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ABSTRACT

WOMEN IN THE PLAYS OF JOHN MILLINGTON SYNGE
AND SEAN O'CASEY: A STUDY IN STRONG-MINDEDNESS

by

Beatrice O'Donnell

When one reflects upon the characters in the plays of Synge
and 0'Casey, it is invariably the women who capture the imagination.
What Pegeen Mike, Maurya, and Deirdre, what Juno, Nora, Loreleen and
Mrs. Breydon have in common is a strong-mindedness that frequently
makes the playwrights' male characters look pallid by comparison.

It is the purpose of this study to investigate not only the
extent of this strong-minded behavior in the drama of Synge and O'Casey
but to explore some of the reasons that account for this phenomenon.

Strong-mindedness implies all the overt and covert variations

a woman might choose in order to exert her will. In this context the
term is used to describe both the authoritarian impulse to dominate
another and the humanistic attempt to govern oneself, often in the face
of severe opposition, In short, strong-mindedness describes both the
attempt to acquire power over another and the desire to achieve power
over oneself, both the need to impose one's choices on somebody else
and the determination to make one's own choices.

Part One focuses attention on the plays, with Chapter I an
analysis of Synge's six dramas and Chapter II an exploration of O'Casey's

thirteen full-length plays. The women in Synge's plays are frequently



given to trying to impose their wills on the men in their lives. O0'Casey
women, though also given to attempts at dominating the opposite sex, are
more commonly characterized by an impulse to assert personal autonomy.

Part Two explores the socio-cultural background of Ireland
for insight into sociological, historical and psychological influences
upon the two playwrights. Chapter III investigates the strong matriarchal
strain in the average Irish home to explain the submissiveness of men and
assertiveness of women found in the family. Chapter IV gathers together
evidence that both dramatists were not only scholars of ancient Gaelic
mythology but also frank admirers of the autocratic and imperious women
in the Heroic Cycle. It seems likely that the writers' mutual admiration
of the female myth figures at least reinforced basic attitudes that women
ought to be strong and assertive. Though these first two chapters suggest
reasons why both artists created an extensive gallery of strong-minded
female characters, they do not satisfactorily explain the differing types
of strong-minded women each dramatist created.

Chapter V attempts to do so by exploring each man's unique
efforts to effect adult separation from his mother. Because Synge was
never able to declare emotional independence from his mother, his female
characters are marked by an impulse to dominate, to manipulate the men
in their lives, as he felt his mother did him. In consequence, his female
characters often stand as larger-than-life dominating figures in relation
to their men -- looking for all the world as awesomely imposing as a
mother does to her small son. Whereas Synge relied emotionally upon his
mother all his life and resented her for it, 0'Casey asserted his indepen-
dence of his mother and admired her .ever after for encouraging it. As a
result, his view of women was more balanced than Synge's. Though some of

0'Casey's female characters also exhibit the tendency to manipulate their



men, they are more commonly characterized by a desire to govern them-
selves, a trait which his mother lived and exemplified every day of her
life.

It is not possible to assert with absolute certainty that the
latter three were the only influences on Synge and O'Casey, but they
certainly contributed to the cultural milieu that helped shape the
dramatists' assumptions about what constituted appropriate female

behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

At times the contradiction apparently operant between the
modern Irish woman's subservient role in society and her dominating
role in the plays of Synge and 0'Casey seems downright bizarre. For
the female characters in the majority of the plays of John Millington
Synge and Sean 0'Casey are remarkably strong-minded, often either more
assertive or more autonomous than the playwrights' male characters.
The women are, incidentally, not unlike the self-willed and determined
females who appear in ancient Gaelic mythology.

This study investigates the extent of this strong-minded
behavior in the drama of Synge and O'Casey, and then suggests some
reasons to account for the phenomenon in their plays.

Since most social systems in western countries are patri-
archal in their institutions and women treated as inferior beings,
the means which women use to achieve their will is intrinsically

interesting. Strong-mindedness is the not entirely satisfactory word

I have chosen to convey all the overt and subtle variations a woman
might choose in order to exert her will, so as to shape her own life
and possibly the lives of others as well. In this context I have
perhaps stretched the term to describe both the authoritarian impulse
to dominate another and the humanistic impulse to achieve personal au-
tonomy, without necessarily infringing on another's choices or rights.
Though both drives imply fascinating variants in power-seeking, I make
no attempt to judge the superiority of either. I content myself with
merely describing the plays in which women are inclined to impose their
wills on others and those in which they are more concerned with self-

governance. In either case, I want to emphasize that strong-mindedness
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implies vigorous expression of one's felt needs.

Though numerous critical and scholarly works have been pub-
lished on Synge and O'Casey examining their plays within political,
poetic, religious, historical and biographical contexts, no one has yet
endeavored to analyze the relationship of Irish women to their men in
this way. Occasionally, critics have broached the issue of relationship
between the sexes but have never really come to grips with it, Instead
they usually fall back on some standard assessment like the idea that
Irish men are dreamers and Irish women are realists.1

Since this work probes the particular tensions existing
between Irish females and males, it should prove useful to directors
and actors engaged in the production of modern Irish drama by making
palpable and discernible understandings about sexual relationships
which before were either absent or but subliminally glimpsed.

In addition, it adds thrust to the young but exciting body

of "women's studies,"

though the study is intended in no wise to be
either political or polemical. Rather, it is largely descriptive,
pointing out in individual plays the kinds of circumstances under which
women either reverse the normative situation of male dominance or attempt
to maintain their integrity by living autonomously without adherence to
public opinion.

I pursued this investigation because, scholarly considerations
being equal, I wanted to better understand myself, my family and my

Irish heritage. The idea for the study originated when it struck me

while re-reading O'Casey's Juno and the Paycock how easily Juno dominated

1David Krause, Sean O'Casey: the Man and His Work (N.Y.:
Collier, 1960), p. 109 Also, see John Gassner, Masters of the Drama
(N.Y.: Dover Publications, Inc., 1954), p. 569.
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her husband. I suppose the recognition startled me more than it should
have because I had only recently come to an analagous recognition about

my own parents' relationship. Returning to 0'Casey's The Plough and the

Stars, I was intrigued to discover in the young Nora Clitheroe a parallel
insistence upon determining her husband's actions.

I then whipped through all the published scripts of the other
giant of the Irish Renaissance, John Millington Synge, and found what
looked to be an even more pervasive pattern of assertive behavior among
women characters, Strong-minded women figure tellingly in his ''Riders

to the Sea,'" The Playboy of the Western World and Deirdre of the Sorrows,

to mention but the best known.

