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    This volume gathers three late plays by Lady Augusta Gregory, a founding force of the Irish Literary Revival and co‑founder of the Abbey Theatre. Framed as a concluding arc of her stage career, the collection presents a concentrated view of Gregory’s mature craft and concerns. By bringing these texts together, the edition allows readers to trace correspondences of voice, theme, and structure that are especially clear in her final period. It is intended for general readers, students, and theatre practitioners seeking a coherent entry point into Gregory’s closing phase, when her dramaturgy achieves a distilled clarity shaped by decades of theatrical experience.

The contents are dramatic works for the stage, predominantly short plays built with the economy and momentum that characterize much of Gregory’s theatre. They encompass folk‑comedy inflections, community drama, and pieces that draw on legendary and historical materials. The emphasis is on dialogue, scene, and performance rather than narration or essayistic discourse. While Gregory also wrote prose retellings of Irish saga and collected folklore, the present collection is strictly dramatic in form. It showcases the concentrated energy of one‑act or brief, tightly structured plays—works designed for ensemble playing, swift tonal turns, and immediate engagement with an audience.

Taken together, these plays are unified by Gregory’s abiding interests in community memory, witness, and the often porous boundary between local experience and national story. Private choices are set against public consequences; remembered history shapes present motives; and speech becomes both evidence and inheritance. The interplay of humor and gravity is a hallmark: comedy clears space for sharper moral perception, while pathos emerges from ordinary lives rather than grand declamation. Hints of Ireland’s mytho‑historical past shadow contemporary concerns, suggesting that legend and lived reality converse across time. The result is a compact theatre of conscience, curiosity, and resilient human dignity.

Stylistically, Gregory’s late plays crystallize features that made her work distinctive from the outset. She composes in the cadences of everyday speech—what she famously called Kiltartanese—allowing proverb, anecdote, and local turns of phrase to carry dramatic weight. The staging is typically spare, the focus falling on voices, small gestures, and the communal presence of onlookers whose reactions shape meaning. Humor arrives through understatement and quick perception rather than farce, and serious moments avoid sentimentality by remaining grounded in practical concerns. Throughout, Gregory’s ear for rhythm and character gives these compact scripts a musicality that rewards both reading and performance.

The collection sits within the broader context of the Abbey Theatre’s early decades and Gregory’s life‑long engagement with Irish oral tradition. As a dramatist, folklorist, and cultural organizer, she helped frame a national stage language that could carry both local speech and heroic memory. Her prose works on saga and history informed her dramaturgy, not as literal sourcebooks but as reservoirs of tone and ethical debate. In these later plays, that inheritance is felt in the confidence with which she juxtaposes the everyday and the storied, and in her trust that audiences will recognize themselves within the larger sweep of Ireland’s past.

As a group, the plays read like a measured summation: clear‑sighted about human limitation, yet attentive to courage, loyalty, and the fragile claims of justice. Their scale is intimate, but their reach is broad, using small rooms and village roads to ask enduring questions about responsibility and belonging. Across the volume, recurring motifs—summons and response, the testing of truth by communal scrutiny, the persistence of memory—act as connective tissue. The arrangement highlights how Gregory’s dramaturgy, honed over years of rehearsal and production, achieved late subtlety: scenes turn on a word, and outcomes rest on what a community chooses to hear.

Read now, these plays retain practical value for the stage and critical value for readers of modern drama. Directors find in them clear structures, playable rhythms, and roles that reward ensemble craft. Scholars and students encounter a distilled expression of the Irish Literary Revival’s aims: to honor living speech, to measure legend against experience, and to ground national imagination in local truth. Gathered as a coherent whole, the collection enables comparison and cross‑reading, revealing how variation within a single voice becomes a form of dialogue across works. It is a final cadence—quiet, exact, and enduring—in Lady Gregory’s body of theatre.
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    Lady Augusta Gregory (1852–1932), co-founder of the Irish Literary Theatre (1899) and the Abbey Theatre in Dublin (opened 27 December 1904), stood at the center of the Irish Literary Revival. With W. B. Yeats and Edward Martyn, she pursued a national stage that could embody Irish speech, lore, and political aspiration. The Gaelic League (founded 1893 by Douglas Hyde) energized this milieu by advocating Irish-language study and folkloric preservation, currents that shaped Gregory’s dramaturgy across her career and into her late one-acts. The Abbey’s mission—to present plays rooted in Irish life while maintaining artistic independence from party politics—frames the cultural expectations and civic pressures surrounding the works gathered in her final collections.

