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Introduction

‘Ireland is in transition’

The plays gathered in this collection emerge from the years of the Irish Free State, 1922–37. Under the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, twenty-six counties of Ireland were established as a dominion of the British Commonwealth, while the six counties of Northern Ireland remained in the United Kingdom. Playwright Mary Manning wrote in the Gate Theatre’s in-house magazine Motley: ‘Ireland is in transition; the nation is finding its soul. New forces are at work; new ideas are crowding in upon us’ (Manning 1932: 5). Women had been integral to the events preceding the Free State’s foundation, from the 1913 Lockout to the 1916 Rising, and were involved in suffrage, nationalist, labour and cultural organizations. Women were thus a vital constituent of the new forces and new ideas in circulation. However, as Cynthia Enloe points out, ‘the history of a nationalist movement is almost always a history filled with gendered debate’ (1990: 59). Indeed, feminism and nationalism did not always align in their pursuit for independence, and women’s ability to maintain a public role was severely tested by the modern Irish state’s predication on a highly gendered citizenship. The desire for stability following the state’s foundation built on an existing conservativism to unleash a backlash against the gains that women had made during the revolutionary period. Culturally, these tensions were entangled with the negotiation between Irish nationalism and European avant-garde influences. The plays in this anthology reveal how, during the first two decades of independence, women continued to struggle for freedom and to offer resistance in the face of the conservatism of a patriarchal church-state.

The careers of these playwrights span a period of revolution and subsequent state-building. The eldest, Dorothy Macardle (1889–1958), was a Republican who participated in the War of Independence and spent a period in Kilmainham Gaol, while the youngest of the playwrights, Mary Manning (1905–99), describes her generation as ‘raised in gunfire’. The revolutionaries fought for full and equal citizenship, and this was asserted in the 1916 Proclamation of Independence which guaranteed ‘religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens’, as well as ‘the establishment of a permanent National Government, representative of the whole people of Ireland and elected by the suffrages of all her men and women’. Suffrage was granted to property-owning women over thirty in 1918, and extended to all women over twenty-one in 1922. However, the new order was not radical: Kevin O’Higgins boasted that he and his colleagues were ‘probably the most conservative-minded revolutionaries who ever put through a successful revolution’ (quoted in Valiulis 2019: 45). As suffragist and nationalist Hanna Sheehy Skeffington noted: ‘it may be said that, while the Free State has taken over from Britain, whereas the latter has advanced with regard to the position of women, we have either remained stationary – or have retrogressed’ (Ward 2017: 336).

The promise of equality was crushed through legislation which restricted women’s participation in the public sphere. In 1925 the right of women to sit all civil service examinations was curtailed; the 1927 Juries Bill excluded women from jury service unless they specifically applied; and in 1932, compulsory retirement on marriage (the ‘marriage-bar’) was imposed on all female teachers and later extended to the entire civil service.1 The capstone of these laws was the 1937 Constitution; in particular Article 41.2 which defined woman’s ‘life within the home’ and granted the role of mother dominance over other models of femininity: ‘mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home’.2 Sheehy Skeffington clearly delineates between attitudes to women during the revolutionary period versus the Free State through comparison of James Connolly with Éamon de Valera: ‘To the one, woman was an equal, a comrade; to the other, a sheltered being, withdrawn to the domestic hearth, shrinking from public life’ (Ward 2019: 397). The Catholic Church bolstered the nascent state’s definition of the pure and virtuous ideal Irish woman contained by a domestic identity. A range of women’s groups refused this ideal through their activism, including the IWWU, Cumann na mBan, the Women’s Prisoners’ Dependents’ League, the Women’s Social and Progressive League, the Suffrage and Local Government Association, the Joint Committee of Women’s Societies and Social Workers. The Women’s Citizens and the women graduate associations of Trinity and the National University campaigned against the restrictions on jury service and employment for women, and against the marriage bar, and the National University Women Graduates Association played a leading role in opposing the draft constitution (Connolly 2003: 67).

Ireland was not isolated from the anxieties of the period, namely the rise of fascism across Europe and looming war. Manning’s play Youth’s the Season – ? captures the despair of these inter-war years:


Raised in gunfire… one mysterious universe after the other … souls lacerated with psychoanalysis … censorship of literature … people putting their heads in gas-ovens all over Europe … the rest living from hand to flask … the Doctrine of Despair … the Philosophy of Hopefulness. Communism is coming … the Intelligentsia must die … Onward Christian Soldiers marching as to war. Oh, Mickey Mouse, where are you?


