1 1 vaminating and the alluring manner in which Christopher tries to

A4 ss € ance himself from her. Christopher acts as if he never thinks of his

wife , Yyet he refers to her with pet names, and affection sometimes arises

in ¥=a is voice. He speaks of Patricia in the third person, calling her:
his casual amour, his water sprite, and temporary wife (emphasis
added) - was that what she was?. . . And when they stopped, the
kisses of the casual amour of twenty years duration, instead of
love letters, did he send to her for signing affidavits, orders,
papers! to achieve that right of man to be alone? For what? To
escape, ease the pain of boundless love. For what? In order,
in isolation, to achieve that other state, the terror. Memories

and guilt, mocking impotence and failure in a jumble of words
(41-42).

TRy
= i stopher’s description is revealing: he calls Patricia his casual love,

bea
= then he chides himself, as if twenty years could constitute a casual

‘
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relationship. He calls her by an old pet name; she was his water sprite,
but she is also his temporary wife. Christopher rebukes himself for
sending Patricia legal separation papers rather than love letters, and he
wonders why the idea of boundless love terrifies him. He berates himself
for choosing a sterile academic environment over a relationship with his
wife, but he makes no effort to create a reconciliation. Knowing he will
see her at Cornelia’s funeral reception, Christopher decides to wait until
then to speak to her.

At the funeral reception, Patricia talks and laughs congenially with
Monica, whom we earlier learn had an affair with Christopher. This
emphasizes Patricia’s gentle nature, because she easily could have snubbed
a woman wﬁo had an affair with her husband. Christopher also had an affair
with Cornelia, who was both his wife’'s sister and his brother’'s wife.
Patricia is forgiving and gracious toward Christopher, a man who destroyed
her marriage as well as her sister’s marriage with his adultery.
Christopher returned none of her grief-filled messages about the funeral
arrangements, and this act of selfish thoughtlessness is what finally
motivates Patricia to sign the legal separation papers. She thinks she
cannot live without him, but his apathy finally makes her realize a
painful fact: she loves a very selfish, hurtful man, and she will be
better off without him.

She loves her children, and they love and respect her. Patricia will
survive, and this knowledge gives her the peace she has been lacking. She
finally realizes she is better off alone. Patricia says:

And those papers from the solicitor ([lawyer) that I‘ve been
neglecting to sign . . . I was at his office yesterday and I
took the opportunity. And, I find I_am at peace now. You have

been extraordinarily kind and patient. Thank you (emphasis
added) (53).
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Signing the legal separation papers is the most difficult decision of her
life, and she formalized the separation the day before her sister’s
funeral. This is a very difficult time for her, but she is gracious and
gentle. Patricia even apologizes for taking so long in her decision.
Other women under similar circumstances might be bitter and vengeful
toward their husband, but she is the epitome of decorum. Her generous,
kind spirit makes Christopher realize what a treasure he is losing.
Patricia is a kind woman with a very nurturing soul. She lets a young
pregnant young woman stay with her when the girl’s father throws her out
of the house, (10) and she is also supportive of her children. Her
children cherish her and she has learned to depend on herself. Patricia
is finally at peace, and she is at peace without him; she will survive
without him.

Although Patricia has a great deal of strength, she fears that she is
weak, and for months she has clung to the instinct that she needs
Christopher in order to survive. The death of her sister and
Christopher‘s refusal to be of any assistance teaches Patricia that she
has inner resources she never dreamed she possesses. Her sister’s death
is a trial by fire, and she emerges from the flames with strength and a
sense of resolve. The stage directions describe her as "relaxed and
happy"” (42). When Christopher realizes that his family can exist without
him, his devotion to his research seems sterile and meaningless. He
realizes the bleakness of his life without his family, and he commits
Suicide. Patricia has learned to become self-reliant. In contrast,
Christopher realizes, too late, that he cannot live without his wife, and
he takes his own life.

Murphy’s women are forced to make many adaptions, and Fintan O‘Toole
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makes an interesting observation when he states that Murphy’s men have a:
very static sense of the self - that they are somebody, and that
it‘s not a process; it’s not a sense of change and growth and
movement - that they’re sort of stuck with themselves . . .
falling in love for them seems to be something that happens once
and for all, and therefore, they can‘t change within that, they
can’t grow within that. And all that’s sort of left for them is
a sense of loss. You always get that quite strong feeling about
Murphy’s men that in their relationships with women there is an
enormously strong sense of something which is lost, and never a
sense of something which might be gained or regained.?®
This statement emphasizes a very important point: Murphy’s women are vital
characters, partially because they are a strong contrast to the static
men; the women learn to be flexible, and because they are able to change
and adapt to new circumstances, they are able to survive. Change is an
inevitable part of life, and change is an inescapable part of growth.
Patricia is an anchor because she tries to keep her family together, but
when that fails, she becomes an anchor in an even more significant sense
because she shows her children that she can be strong and self-reliant.
Patricia is a crucial character because she strongly contrasts with
her husband. Originally, she is afraid of change, and the thought of a
legal separation initially terrifies her; but she is able to adapt and
emerge as a peaceful, independent woman. Christopher wants freedom from
his marriage, but he does not want his wife’s love to change. He pulls
away from her, but he is secretly sure that she will always need him; when
she no longer does, he cannot adapt. Murphy’s women are forced to be
flexible; in a storm it is the trees that bend with the wind that survive.
Christopher is too proud to bend, and instead he snaps; he retains a