During this same period I began dipping into the Gaelic myths
for the first time and was fascinated by the often dominating behavior
of the women in the Heroic Cycle. 1Initially, I was tantalized by the
idea of a possible connection between ancient cultural behavior and
contemporary. But the more I read about the women in the myths and the
women in the plays, the less I understood them -- at least in the
sense of being able to explain their behavior in terms of a neat little
formula, For at first it seemed as though the dynamism of the woman in
the plays was exclusively linked to the issue of domination. Certainly
Synge's women seem characterized by an outright need to manipulate that
makes them more assertive, more insistent than his male characters.
However, O'Casey's women refused to be so neatly pidgeon-holed. Though
a number of his ladies are often notoriously domineering, more frequently
they are memorable because they possess an inner resourcefulness that
makes them seem more centered, more whole than the men. I found that I
needed not only a larger concept than '"dominating' to describe the
variety of the two playwrights' females, but a broader purview against
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which to examine Irish behavioral modes between the sexes than just the
idea of myths-as-behavior-models. I recognized that to understand strong-
mindedness in the women of Synge and 0O'Casey, I would have to explore at
least three specific aspects of the dramatists' cultural milieu:

(1) the effects of having been reared in a country where
family life is usually dominated by the mother;

(2) the possible influence of both writers' knowledge of the
Irish myths and their conscious admiration of the female myth figures in
reinforcing their assumptions about typical behavior for women;

(3) the particular results of each author's unique relation-
ship with his mother in shaping his attitudes about women.

The study then is essentially descriptive, focusing on
character, specifically on females in varying degrees of intimate
relationship with the opposite sex. Only women in such relationships
are analyzed. For that reason, otherwise wonderfully-conceived

characters like Mary Byrne in The Tinker's Wedding and Bessie Burgess

and Mrs. Gogan in The Plough and the Stars are not considered. I

attempt neither a formalistic analysis of structure nor an evaluative
assessment of the plays except when the playwright's technique presents
problems in character analysis, as 0'Casey's technique does in several
of his middle-period plays.

The work is divided into two parts. Part I represents a
straightforward description of the behavior of women characters in the
two playwrights' dramas. Chapter I focuses on the females in all six
of Synge's plays including his one-acts, since his early death makes
the body of his work slight without their inclusion; besides, a signi-
ficant part of his artistic reputation rests on his powerful one-act

tragedy, ''Riders to the Sea.'" Chapter II focuses on the women in
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0'Casey's thirteen full-length plays. Because the O'Casey canon is so
extensive and the one-acts represent for the most part insignificant
vaudeville pieces, the short plays have been eliminated from consideration.
In both chapters the plays are considered chronologically.

Part II attempts to set the playwrights in sociological,
historical and psychological contexts to throw light upon the curious
coincidence that both created an inordinate number of strong-minded
females. Chapter III concentrates on the fact that women have tradi-
tionally played the central role in Irish family life. Chapter IV
probes the ramifications of the fact that both authors were aware of
and admired the dominating women in the old myths. Chapter V considers
the poignant influence of each playwright's relationship with his mother
upon his subsequent attitudes toward what were appropriately female roles
and behavior.

The latter biographical data may account for the different ways
in which Synge and O'Casey female characters express their strong-minded-
ness. However, the issue of whether a character wins or loses her battle
to dominate or to achieve autonomy is not addressed. Rather the focus is
kept on the character's impulse toward one mode or toward the other. In
general, Synge women are generally driven by an impulse to dominate their
men and O'Casey women are more commonly concemed with governing them-
selves autonomously. These two aspects of strong-mindedness constitute
the critical key to understanding the distinction between the two
Dublin writers' similar attitudes toward women.

For the reader unfamiliar with Irish mythology, I include an
appendix giving a brief history of the assertive and autocratic women
found in the Heroic Cycle of the ancient Gaelic myths. Also included

in this segment are some provocative, if inconclusive, opinions of
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psychiatrists who contend that ancient myths continue to exert an ongoing
influence upon contemporary attitudes, individual characters functioning as
role models for contemporary behavior., It is a theory that I find insis-
tent and appealing. However, because, it is not yet subject to absolute
proof, I've relegated brief discussion of it to a humble appendix. Need-
less to say, I make no attempt to draw one-to-one comparisons between
these mythic women and the modern females created by Synge and O'Casey.
The various ancient queens, witches, and warriors are cited only to

point out the tantalizingly similar attitude toward self-rule existing

between them and the modern characters.
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PART ONE: THE PLAYS



CHAPTER 1

SYNGE WOMEN

John Millington Synge (1871-1909) published six plays during
a brief career which ended when he died of Hodgkins Disease at an un-
timely thirty-eight. In all but one of them, women characters exhibit
a marked determination to shape their own lives: their methods of deal-
in with the men in their lives range from the disarmingly manipulative
to the frankly domineering. In these five plays Synge perceives the
Irish battle between the sexes with fine compassion and unfailing good
humor.

In considering Synge's female characters it is interesting
to note that as he grows surer in his craft, the women too seem to
develop in assurance and confidence about expressing their own ideas,

needs and wills, Thereto they become progressively more domineering.

IN THE SHADOW OF THE GLEN (1903)l

If one regards his plays in their order of chronological pro-
duction, one sees Nora Burke's peculiar brand of single-mindedness as a
trial run for later women who would become very dominating indeed. The
central character of Synge's first staged play, though hardly aggressive,
is undeniably determined to hold to her own philosophy of life. She is
strong-minded in a way that not only seems to have hypnotized the three
male characters in the play toward her but, surprisingly, that seems to

have eluded the attention of most Synge scholars.

1A11 play dates refer to production year, unless specified
as publication date.
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“In the Shadow of the Glen'" is loosely based on a folk tale
the author first heard in the Aran Islands about an old husband who
feigns death in order to determine whether he has been cuckolded by his
young wife. '"Here we have a play about marriage and temptation, about
an old man and a younger rival, with a taste of Deirdre about it."
However, because Synge did not make the ending (the wife going off with
a stranger) clear enough in moral terms, Irish critics have often found
the story unsettling, suspect. They found it "more like Deirdre with
a Shavian twist."2 However, the one-act has most frequently been
criticized on the grounds that Synge failed to maintain a consistently
comic tomne in his treatment of the story. Daniel Corkery contends that
often hilariously farcical moments, like old Dan Burke's apopletically
furious rising from the dead and the lusty Michael Dara's proposal of
marriage to the '"widow" in the corpse's presence, are diminished by
Synge's insistence on giving Nora persistently poignant dialogue about
her abject loneliness in the isolated glen. Corkery contends, 'the
play is too small for such changes in mood as occur in it; and, to use
a musical term, there are no bridges between mood and mood. Nora
Burke's desperate character is the reason for this uncertainty."3
The effect, he maintains, is a teeter-totter quality tipping from the
uproariously comic to the incongruously melodramatic,

However, I maintain it is exactly this propensity in Nora to

see life through a fog of romantic gloominess that accounts for her

2Denis Johnston, John Millington Synge (N.Y.:Columbia U.
Press, 1965), p. 15

3Daniel Corkery, Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature (N.Y.:
Russell & Russell, 1965), p. 126
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sublimely comic contribution to the play. Corkery misapprehended the
irony implicit in W.B. Yeats' assessment of Nora as a woman, 'melancholy
as a curlew, driven to distraction by her own sensitiveness, for her own
fineness."4 In interpreting literally Yeats' description of Nora as
"sensitive," Corkery was forced to regard her as a noble soul suffering —-
if not in silence, then certainly with poetic lyricism. Such an explana-
tion would force '"In the Shadow of the Glen' into the mere mold of a
feminist tract decrying the Irish socio-educational structure which
gives a woman no means for independence or even survival in old age
except marriage to a man of property. Such a misconstruction of the
play's thrust would make Nora a heroine whose spirit has been systematically
crushed by the insensitive and silent old man she is tied to., That
critical perspective lingers still. Alan Price and Ann Saddlemyer both
tend to romanticize Nora, to miss the comic pervasiveness of her
character by focusing on the weather. Price, particularly sees the play
as a rather serious one, citing the paralyzing psychological effects of
the misty glen.5 However such a reading of Synge's intent would indeed
blur the comic intent of the script.