Moreover, Ireland was emerging from a period of civil war (1922–3) and the pressing need for stability was paramount. As Louise Ryan outlines, several feminine archetypes were utilized ‘as scapegoats [which] attempted to simplify and obscure the many social and economic problems underlying the newly established state’ (Ryan 2002: 294). These included the ‘modern girl’ with an interest in fashion and popular culture; the unmarried mother; the working woman; the emigrant woman; and women in public life in politics or culture. Examination of these feminine figures as they appear in the plays in this collection exposes the gap between the reality of women’s lives and the official Church- and State-endorsed ideal woman. Through the act of writing plays and through the presentation of the lives of the women in the plays, the playwrights reveal that:


Women’s lives clearly transcended the single domestic dimension of the ideal constructed by ecclesiastical discourse. Increasing numbers were working outside the home. A significant number never married. Women continue to emigrate in increasing numbers. Women were exploring their sexuality, and were having children outside of marriage. Women were going to dances, wearing imported fashions and going to films – often enough for the complaint to be heard that they were never at home. Women were agitating for political rights, demanding a public identity. In essence, women were modern actors in a modernising society. (Valiulis 2019: 134–5)


Theatre, we argue, offered the potential for women to explore their role as modern actors, both through employment in the theatre and through the characters presented on stage. Macardle described the lack of opportunity available to women in the Free State: ‘All life’s realities seemed to be shut away as though by an invisible wall’ (quoted in Lane 2019: 221). The plays collected here render these ‘walls’ visible, staging their protagonists’ frustration and yearning for self-determination. They thereby offer a feminist theatre of freedom and resistance.

Experimentation and counterculture

Against the conservatism of the period, a counterculture of experimentation was evolving; most obviously evidenced through the establishment of the Peacock stage at the Abbey Theatre in 1927 and the Gate Theatre in 1928. However, both Mrs Cogley’s cabarets and the Dublin Drama League pre-date these theatres. Elaine Sisson argues that the cabarets spoke ‘to the desire for something expressive within the politics of the post-Civil War Free State’ (2018: 23). Madame Desiree ‘Toto’ Bannard-Cogley was one of the four founders of the Gate, and her private members list formed the initial subscription list when it opened in 1928 (Sisson 2018: 13). From their first production in 1919, the Dublin Drama League was committed to experimentalism and introduced Irish audiences to European work. They welcomed expressionism and one of the regular directors, Arthur Shields, later directed Mary Devenport O’Neill’s Bluebeard. The League had access to the Abbey on ‘dark’ nights and members continued their association through work presented on the new Peacock stage. Norah McGuinness embraced expressionism in her set design for the Peacock’s opening production: Georg Kaiser’s From Morn to Midnight (1927). At times, McGuinness collaborated with Dorothy Travers Smith, who worked as a set and costume designer at the Abbey during the 1920s and 1930s. Tanya Moiseiwitsch designed numerous sets and costumes at the Abbey in the years 1935–9, including the premiere and subsequent productions of Teresa Deevy’s Katie Roche. These designers brought European innovations to the Irish stage and underline the importance of women’s contributions to theatre across a range of roles.

Under the directorship of Hilton Edwards and Micheál Mac Liammóir, the Gate Theatre programmed European and experimental work, as well as new Irish writing. They had notable successes with Irish plays which drew on expressionism, from Denis Johnston’s The Old Lady Says No! (1928) to Mary Manning Youth’s the Season – ? (1931). Mac Liammóir’s design for the Gate logo (see Figure 4) evidences a commitment to European experimental performance, both through the figure of the harlequin which references Nijinsky (see Pine 2018: 70–1), and the expressionist deployment of light and shadow. The Gate offered a theatrical home to several women playwrights of the period, including Mary Manning, Christine Pakenham (Countess Longford), Lilian Davidson (Bride, 1931, under the pseudonym Ulick Burke) and Hazel Ellis (Portrait in Marble, 1936 and Women Without Men, 1938). Dorothy Macardle had several plays staged at the Abbey in the 1920s before her play Dark Waters was produced at the Gate in 1932. Ria Mooney initially worked at the Abbey but left in 1933 to further her career at the Gate where she was offered ‘elegant roles and romantic leads’, in contrast to the more womanly figures she played at the Abbey (O’Dowd 2018: 141). The Abbey staged a number of plays by women during the 1920s and 1930s, including work by Dorothy Macardle, Margaret O’Leary, Teresa Deevy, Mary Rynne, Maura Molloy, Maeve O’Callaghan, Elizabeth Harte and Kathleen O’Brennan. Other writers left Ireland: Kate O’Brien, whose Distinguished Villa is included here, wrote for London’s West End theatres in the 1920s and 1930s, as did Una O’Connor (Love at First Sight, 1931) and Helen Waddell (The Abbé Provost, 1935) (see Gale 1996).