static sense of self. 1In contrast, during this conflict Patricia learns

to depend on herself and to be resilient.
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The Gigli Concert speaks very strongly about the relationships
between husbands and wives. The wife in this play is seen only through
the eyes of her husband, the Man. She never appears on stage, and as he
comments about her place in his life, one sometimes wonders if he may be
distorting the truth. Progressing from Betty in A Whistle in the Dark
(1961) to Patricia in Too Late for Logic (1989) to the wife in The Gigli
Concert (1983), the role of the wife appears to be getting fainter; while
the wives may not appear as frequently on-stage, their importance is
constant, strong and resonant. Although we never meet the Man’s wife, she
is a vital voice in the play as a whole.
The husband in The Gigli Concert (the Man) comments about his wife
and reveals a great deal about the communication problems in his marriage.
She, like Murphy’s other wives, adapts to a very difficult situation. The
Man cﬁmes for counseling to JPW, an English "dynamatologist" who teaches
that all things are possible. The Man wants to sing in the actual voice
of the great Italian tenor Beniamino Gigli. His marriage is in shambles,
and he feels that being able to sing in Gigli‘’s voice will bring beauty
and wholeness to his empty existence.
The Man’s wife is very patient with her husband’s unhealthy behavior.
He isolates himself and listens to Gigli records, and he takes out his
frustrations on his wife and his young son. He says:
Now I‘d prefer to walk a mile in the other direction than say
how yeh or fuck yeh to anyone [sic] . . . But I always managed
to keep my obscenities out of the house until lately. Now
they’‘re the only things that break the silence (17).

The Man is either a recluse or he shouts vulgarities at his wife and son.

He acknowledges that he has not spoken to his wife at all in a whole

month. The distant relationship with his wife is apparent by the fact that
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he never even mentions her name. The stress of his behavior severely
affects her, and he says: "I’'ve seen her age before my eyes. She’s aged
ten years in the past three months" (17). He resents her presence, but he
feels bound to her. The Man senses a terrible void in his life, and he
uses silence as a weapon to make himself feel more powerful.

The Man‘s wife is the voice of reason and calmness. His depression
begins when the itinerants (a homeless subculture) arrive to stay on the
outskirts of his property. The Man’s wife is able to call the police in
time to keep him from killing the itinerants. He is filled with rage and
pent-up violence, and he reveals that he not only wants to kill the
itinerants, but he also sometimes has a secret desire to kill his wife
(18).

The Man tells JPW that his destructiveness and silence are pushing
his wife to the brink of her sanity. He states:

My wife is near nervous breakdown. She’s barely holding on.
She says I look like an old man. Hah? . . . She looks like an
old woman. She was a princess. You should have seen her. Even
three months ago. She’s holding on for me she says, not the
‘child. The child too, but why on earth for me? And I burned all
his toys last night. 1I rooted them out of every corner (29).
The Man says that his wife used to be a princess. He puts his wife on a
pedestal, but he does not know how to communicate with her or share the
burdens of life with her; this makes him become volatile, and he unleashes
his fury toward those whom he loves. She tells him that she is holding
onto their marriage mainly because of her love for him, rather than
keeping the marriage together for their son’s sake. This makes him feel
inadequate and undeserving of her love, and he asks, "but why on earth for

me?" (29). Despite his severe depression, his wife wants to rebuild their

Mmarriage, but the Man keeps distancing himself from his wife, through his
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silence and unacceptable behavior. His rage even moves him to burn his
son’s toys.
In a striking monologue, the Man summarizes the problems in his
marriage, which center around the fact that he will not communicate with
his wife. He tells JPW:

My wife came down 1last night. Nightdress, long hair. I
pretended I didn’t hear her come in or that she was watching me.
And I kept listening to the music. Then she came and stood
beside my chair. Smiling. And she said, what are you listening
to? I use the headphones at night. Elgur, I said. 1I don’'t
know why I said that because the only thing I listen to is him
[Gigli). And. You off I said. To bed. And she said yes, it’s
ten past one, heighho. And. You coming up she said. And I
said, in a little, I said. Then she knelt down and put her head
on my knees. And then she said talk to me. Talk to me, talk to
me, please love talk to me. And I couldn’t think of a single
thing to say. And she said I love you so much. And I said I
love you too . . . but not out loud. And. Then she got up. And
she said pull yourself together, what’s the matter with you, for
God’s sake get a grip on yourself, pull yourself together. She
was trembling. She’d let go for a moment. And then she said
goodnight. When she left I stood up. Out of respect. I knew
she would’'ve stopped in the hall. She usually does. Just
stands there for a few moments. Before going up. And then it
came out. My roar. Fuck you, fuck you . . . fuck you
(emphasis added) (29).

During this speech it appears that the Man does love his wife, but he is
not able to tell her. Murphy says that the men cannot profess their love
because the male characters "don’t trust themselves."? The Man’s wife
longs for him to talk to her, but he insists on isolating himself. She
usually keeps her pain contained, but when she finally shares her deep
fears about her husband’s reclusive, destructive behavior, he remains
unresponsive. He stands when she leaves, out of "respect," but this is in
ironic contrast to the way he ignores and hurts his wife. His roar of
obscenities is made while she is out of sight, but still within hearing
range. He finds communication impossible, and when he does speak, he can
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