For the point is, Nora is not a heroine. If anything, she is
a victim, but no more so than her husband6 whom she irritates beyond
measure with her everlasting '"sensitivity' to life's day-to-day

anguishes. So determinedly melancholy is Nora that she drives her

“Ibid., p. 124

5Ann Saddlemyer, J.M. Synge and Modern Comedy (Dublin: Dolmen,
1968), p. 126; and Alan Price, Synge and Anglo-Irish Drama (London:
Methuen, 1961), p. 15.

6Both are victims of being citizens "in a country where late
marriages are part of an economic and traditional necessity.' Donna
Gerstenberger, John Millington Synge (N.Y.: Twayne Publishers, Inc. 1964),
p. 38.
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husband into making a great ass of himself (he pretends to be the guest
of honor at his own wake) because her moroseness is so alien to his
understanding.

For Nora Burke is single-mindedly devoted to seeing the worm
inside the rosebud. Nora Burke has the habit of mind which the Welsh
call haggith, a predilection to focus only on the bleaker aspects of
life, an inclination to anticipate in the beginning of joy, its con-
clusion, That characteristic is also a markedly Irish one, and one which
Synge turns to delightfully funny uses. So enamoured is Nora of her
misery, she is incapable of responding with anything like happiness,
no matter how promising the prospect. And in that inflexibility, she
achieves in Bergson's term, '"mechanical inelasticity' which makes her
a genuinely comic figure.

Though other critics, like J.B. Yeats, praised the play as an
effective attack on "our Irish institution, the loveless marriage,"7
the compliment is a backhanded one since it overemphasizes the social
criticism implied in the May-December marriage situation and again makes
Nora a figure of bravery. Actually she is a humorless woman who
functions brilliantly as the tool of Synge's comic intent. Far from
being the catalyst who drives the play "to the heights of tragic inten-
sity"8 as one critic misguidedly insisted,Nora is a comically obtuse

figure. She is hardly noble; after all, she married an old man for

7David H. Greene and Edward M. Stephens, John Millington Synge,
1871-1909 (N.Y.: Macmillan, 1959), p. 146.

8P.P. Howe, John Millington Synge: a Critical Study (N.Y.:
Mitchell Kennerly, 1911), p. 49.




his money. She is the perfect butt for comic treatment, Ironically, it
is her insistence upon seeing her state in the purple hues of tragedy
that makes her character so deliciously funny. She positively savors her
loneliness, hugs her misery.,

"In the Shadow of the Glen" then is not propaganda for a
social message. It is a play built primarily on character, one in
which Nora pressures, coaxes and manipulates all three men in the play
into doing things which without her influence they would never dream
of doing.

Ironically, it is Nora's tendency to accentuate the negative
that inexorably attracts the men to her purposes. Like many of Synge's
subsequent male characters, the three are a rather ineffective lot, a
fact which significantly accounts for their allowing themselves to be
manipulated by Nora. But manipulate them Nora does.

Indeed Nora is indirectly responsible for her husband's
foolish plot to catch her in adultery. Dan's evolving the ludicruous
scheme of posing as his own corpse speaks volumes about the nature of
their relationship. In spite of his jealously prohibiting her to talk
with other men after their marriage, Nora pursued her own will. 1In
spite of Dan's bullying, in spite of local gossip about the many men
she had become friendly with, she continued to alleviate her loneliness
by chatting with any friendly person who happened by the farm. For her
home is isolated she insists with no little self-insight,

you have to be talking with someone,
and looking for someone, in the
evening of the day, and if it's a power

of men I'm after knowing they were fine
men, for I was a hard child to please,
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and it's a hard woman I am to please this
day. 9

That she has always had a telling influence on her acerbic
husband is loudly attested to by her erstwhile suitor Michael Dara who,
in a panic at finding the old man's '"corpse' about to clobber him with
a shillelagh, shrieks to her,

Get me out of it, Nora, for the love of
God. He always did what you bid him, and

I'm thinking he would do it now. (italics
mine.)

Furthermore, she apparently has an even stronger influence
on the young shepherd himself. Though Michael half suspects that Nora
is a bit mad with her perennial talk of the "lonesome fog,'" so intriguing
does he find her, he eventually proposes marriage to her -- something
Nora probably long fantasized about, in view of the fact that her old
husband 'was always cold, every day I knew him -- and every night."

Finally, the third man, the Tramp, a complete stranger till
that evening, is so taken with Nora's ability to articulate her misery
so poetically, that he impulsively offers to become her protector when
her husband ousts her from their home -- no small thing in Ireland
since the Tramp will thereby incur the blame for Nora's being, as her
husband claims, a 'bad wife."

In fact, the Tramp is impressed with her courage from their
first encounter. On a fiercely stormy night, she admits him, a total
stranger, to the house though she is -- she thinks =-- completely alone.

He cannot help feeling cowardly by comparison, since he once let a man

9A11 script citations are from J.M. Synge, The Complete Plays
(N.Y.: Vintage Books, 1935).




die in a ditch because he feared to investigate his cries for help after
dark,

Nor can the Tramp help but be struck by her refusal to speak
sentimentally of her "late'" husband just because he is now dead. Gazing
appraisingly at the corpse, she tells the Tramp detachedly, 'he was
always queer, stranger, and I suppose them that's queer and they living
men will be queer bodies after." Nora admits frankly to him that she
married old Dan Burke for security in her old age. But once she so
guaranteed that security, she found she still was not happy. "What

good is a bit of a farm with cows on it,"

she asks melodramatically,
"when you do be...seeing nothing but the mists rolling down the bog...
and hearing nothing but the wind crying out in the bits of broken trees
- were left from the great storm."

In the early months of her marriage, Nora used to ease the
loneliness of the farm by elegiacally speaking of it to kindred souls
who stopped by =-- unfortunately, male souls, much to the chagrin of her
husband., After one of those male friends died under mysterious circum-
stances near their farm, she developed a more salutary mode of behavior:
she would take her misery to her bosom and savor it,

It's very lonesome I was after him [her

dead friend) a long while (She looks over

at the bed and lowers her voice, speaking
very clearly), and then I got happy again --
if it's ever happy we are, stranger -- for I
got used to being lonesome.