The fate of Teresa Deevy’s work is instructive. She was a prolific and very popular playwright, yet was forgotten for many years. Scholarship by Cathy Leeney has been central to efforts to counter this neglect. Deevy’s plays have been published in two volumes by the Mint Theater Company (2017), and the Teresa Deevy archive, held at NUI Maynooth, is available online.3 Deevy submitted her first play to the Abbey in 1925. It was rejected, but her third attempt was accepted, and The Reapers was performed in 1930, followed by A Disciple in 1931 (see Figure 1). In 1939 it was filmed for the BBC as In Search of Valour, directed by Denis Johnston. Other plays by Deevy which premiered at the Abbey include Temporal Powers (1932), The King of Spain’s Daughter (1935), Katie Roche (1936), The Wild Goose (1936) and Light Falling (1948). Though we were unable to secure permission to include Deevy in this anthology, it is important to place her work in dialogue with the anthologized plays. Female characters are at the centre of all of Deevy’s plays, as she experiments with theatrical strategies to stage women’s interiority, against the backdrop of a limiting and closed society. The closing lines of In Search of Valour see Ellie Irwin left alone on-stage wailing, ‘Wirra – why weren’t I born in a brave time?!’ (Deevy 1947: 16). Deevy’s later characters like Annie Kinsella in The King of Spain’s Daughter (1935) and the eponymous Katie Roche (1936) express similar longings for freedom and adventure, and rage against the restrictions placed upon them. Deevy’s women advance vital performances of resistance and her collection of plays underscores her significant contribution to a genealogy of women’s writing for the stage. To fully appreciate these playwrights’ achievements, it is necessary to address the gendered confines of the Ireland they lived in, or indeed chose to leave; to address the limits placed on their capacity to work and on their artistic expression.

‘The right to work’

The decades of the Free State encompass the post-Wall Street Crash years: the bleak and austere 1930s. Women’s employment was a source of friction and blamed for the high levels of male unemployment. The Conditions of Employment Act (1936) enabled the Minister for Industry and Commerce to control and restrict women’s access to industrial employment. In a letter to the Irish Press newspaper, Dorothy Macardle ardently expressed her support for women’s right to employment: ‘The right to work – not only to earn a livelihood but to work for work’s own sake, is surely the inalienable right of every human being. It is not men only who, denied work, become restless, unhappy, unbalanced, unhealthy in body and mind’ (13 May 1935, quoted in Lane 2019: 221). This contrasted with the idealized Irish woman: pure and modest, self-sacrificing and with no ambition of her own. Legislation that acted against women’s access to properly paid employment, or that aimed to limit women’s reproductive rights or their rights to autonomy, is often explained as in keeping with both Catholic social teaching and fascist ideology of the 1920s and 1930s. Ward comments that the conception of gender made explicit in the 1937 Constitution was ‘indistinguishable from Nazi degrees’ (1995, 240). Ireland’s own fascist organization, the paramilitary Blueshirts, was founded in 1932.

Post-colonial nationalism, as in Ireland, often pits women’s rights against the appeal to national custom and tradition, where the latter are part of the utopian rhetoric of the new independent state. Furthermore, an increasingly bourgeois model of Irish nationalist identity refused to consider the desperate economic situation of many poor families, which relied on both parents’ incomes for basic survival. For most women at the time, work outside the home was an economic necessity rather than a career choice; most were factory workers, servants, seamstresses or shop assistants. However, from the early 1900s there was a growing number of women working as teachers, nurses and owner-shopkeepers, contributing significantly to the family budget. Conservative ideals of respectability coupled with anti-communist rhetoric limited sympathetic engagement with the plight of the very poor, who had very little political power and so could be safely ignored by legislators, but this developing women’s middle class was systematically politically disempowered. The marriage bar and legislation about marital property and women’s access to financial services combined to force women out of public life and into increasing dependence on male family members and husbands. Another consequence was that single women were often forced to share living accommodation. Hazel Ellis’s play Women Without Men (1938) examines the tensions that arise among a group of teachers living and working in a boarding school: ‘A small group of women all cooped up together with no release from each other save in the privacy of our bedrooms. Women brought together not by choice, not by liking, but by the necessity of earning our living.’4 Rosamund Jacob’s diaries offer a record of the tensions that arose between her and Dorothy Macardle, whom she lived with, over Jacob’s late night visits from her lover Frank Ryan. The conflict between single women’s private sexual needs and expectations of appropriate feminine behaviour was amplified by the necessity of sharing living space. Macardle chastised Jacob, highlighting how an ‘almost childlike status [was] forced on unmarried women’ (Lane 2010: 179).

Emigration numbers peaked in the mid-1920s and gradually slowed in the early 1930s, when the US closed its borders; although emigration to England began to increase dramatically. Women emigrated in equal numbers to men – which was unusual – and were less likely to return (Rudd 1987); their mobility was enabled by high rates of participation in education,5 and the lack of opportunities for work or marriage at home. Mary Manning left Ireland in 1935 for America, where she lived in Boston. There was concern that the state would be viewed as having failed to provide for its younger citizens, as so many were leaving for economic opportunities and the greater freedoms offered by life overseas. A recurring theme in the press coverage and in sermons from the time was the spiritual dangers – especially to young women – of moving to England, where they might fall away from religious practice and become pregnant outside of marriage. In 1936, Gertrude Gaffney’s report on the plight of young Irish women in big English cities reveals the failure of the Free State to educate its citizens for the modern world. She notes that the women were often unprepared for city life, were naïve and easily taken advantage of, and many had neither money nor job when they set off from home. Some of the girls had effectively been exiled by their families because they were pregnant and unmarried (quoted in Ryan 2002: 118–19). An editorial in The Examiner from November 1936 asserts: ‘It is all to the good that attention has been focused lately on the problem of young female emigrants or migrants from the Free State to Great Britain … If the money that had been wasted in the efforts to teach these girls Irish, and other subjects through Irish, had been applied to teaching them elementary housewifery, their position would not be so hopeless’ (Ryan 2002: 115–16). As Ryan points out, The Examiner proposes relating girls’ education more closely to domesticity, seeing this as a pathway to employment in Ireland and to marriage. However, girls were also reported to be uninterested in housekeeping or service: factory work paid higher wages for shorter hours. In Teresa Deevy’s one-act play In Search of Valour, Ellie Irwin clearly resents her status as a servant and longs for passion, fame and power. Deevy vividly represents the entrapment of ambitious young women with limited education and no opportunities for self-fulfilment.

Women’s experiences of employment and of emigration are a recurring trope in many of these plays, bridging the rural/urban divide and differences in social class and access to opportunity. Kate O’Brien’s characters in Distinguished Villa are English, or living in England, and her protagonist is an independent working woman, but their lives are restricted by social mores and tight notions of respectability. Ellen Dunn in The Woman, like Deevy’s protagonists, expresses a deep longing for escape from the dullness of her daily life, and the imaginative and cultural poverty of her surroundings. Ellen Dunn dreams of a utopia that she names as America, while Ellie Irwin (In Search of Valour) longs for the opportunities of England, where her heroine ‘Miss Charlotta Burke’ was making a career as an actress, until she committed suicide – although even this is heroic in Ellie’s eyes. The play therefore points both to the desperation of many of the emigrants who could not find their way in the big, anonymous cities of England, and the plight of young women for whom no price was too high to escape from the repressive atmosphere of 1930s Ireland. Ellen Dunn lives in the countryside, and marriage is the only option available to her; the protagonists in cities hardly fare better: the wealthy, Protestant young women in Youth’s the Season – ? might study, but their professional lives will end with their marriages to suitable young men. Unlike their Catholic compatriots, their position is more tenuous and their links with England stronger, but their opportunities are still largely dependent on their choice of husband and the financial support of their fathers. Gertrude Gaffney criticized de Valera’s Constitution for its attack on working women, which exacerbated the problems of emigration. Accusing de Valera of being ‘a reactionary where women are concerned’, and of aiming to keep women ‘in their proper place’ by extinguishing their rights, she argues that ‘We are to be no longer citizens entitled to enjoy equal rights under a democratic constitution’ (quoted in Ryan 2002: 131). She points out that if women lose their jobs in factories in Ireland, they will be more likely to seek work overseas. De Valera’s ideal of domesticated motherhood was undermined by Ireland’s long practice of emigration and his own policies.