So amenable has she found such a glum attitude toward life,
that even when her husband's supposed death makes possible her freedom
from the loneliness of the farm, she is compelled to find another source

of misery., In his stage directions, Synge describes her absently

stacking the liberating piles of her husband's gold pieces while
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simultaneously and perversely considering the inevitable effects aging
will have upon her,

Her absolute determination not to be happy, but rather to
regard life with the myopia of a tragic poet, is seen in wonderfully
comic terms when the burly young shepherd offers her a lusty marriage
bed. However, she resolutely looks past his rippling muscles and
hearty sensuality to forty years hence:

Why would I marry you Mike Dara? You'll be
getting old, and in a little while I'm telling
you, you'll be sitting up -- the way himself
was sitting -- with a shake in your face, and
your teeth falling and the white hair sticking
out round you like an old bush where sheep do
be leaping in a gap.

Nora's comic obstreperousness is again underlined after her
husband's roaring rise from the dead when he sputteringly expells her
from the house. (It is difficult to tell how much of his outrage is a
result of a marriage proposal proffered over his bier, or his final
exasperation with Nora's interminable proclivity to blather about the
barrenness of life. There is, however, some evidence for the latter
in that during the final moments of the play, Dan blithely invites the
man who proposed to his wife to join him in a hooker of whiskey.)
Though Nora is thereby released from the shackles of a joyless marriage,
she is consistent to the end. She will not be cheered even when, at
the eleventh hour, the Tramp unexpectedly emerges as her protector and
offers to become her tour guide on the open road, beyond the narrow
pettiness of the glen. He ecstatically tells her,

You'll be hearing the herons crying out over
the black lakes, and you'll be hearing the
grouse and the owls with them, and the larks
and the big thrushes when the days are warm...

And there'll be no old fellow wheezing, the
like of a sick sheep close to your ear.
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However, Nora has too long cultivated her misery and she is

unable to rise to hope. So she insists with hyperbolic despair:

I'm thinking it's myself will be wheezing

that time with lying down under the heavens

when the night is cold,
and exits with self-conscious anguish into the dark and rainy night that
so suits her temperment.

Nora Burke as the earliest of Synge's female characters, though
never consciously domineering, is certainly manipulative. By virtue of
her single-minded adherence to her self-image as a woman of high-minded
sensitivity, she hypnotizes three radically different men into wanting to
attach their destinies to hers. 1In her obdurate fidelity to that comic
self-image, Nora so captivates them that each man is willing to chance
making a fool of himself for her: her husband pretends to be the main
attraction at his own wakej; Michael Dara, though in the inhibiting

presence of a ''corpse,"

pants to marry herj; and the Tramp willingly
takes up arms to battle provincial minds by offering to become her pro-
tector on the road.

Nora Burke, then, is her own woman., However, in dealing with
her husband's unreasonable demands, she responds subversively rather

than with frank aggression. Synge's next female creation seeks her own

will more openly.

RIDERS TO THE SEA (1904)

When Synge turned his efforts to a genuinely tragic theme, he
simultaneously created a woman of striking courage, fearsome will and a
marked determination to dominate. In Maurya, the central figure in
"Riders to the Sea," one senses an indomitable spirit as one watches at

close quarters her canny and manipulative interaction with the last man
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living in the house. One senses in her a woman who, Lear-like, would
wrestle with Nature, hurl back the lightening, and still the tumultuous
sea in her instincts to protect her son from its tyranny.

In the course of a hard life, she has lost seven men to the
sea, But if, during that time, she has grudgingly recognized that she
can neither defy nor control Nature's terrible forces, she has not
acknowledged defeat in her struggle to guard her young.

Her last surviving son, Bartley, has become the man of the
house. His sense of self, his very identity, rests upon his functioning
in that role by providing for his mother and sisters., His detemmination
to ferry two horses to the Connemara Fair during an impending storm
represents a practical instance of such functioning..

However, Maurya is determined to subvert his intention in
order to insure his safety. She would urge him to be submissive to her,
protective of himself,

In Maurya's and Bartley's conflict lies the tragic tension:
two goods irreconcilably opposed. She would protect him from death by
dissuading him from a dangerous boat trip; he would affirm his selfhood
by facing possible death -- lest he learn fear of life.

At curtain rise Maurya gives every appearance of being a beaten
old woman, Nine days earlier the sea took her fifth and favorite son and
malevolently, has not yet yielded up his body. She is exhausted weeping.

Scuffing slowly from one side of the room to the other, touch-
ing occasionally the coffin boards propped against one wall, moaning
softly as she gazes out the window to the strand and the rocks beyond, she
seems a woman utterly broken in spirit.

But Maurya cannot afford to break. She is marshalling her
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energies toward keeping Bartley at home, She knows her efforts to prevent
his.going have become a monotonous litany not only to him but to her two
daughters as well. The elder, Cathleen, points out pragmatically, "It's
the life of a young man to be going to the sea, and who would listen to
an old woman with one thing and she saying it over?"

Fearing to thus exasperate Bartley and lose the argument by
default, Maurya first attempts to strengthen her case by alliance with
the priest. Unfortunately, the priest regards her request to dissuade
Bartley from the trip as motherly hysteria and merely tells her to trust
in God's benevolence.

Flung thus upon her own resources, she galvanizes her failing
energies in an eleventh hour bid to reverse her son's resolution to take
to the sea -- during the very moments he is making his last-minute
preparations to leave.

Bartley comes hurrying up the stones into the house, and her
eyes rivet him in the doorway. Instinctively, she turns to psychological
warfare. She regards him silently, accusingly. (She has caught him in
a dilemma: he knows how much mourning she has undergone in this sorrow-
ful-house by the sea. He wants only peace for her in her ebbing days.
But on an island, a man must go on the sea to survive. The land on
Aran is not hospitable enough to live by farming alone. To survive, he
must encounter the sea.) He cannot hold her glance; he turns to his
sister and quietly asks for the new rope to make a halter for the horses.

Like one of the furies intent upon paralyzing him with guilt,
Maurya says,

You'd do right to leave that rope, Bartley,
hanging by the boards. It will be wanting in

this place, I'm telling you, if Michael is
washed up tomorrow morning, or the next morning
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or on any morning in the week, for it's a deep
grave we'll make him by the grace of God.

She won't be sidetracked by his insistence that the boat at tle
pier is the only one leaving for over two weeks., Instead, she prods his
sense of family responsibility. "It's a hard thing they'll be saying
below if the body is washed up and there's no man in it to make the coffin,

She attempts to lacerate him with guilt for risking the boat
trip during dangerous weather: "What will I live and the girls with me,
and I am an old woman looking for the grave?"

Sensing his implacability, she shifts from emotion to reason:
the sea is dangerous at the best of times but at the moment, '"that wind
is rising the sea.”

Furthermore, with unnamable terror that can only arise out of
superstition, she reminds him that last night '"there was a star up
against the moon,"

Desperately she points out, "if it was a hundred horses, or a
thousand horses you had itself, what is the price of a thousand horses
against a son where there is one son only?"

Bartley makes no answer to her question. She is right. But
he is right too: to survive on Aran, a man must encounter the sea,.

Unable to check his determination to go to the mainland with
either guilt or logic, she changes tack., She would immobilize him with
fear., "It's hard set we'll be surely the day you're drownd'd with the
rest."

In silence, he changes to a warmer jacket for the voyage.
Frustrated beyond tears, she grasps for a mother's ultimate weapon:
she will withhold love. As her son stands in the door awaiting her

blessing, Maurya literally turns her face to the wall, her back on her
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son. In the stillness, the tension is palpable. In the open doorway,
lowering clouds threaten, the turbulent surf pounds. But she will not
bless him, a son who would defy her,

The wordless conflict is broken by the sound of her son's
hasty steps down the cobbled stones that front the cottage,

Though Maurya loves Bartley deeply, she is aggressively
determined to dominate him, to make his choices for him, And when khe
fails to do so, she cannot suppress a rising antagonism toward him,
That she resents his recalcitrance is suggested by her description of
their next meeting, and even more clearly in her epitaph over his
corpse at the play's end.

Cathleen, shocked at her mother's bitter refusal to give
Bartley her benediction, talks the old woman into hurrying down the
shortcut with some bread and a soft word for Bartley before he leaves.
However, the depth of Maurya's resentment is again demonstrated when
she returns almost immediately after having encountered her son face
to face, but unaccountably stifled her blessing a second time. "I
tried to say 'God speed you' but something chocked the words in my
throat." Malcolm Pittock suggested there is significant motive behind
her action, He offered ample proof of her superstitious nature
including the fact that she

implicitly believes that by predicting Bartley's
death, and omitting to say "God speed you" which

is here referred to as if it were some superstitious
formula, she has brought her son bad luck., 10

Yet so embittered does she feel because Bartley will hot be ruled by her

wiser judgment, that she refrains from undoing the harm she believes she

10Malcolm Pittock, "Riders to the Sea," English Studies 49
(Oct., 1968): 447
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has done him. (She later maintains that what must have prevented her was
a subsequent vision of her drowned son Michael coming behind Bartley, but
that seems a bit pat, especially in light of the later barely-disguised
resentment in her last words over the drowned Bartley's body.)

During his wake, though nominally accepting the will of God,
her words mask a thinly-veiled disaffection for him, especially in her
citing the economic implications of his having insisted on taking to the
sea,

It isn't that I haven't prayed by you, Bartley,
to the Almighty God. It isn't that I haven't
said prayers in the dark night till you wouldn't
know what I'd be saying; but it's a great rest
I'll have now, and it's time surely. 1It's a
great rest I'll have now, and great sleeping in
the long nights after Samhain, if it's only a
bit of wet flour we do have to eat, and maybe a
fish that would be stinking.

Maurya then is a woman of enormous emotional strength, sus-
tained through much of her difficult life by a bracing haggith. Unlike
the foolish Nora Burke, who uses haggith to side-step life, Maurya
adopts it in order to face life. Haggith prompts her to expect the
worst, to aver simply, '"Bartley will be lost now' almost immediately
upon his exit from the house. Her haggith is protective reaction.
There is a certain relief in ceasing to worry that the worst will come
to pass.

All her adult life, starting with her husband and down to her
youngest son, Maurya has sought to dominate the men in her house. The
fact that she wanted to do so in order to protect them in no way alters
the truth of that basic situation, The fact that she and the men were
locked into a dilemma which forced the latter into defying her in order

to insure the family's survival in no way diminished her ferocious

determination to keep them safe. Thomas Van Laan believed that Maurya
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is too passive to be a tragic figure since the sea, the real protagonist,
is from the start mightier than she.11 But even the fact that her struggle,
in a larger sense, has been not with the men so much as the implacable
sea does not change the reality of her absolute determination to save
them. That fact merely contributes to the situation the ingredients of
tragedy: a dynamic in which an individual faces the unbeatable foe --
and chooses to fight anyway. The ferocity of Maurya's will to fight
remains absolute until Bartley, the last man in the house, actually
leaves the house and heads toward the swelling sea. Suddenly, her un-
failing will collapses. She intuits his death as a foregone conclusion.
And though she was wrestled with fate, implored God, struggled with her
men; when her last son is dead, she acquiesces stoically. 1It's as
though the absence of a man to contend with has diminished her somehow:
"it's a great rest I'll have now and it's time surely."

A woman of archetypal proportions, Maurya finally is awesome
in her contradictions. For despite her lifelong ferocity to keep her
men living, once she realizes her struggle has been ultimately futile,
she reacts with a startling fatalism about the ephemeral nature of
life. It is shocking, for once Bartley's corpse is carried in, we wait
expectantly for her great wailing grief to split the ears of the
universe. We wait for her studdering abandonment to the only means
animal enough to suggest her inexpressible grief: the keen. (In
describing the practice of mourners at burials on the Aran Islands,

Synge observed that the keen seemed

1Thomas Van Laan,'Form as Agent in Synge's 'Riders to the
Drama Survey 3 (Winter, 1964): p. 353.

"
Sea,




16

to contain the whole passionate rate that
lurks somewhere in every native of the
island. In this cry of pain the inner con-
sciousness of the people seem to lay itself
bare for an instant, and to reveal the mood
of beings who feel their isolation in the
face of a universe that wars on them with
wind and seas. They are usually silent, but
in the presence of death all outward show of
indifference or patience is forgotten, and
they shriek with pitiable despair before the
horror of the fate to which they are doomed. 12

However, Maurya reverses the expected pattern. Not for her the howling
and keening of the other women who have come to mourn Bartley's death.

As she approaches the still dripping body of her last drowned son, she
regards him with the stoical detachment of a woman who has no more

battles to engage her will, and observes with an almost shocking quietude,

"No man at all can be living forever and we must be satisfied."

THE PLAYBOY OF THE WESTERN WORLD (1907)

After creating two women who are marked by growing strength of
will, one within an early comedy and the other within a one-act play that
has been called "the perfect tragedy,' Synge next explored the glorious
world of farce, and therein created his most memorable female character.

- Perhaps because she exists within the j©yous environs of farce,
Pegeen Mike is Synge's most openly domineering woman. Reared in a country
backwater off the roaring Mayo coast, she lacks the sophistication to
disguise.her blunt authoritarianism. She is self-assertive, demanding,
and widely reputed as the local shrew.

However, Pegeen's boldness of character reverberates in direct
proportion to the timidity of the men in her life. 1In fact, it is the

timorousness of these men that encouragesher dominance of them.

12Corkery, p. 137,
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Her fiance is a bit of a simp and her father, a considerable sot.