‘Strict definitions of permissible bodies’

It was thought that the foundation of the Irish Free State would curb immoral behaviour as the corrupting influence of British garrisons would be removed and this would end demand for prostitution. Historians Maria Luddy and Diarmuid Ferriter, amongst others, have demonstrated how mistaken these expectations were. Luddy highlights how, once the British garrison was gone, levels of sexual immorality appeared to rise; ‘the real threat to chastity and sexual morality’ was seen to reside ‘in the bodies of women. Moral regulation, by Church and State, attempted to impose, particularly on women, standards of idealized conduct that would return the nation to purity’ (2007: 80). Fears over public morality coalesced in the figures of unmarried mothers and ‘(f)ag-smoking, jazz-dancing, lip-sticking flappers’ (Kilkenny People, quoted in Ryan 2002: 81). Bishops preached against the immodesty of modern fashion, and the Jesuit Michael Garahy published a pamphlet warning that ‘in the great centres of progress the streets swarm with harlots’ (Luddy 2007: 81). In contrast to these depictions of threatening women is Ferriter’s assertion that there were few legal measures to protect young girls and women against sexual violence, and that rates of infanticide in the early decades of the state were shockingly high compared with other European countries (2009: 119–27).

Efforts to restore sexual morality were endorsed through the institution of several acts which placed restrictions on freedom of expression: the Censorship of Films Act (1923); the 1926 Report on Evil Literature which prohibited the circulation of material about contraception and abortion; and the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act, which banned ‘indecent or obscene books’. Kate O’Brien’s novels fell foul of the 1929 Act, but interestingly her 1926 play Distinguished Villa, which is included here, was written for the English stage and censored by the Lord Chamberlain’s Office. Changes made to O’Brien’s original script included the removal of,


the lines that gestured towards the pleasure of sex and its potential to be enjoyed as part of a temporary rather than lasting relationship (‘we were both only having a bit of fun’ ‘it was only once’) and … some of the lines that emphasise how sex might lead to the birth of children outside of wedlock. (Moran 2018: 13–14)


Theatre was not subject to a censor in Ireland; instead, public opinion, self-censorship and the gatekeepers of cultural institutions prevailed. Of the plays included in this collection, Marcardle’s Witch’s Brew was rejected by the Abbey and, following the submission of O’Leary’s The Woman to the Abbey, Yeats requested amendments to the ending (see play introduction for further details). Deevy had six plays produced at the Abbey but Wife to James Whelan was rejected in 1942, and apart from its production of Light Falling in 1948, the Abbey ceased to support her work. The Gate took risks and staged work – like Youth’s the Season – ? – that was too daring for the Abbey. In that play the son of the house, Desmond, is clearly gay and is referred to by one of the characters as a ‘pansy’, while another nicknames him Flossie. Yet, his family, neighbours and friends seem generally unperturbed by his sexuality. A surprising feature of a number of these plays is the relative frankness of their depiction of sexuality and sexual desire. Several of the plays depict women’s passion and desire: notably Distinguished Villa and The Woman. In the latter play, O’Leary represents the woman of the title and her avid longing for love and passion, seeking it first in the men of the village and finally in death. Although the villagers shun her and decry her as a ‘jade’ and a ‘black-eyed slut’, the audience are drawn into sympathy with this otherworldly young woman who seeks to draw her lover Maurice away from his family and his motherless children, into her sole embrace. She is contrasted in the play with the patient, gentle Kitty, who is also in love with Maurice.

The literary and realistic aesthetic of most of these plays appears to focus the audience’s attention on plot and dialogue. However, the characters’ irrepressible corporeal energies, as expressed in the stage directions, are undeniable. In Witch’s Brew, Blanid makes a startling entrance as she runs in, laughing, her ‘black hair and streaming rags wet and dishevelled’. Likewise, Ellen Dunn’s dynamic entrance on-stage in Act Two: ‘She is very agile, and moves with quick, rhythmic, feline grace.’ In Act Three, Ellen is seen repeatedly jumping up from her seat; conveying the vitality and defiance which characterizes Grace Gifford Plunkett’s cartoon of the production (see Figure 3). Ellen’s defiant corporeal expression is placed centre-stage. In contrast, Ilina’s movements in Bluebeard are often contained: at times, limp and aimless. The chorus of Ghosts gain power in the finale as they converge menacingly on Bluebeard, but they are ‘scattered’ and ‘crumple’ in the closing moments of the play. Aoife McGrath points to the period’s ‘strict definitions of permissible bodies’ and that ‘Yeats’ dance plays were a wonderful site of exciting experimentation and resistance to the status quo’ (2013: 51). Contemporaneously, Bluebeard captured the regulation of women’s bodies through the form of the ballet-poem, danced and choreographed by Ninette de Valois, who had worked with the Ballets Russes and brought contemporary European dance influences to the Irish stage. ‘Foreign’ influences were also evidenced in social dance as jazz ‘invaded’ Ireland’s dance halls; a space which offered women relative freedom within the public sphere. The Public Dance Halls Act of 1935 confined dance meetings to licensed premises and imposed a government tax on admission tickets. The Act was the result of pressure from the
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