Her intended, Shawn Keogh, is as hesistant and queasy a soul as
one might expect to find in the length of Ireland. Afraid of the dark,
afraid of gossip, afraid of the priest, he still seems in wistful shock
at having somehow managed to secure Pegeen Mike's agreement to marry
him,

Her father, Michael James, is an affable publican (albeit a
perpetually thirsty one) who wants nothing so much as a quiet daughter
who will leave off nagging him about his responsibilities to her.

The other men she encounters regularly, Philly Cullen and
Jimmy Farrell, are too intimidated by her short temper and biting
tongue to give her any argument when she orders them about the pub.

With such bland, unprepossessing men, it is little wonder
that her natural bend for authority has developed to such a notorious
degree.

However, despite her ability to manipulate, command, or
simply terrorize the men in her life, Pegeen is a romantic. She is
tired of being known as the "girl{yhélwould knock the head of any
two men in the place.'" She hungers for a man she can respect, a man
cast in a heroic mold, a lad with ''a mighty spirit and a gamey heart
in him." She longs for a bold man, a man capable of violence if need
be, "the like of Daneen Sullivan[?hé]knocked the eye from a peeler,"
an uncommon man, a man with a poetical way with words, like Marcus
Quinn who used '"to tell stories of Holy Ireland till he'd have the
old women shedding down tears about their feet."

Unhappily, her fiance is neither bold nor poeticj; Shawn is
an avowed coward and determinedly prosaic., And though she has

decided to marry him, she will not turn a blind eye to his limitations:
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' she sneers upon learning that he has just left

You're a daring fellow,'
a man groaning in a ditch out of fear to investigate in the dark. 1In
their relationship, it is she who calls the turns. She will not even
give him a firm commitment that she will definitely marry him. "You're
making mighty certain, Shaneen, that I'll wed you now,' she prevaricates
And she makes short work of him when he dares to object to her hiring
a young man to help her in the pub. She turns on her fiance unceremo-
niously and orders him to be still: "will you whisht? Who's speaking
to you?" Later when Shawn offers to chaperone her and her handsome new
assistant, she is even more peremptory, 'you wouldn't stay when there
was need for you, and let you step off nimble this time when there's
none."

Pegeen has obviously had long practice in speaking her mind.
On her father's first entrance, she pounces on him verbally for his
plans to go out that night with the boys. "It's a queer father'd be
leaving me lonesome these twelve hours of dark.'" And when she fails
thus to engage his sympathy, before all his cronies she loudly
announces she simply will not stay alone in his pub, and he can do what
he likes about it! The efficacy of Pegeen's ability to manipulate her
father is economically pointed by the alacrity with which Michael James
agrees to her demand that he hire a total stranger, a "murderer," to
keep her company in the pub., That she dominates her father is even more
apparent when she browbeats him into approving her overnight intention
to marry that stranger. Even though the old man has moments before
rushed in in jubilant possession of the Church dispensation permitting
her marriage to Shawn Keogh, Pegeen will not be swayed from her intention

to marry someone else and orders her father, "bless us now, for I swear to
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God 1'll wed him {;hristy Mahon] and I'll not renege."

Generally, Pegeen's relationship with men is cymical. She
assumes a man to be a fool, a rogue, or a liar, till he prove other-
wise. When the mysteriously close-mouthed stranger enters her father's
shebeen, laconically dropping veiled references to some great crime he
has committed, Pegeen is the only one in the room who remains dubious,
even sardonic, about his insinuations:

He's done nothing, so. (To Christy) If you

didn't commit murder, or a bad nasty thing,

or even false coining, or robbery, or butchery,

or the like of them, there isn't anything that

would be worth your troubling for to run from

now. You did nothing at all.
Christy's impulsive avowal that he did, that, in fact, he killed his
father brings a thunderous silence on the assemblage. Patricide! Even
in her most romantic fantasies, Pegeen obviously never hoped to encounter
such a man. She quickly recovers and in a state of high hope insures
his staying by arranging a job for him in the pub.

As she readies a make-shift place for Christy to spend the
night, she takes the initiative and begins wooing him. She flatters
him; she subtly questions the extent of his prowess with the girls back
home; she makes it plain she admires his music with words, his decisive-
ness, his very violence. "I've heard all times it's the poets are your
like, fine, fiery fellows with great rages when their temper's roused."
It is she too who initiates the physical level of their relationship.
As she leaves him to go to bed, she touches his shoulder gently and
says meaningfully, 'well, you'll have peace in this place, Christy
Mahon, and none to trouble you, and it's near time a fine lad like you

should have your good share of the earth.'" And from that moment, she

wins him utterly.
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However, in Act II when she finds Christy at the center of a
gaggle of townsgirls, she demonstrates her heavy artillary in keeping
him tied to her. She hustles the young women out in a jealous fury and
turns coldly on him, ordering him briskly about his duties, "fling out
that rubbish and put them cups away. (He does so.) Shove in that bench
by the wall. (Christy tidies away in great haste.) And hang that glass
on the nail!"

When he innocently tells her he was using the mirror omnly to
make himself presentable for the girls, she calculatingly suggests that
such frivilous girls regularly talk to the local constables and with one
deft touch she paralyzes any further notions he may have entertained
about romancing other local girls. In anguish, he immediately envisions
himself dangling from a noose and prepares to take to the road again.

However, seeing his genuine sorrow at the prospect of leaving
her, she suddenly re-calls him, and like a mother who has momentarily
withheld her love from a fractious child, she reassures him he's in
no danger: she has checked the last three weeks' newspapers and found
no reference to his crime having been discovered yet. With naive and
grateful joy, he asks, "it's making a game of me you were, and I can
stay so, working at your side, and I not lonesome from this mortal day?"

Plainly, it is she again who charts the course of their
relationship.

However, Pegeen's strong-mindedness has its drawbacks. Her
fiance notes that she is possessed by the "devil's own temper." Widow
Quinn warns that Pegeen is the kind who when angered will "knock the
head off you." Even Pegeen herself acknowledges ruefully that she is
the "iright of seven townlands for my bitting tongue." And as deweyed-

eyed as Christy is about her, he recognizes with chagrin that when
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Pegeen finds out that he has not really killed his father, she "will be
turning again, and speaking hard words to me, like an old woman with a
spavindy ass she'd have, urging on a hill."

And his intuition is correct. When she learns the truth her
response is immediate and outraged at being made ''the fool of men." Her
ego wounded, she orders him out of her sight and her life. Pegeen's
embarrassment and anger at supposing she has somehow been made ''the fool
of men'" is highly significant., For it points plainly that she infinitely
prefers having her romantic illusions about Christy's heroics dashed, to
the thought that the local men find her somehow silly or pitiable. She
finds absolutely intolerable the idea that in the men's opinion she has
been the moon-eyed victim of a fast-talking interloper. She has made it
abundantly clear throughout that she has little enough respect for the
men of the town; nonetheless she cannot bear the idea that they might
sneer at her for her infatuation with an articulate and glib liar. And
so to prove she is nobody's fool, she headlong leads the local men in
physical assault on Christy. Even though her best instin¢ts prompt her
to restraint, her vanity will not be reined in and she leads 'the ter-
rified locals to rope him like a steer, while she burns him on the leg
with a red-hot turf in order to loosen his grip on the hearth."13 That
violent act finally clears Christy's romantic myopia about her and he
picks himself up with no little pride and strides off into the sunset
and out of her life.

Pegeen, watching Christy's renewed vigor and confidence in
himself as he bounds down the path and along the strand about to start

a new life, is suddenly consumed with self-pity. Suddenly, the

13Johnston, p. 38.
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recognition of the fine hearty young man she has just lost through her
rash and overhasty need to defend her ego overwhelms her, However, even
in defeat the dauntless Pegeen's predilection to dominate is in no wit
chastened: she greets her ex-fiance Shawn's grateful sigh of relief that
the interloper is gone with a sound box of the ear, though she adds a
wailing lamentation that by her own headstrong precipitousness, she has

"lost the only playboy of the western world."

THE TINKER'S WEDDING (pub. 1908)

Synge's next play was so controversial and offensive to Irish
audiences that it has been refused public staging at the Abbey Theatre
up to this day. Its burly anti-clericalism is certainly at the heart of
Irish resistance to staging it. For the climactic moment of this unruly
and merry farce is a scene in which the local parish priest is rudely
upended and dumped with dispatch into a burlap sack. Given the progres-
sively more assertive women that Synge has been creating with each new
play, it is not surprising that the instigator of this hilarous aggression
against the sputtering prelate is a female, and a gypsy female (probably
the most despised class in the whole Irish social structure) at that!

The Tinker's Wedding focuses on the formidable Sarah Casey's

undaunted attempts to marry the tinker Michael Byrne. But the farce is
more properly a paean to the rites of spring than to those of marriage.
For in it, the tempestuous Sarah's sudden resolution to be formally wed
to her man is as much a result of the headiness of warm weather as the
sudden urge for respectability.

Nonetheless, whatever the cause of her unexpected turn of mind
Sarah is determined to have her way. The fact that the two men oppose her

will, only increases her insistence. A strikingly handsome gypsy, she
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is another in the growing retinue of Synge's self-willed females.

Once she settles on the idea of having a proper ceremony to
legalize her relationship with her long-time travelling companion,
Michael Byrne, she gathers her resources to convince, first, her would-
be groom and, then, the disdainful parish priest who wants nothing to do
with tinkers.

While she stands at the church gate waiting to ask the priest
for a cut-rate wedding, she bullies her hesitant intended to stop his
grumbling and finish soldering her tin wedding band. She ignores his
argument that a ritual is superfluous since she has been living with him
contentedly for some time without benefit of sacrament. She knows his
grousing is merely the dispirited grumbling of a resigned man. When
Michael sarcastically says that he finds the prospect of waiting for
the snobbish priest "a sacred and sainted joy," she aggressively picks
up an edge in her voice and threatens, "it'll be a small joy for your-
self if you aren't ready with my wedding ring." That she intimidates
him is apparent in the alacrity with which he goes back to soldering
the tin wedding band in spite of the numerous burns he has already
received in working on so small a piece.

Since the moon changed (when she first took the notion into
her head to be married), Sarah has firmly brought Michael Byrne around
to grudging agreement to the idea of sanctified cohabitation, via
periodic threats to run off with another tin-smith. Now, sensing his
reluctance about to reassert itself, she prods his jealousy with
reminders of how awestruck a certain Jaunting Jim was with her beauty
at the last fair. She reminds Michael for good measure, that Jim has
a jaunting car so that if she were to take up with him, she would no

longer have to cart the pots and tin-smithing tools on her back, but
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could ride in style at her trade, like a lady. She adds archly, "Oh, he's
a great lad, I'm telling you and it's proud and happy I'll be to see him,
and he the first one called me the Beauty of Balinacree, a fine name for

' Michael's glum silence assures her she has made her point.

a woman.'

And Sarah aches to be regarded a lady, or at least to achieve
the respectability that a proper wedding bestows. When her prospective
mother-in-law, Mary Byrne, cackles in gleeful bewilderment at the young
woman's insistent plans for marriage, Sarah defiantly cries "I'll be
married now in a short while; and from this day there will be no one
have a right to call me a dirty name and I selling cans of Wicklow or
Wexford or the city of Dublin itself!"

Sarah has a stubborn singleness of vision that makes it dif-
ficult for her to change her course even when logic suggests another
plan of action. There is sense in old Mary Byrne's pointing out the
extraneousness of a ceremony: "What good will it do? 1Is it putting that
ring on your finger will keep you from getting an aged woman or losing
the fine face you have?" And though for a moment Sarah is struck by
its ring of truth, as soon as Michael adds an impatient and self-rightous
post script to his mother's remark, Sarah bristles defensively again.

MICHAEL
That's the truth she's saying and maybe
if you've sense in you at all, you'd have
a right still to leave your fooling and
not be wasting our gold.
SARAH
If it's wise or fool I am, I've made a
good bargain with the priest and I'll
stand to it now.
But as hungry as she is for respectability on this blithe

spring evening, she is determined to get the best terms she can manipulate

from the arrogant parish priest, a man she aptly sizes up as "a big boagt
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of a man." Seeing him at last returning toward the rectory, and knowing
the canon has a great, though discreet, eye for a pretty woman, she
whispers urgently to Michael to bellows up the fire. Like a canny stage
director, she places herself in the campfire's most effective lighting
and accosts the local holy man with her request to be married. Sarah
has nothing if not a charming effrontery. At first, she appeals to his
generosity by suggesting not only that he marry them without charge but
that he contribute a little something toward the cost they've incurred
in making the wedding band!

She is alive to his instant exasperation and quickly changes
tack. This time she deals with him quite honestly and offers him all the
money she has saved, which, unfortunately, is only half his usual fee,
In the face of his adamant refusal, she changes to an emotional course
and plays shamelessly upon his sympathy. ''It's two years we are getting
that bit, your reverence, with our pence and our half pence and an odd
threepenny bit; and if you don't marry us now, himself [yichaell and
the old woman [@er prospective mother—in-laq] who has a great drouth,
will be spending it tomorrow.' She breaks down, cries, cites the
injustice of a world that makes possible the grace of a sacrament to the
rich but denies it to her sort simply because she is poor. The truth of
her charge, coupled with her calculated tears, have their effect. The
priest grudgingly offers to officiate for the half-price fee, provided
they add to it the large tin can Michael has just finished soldering at
the fire.

Unfortunately, Sarah's moment of triumph is at that moment
turned awry by the untoward return of her future mother-in-law, roaring

drunk and singing bawdy ditties. As the curate becomes progressively more
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outraged by the raucus old lady's indiscreet familiarity, Sarah's instincts
go to work and she improvises on what threatens to be a loss by default.
She scurries after the indignant canon and desperately pleads her case:
he must perform the ceremony, otherwise he will condemn Sarah to ''growing
into an old wicked heathen like herself [ﬁer mother-in-la%ﬂ!" Breathless,
she watches his wrath soften, and with unspeakable delight, she hears him
agree to perform the ceremony.

In an Irish village there is no one man who inspires more respect
and kowtowing (however begrudged) so automatically as the parish priest.

The canon in The Tinker's Wedding obviously is used to dealing with his

parishioners peremptorily and pretentiously. Yet Sarah manipulates him
with both charm and skill. Nor is she beyond handling him via rougher
means when he becomes recalcitrant,

To wit: the farce's climactic scene earlier alluded to. On
the morning of the scheduled wedding, the priest happens upon the two
women arguing and maliciously recounting the most recent misdemeanours
of the other. He summarily changes his mind about officiating, reasoning
that it would not do for a man of his stature to mix with such an amoral
lot.

Sarah bounds back into resolute action. Shocked that he would
consider breaking his word, she frankly resorts to blackmail: she will
file a complaint against him with the one man of whom he lives in terror --
the bishop. Her moral arm-twisting is instantaneously effective. He
blusters, gasps, but rescinds his decision.

Nor is that the extent of her daring. Later, near the play's
end, when the curate interferes with Sarah's attempt to throttle the old
woman for having finally and irrevocably disrupted the wedding, she

threatens to batter his holy person unless he clears off; she warns him
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he will not be the first man she has essayed to prove her strength upon.
"I've bet a power of strong lads east and west through the world, and

are you thinking I'd turn back from a priest,"

she sputters in exasperated
fury. Sarah'd boldness in threatening to physically beat the priest is
the clarion call to the other two to lay hands on the chubby holy man.
After the unholy gypsy trio frenetically tie him up, gag him and uncere-
moniously stuff him into a huge sack, they delightedly run off down the
spring vally while his ineffectual curses echo in their ears. Sarah
thus triggers the scene which culminates in what must be the ultimate
indignity perpetrated against a priest in an Irish play.

The tempestuous Sarah Casey then is another Synge woman
joyously devoted to having her own will, whether that implies inveigling

her intended into surly agreement to wed her or readiness to wrestle

with the local priest to convince him not to interfere with her life.

DEIRDRE OF THE SORROWS (1910)

Five out of Synge's six published plays focus on markedl
y play y

strong women. That his last and unfinished play, Deirdre of the

Sorrows, centers on the strongest of them is certainly due to the
dramatist's turning back to Gaelic myth and plainly acknowledging
the archetypal roots of his fascination for Irish women.

Dramatist Denis Johnston in discussing the mythical material

which provided Synge with the stuff for his Deirdre of the Sorrows,

observed "it displays a peculiarly Irish attitude toward women that
has not been sufficiently remarked upon by scholars....when the great
majority of good Irish dramatists come to depict the ripe young Irish

female, they do not as a rule show her as a Ministering-Ang el-Thou,
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but basically as a killer."14 Though Johnston is on the track of a
significant insight, he falters and generalized with a simplistic
evaluation that does not at all describe 'the great majority'" of Irish
dramatists., He is absolutely right in sensing the existence of a
peculiarly Irish attitude toward women; but it is the assumption that
women are frequently the strong-minded partner in relationships between
the sexes, not, as he so glibly suggests that '"they are killers."
Deirdre is a woman of titamic will., So strong-willed is she

that not only men hold her in awe, but other women as well. In answer
to King Conchobar's criticism that as her governess, Lavarcham ought to
control Deirdre's wanderings in the woods, the old retainer remarks
simply, "who'd check her like was meant to have her own pleasure only."
For Deirdre is a child of nature given to impulse and delight in the
simple life of the primitive wood where the aging King has hidden her
till she ripen to womanhood. So close does she feel to the elemental,
the primal, the mnatural, that she is seen visibly to draw sustenance
from it. Lavarcham explains why she does not interfere in her charge's
daily excursions:

She does be all times straying around picking

flowers or nuts, or sticks itself; but so long

as she's gathering new life I've a right not to

heed her, I'm thinking, and she taking her
will, (italics mine)

Deirdre pulsates with life. It is not difficult to grasp
why the heretofore wise King Conchobar persists in his patently unwise
decision to have her. An aging man ever aware of the imminence of
death, he is captivated by her insistent youth. For Deirdre is too
exuberant and headlong to be cautious, even about the dire prophecy

concerning her that she would be the cause of ''graves everywhere in

41bid., p. 40.



29

Emain Macha.15 Her governess has tried to make her tread life more
carefully because of it, but to no avail:
I'm after telling her one time and another,
but 1'd do as well speaking to a lamb of ten
weeks and it racing the hills. 1It's not the
dread of death or troubles that would tame
her like.
Deirdre's first entrance serves to re-enforce for the
audience the hold she has on the great King. She has come bolting
into the rough cabin carrying a bundle of twigs, a bag of nuts, and
ready tales of the day's outing only to find herself unexpectedly
encountering the High King himself. Nonetheless, she is self-possessed,
She brushes aside her momentary astonishment, curtseys, and despite the
unseemliness of her too buoyant behavior and dissheveled array, disposes
of the twigs at the hearth '"without any embarrassment.'
Earlier, Conchobar has tried to dismiss Lararcham's warning
against the marriage in the belief that Deirdre's willfulness is
merely the fresh flush of youth. He even insists he is pleased that
his prospective bride is 'light and airy." That misapprehension he is
made to see immediately by Deirdre herself. Whatever else she may be,
she is not "light and airy" with him. The moment he tries to pressure
her with innuendo about the unsuitability of woodland frolicking for a
future Queen of Ulster, she darkens and states peremptorily, "I have
no wish to be a queen."
She is no child playing '"light and airy" games with a doting

suitor. She can barely tolerate his labored breathing after his trek

through the woods to visit her. And though he be High King, she knows

15Thomas Kinsella, trans., The Tain (London: Oxford U.
Press, 1970), p.ll.
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the strength of her hold over him even to dare indiscreet converation
with him. Audaciously, she goads him with subject he fears most:

A girl born the way I'm born is more likely

to wish for a mate who'd be her likeness. A

man with his hair like a raven maybe, and

his skin 1like the snow and his lips like blood

spilt om it.
She watches him stiffen with anger, ready a bitter retort, then slowly
opt for another choice. Conchobar instead chooses to flatter rather
than discipline her. She has calculated her power correctly.

But Deirdre will be no more bribed than intimidated. Boldly,
she makes it clear how little she regards the old King's greatness and
gifts, by an ironic use of parallelism:

QONCHOBAR

I have come up bringing you rings and jewels
from Emain Macha....What have you brought from
the hills?

DEIRDRE

A bag of nut and twigs for our fires at the
dawn of day.

Ignoring her rudeness, the old man thinks to win her with the
promise of a place that is '"safe and splendid." 1Ironically, what she
craves is more of what she has tasted in the woods, the simplicity of
the country not the sumptuousness of the court: "I will not be your
queen in Emain when it's my pleasure to be having my freedom on the
edges of the hills," Unfortunately, her bluntness succeeds only in
firming his decision to make an immediate marriage.
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