Coole Park, her estate near Gort in County Galway, was both a writers’ retreat and a field station for her ethnographic habits. From the 1890s she collected stories in nearby Kiltartan parish, stylizing local Hiberno-English into Kiltartanese, the idiom that animates her comedies and late plays. Her prose retellings Cuchulain of Muirthemne (1902) and Gods and Fighting Men (1904) demonstrated how oral tradition could be rendered with dignity and humor. The Kiltartan History Book (1909) distilled Ireland’s past as remembered by villagers, a method that resurfaces on stage when characters cite chronicles, saints, and battles with proud particularity, binding intimate community memory to the sweep of national history.

Ireland’s political upheavals provided both subject matter and atmosphere. Gregory’s lifetime spanned the Land War (1879–82), Home Rule debates, the Easter Rising (1916), the War of Independence (1919–21), and the Civil War (1922–23), culminating in the Irish Free State established in December 1922. The Abbey Theatre navigated these storms as a civic institution, receiving state subsidy in 1925 while preserving its repertoire of folklore-inflected drama and contemporary social satire. In this setting her late pieces contrast the rhetoric of heroic struggle with everyday calculation, staging policemen, smallholders, and gossips whose speech carries the sediment of rebellion-era ballads and penal-time laments, even when the immediate action remains domestic, comic, or bureaucratic.

The rural West that supplied Gregory’s settings was shaped by tenant-right agitation, the Congested Districts Board (established 1891), seasonal migration, and emigration to Britain and America. National Schools since 1831 had expanded basic literacy, and cheap newspapers broadened horizons, creating a public that mixed printed facts with oral rumor. Her characters relish lists of kings, saints’ days, and battle anniversaries, folding them into parish pride and rivalries over land, dowries, and reputation. The comic insistence that local folk were present at every famous event reflects a culture balancing insecurity with assertion, and it gives social bite to scenes where documents, proclamations, or histories become props in contests over status and truth.

Gregory’s dramaturgy continually braided myth with history. The Battle of Clontarf in 1014, when Brian Boru checked Norse Dublin and Leinster allies, functioned in revivalist culture as emblem and argument about sovereignty, church reform, and the costs of victory. Her saga volumes made heroic cycles accessible, while the Kiltartan History Book showcased how such episodes lived in folk memory. On stage, invocations of Clontarf, Tara, or Cuchulain furnish characters with a moral grammar: claims to bravery, fidelity, or cunning are measured against legendary exemplars. This interplay enables late comedies to interrogate authority—legal, clerical, or imperial—through comparisons that simultaneously elevate and deflate the self-importance of speakers.

As a theatre-maker, Gregory prized economical stagecraft: one-act structures, small casts, and precise scenic detail that foregrounded language and rhythm. Working with the Fay brothers’ acting company in the early Abbey years, and later with performers such as Sara Allgood and Arthur Sinclair, she developed dialogue that could register irony without cruelty. Ballads and laments, heard at Coole and in Dublin parlors, became cues or offstage textures. Her managerial experience—selecting repertory, negotiating tours to London and provincial towns, editing scripts—shaped the late plays’ clarity: expository objects like letters, ledgers, and parish registers drive action, while characters’ verbal tics signal class, education, and regional belonging.

Public controversy shadowed the project from the start. The Playboy of the Western World riots in 1907 tested the Abbey’s resolve, while later disputes over Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars in 1926 renewed arguments about patriotism and propriety. Gregory’s steady defense of artistic freedom and her willingness to balance nationalist sentiment with skeptical humor created a space where late works could poke at cant without courting suppression. The theatre’s 1925 subsidy bound it to a Free State audience seeking both affirmation and critique. Thus her final collections refine revivalist themes into tempered parable, addressing a society settling into institutions while haunted by fresh memory of war.

Biography also leaves its impress. Born at Roxborough, County Galway, in 1852, Augusta Persse married Sir William Gregory in 1880 and was widowed in 1892. Her son, Robert Gregory (1881–1918), an artist and airman, was killed in the First World War, an event memorialized by Yeats and deepened in her diaries. The losses of empire and estate—Coole Park was sold to the Land Commission in the later 1920s—sharpened her compassion for precarious livelihoods and her suspicion of rhetoric unmoored from duty. In her closing decade she distilled experience into compact plays where family, parish, and nation intersect, and where history is both a consolation and a temptation to vanity.
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    Dave
A late one-act set in rural Ireland, following the easygoing Dave as his well-meant evasions and boasts spark a chain of comic misunderstandings in the community. The play gently probes everyday ethics, loyalty, and authority without turning tragic.
Couldn’t you come when I called you?
A brief dialogic piece built around a repeated summons and delayed response, charting the push-pull of obligation and independence. It highlights how small miscommunications strain, yet reveal, everyday bonds.
Battle of Clontarf Pieces (—the whole of them were in the battle of Clontarf. / Ha! Here it is put down clear and plain! / The Battle of Clontarf was not fought without them being in it!)
A trio of closely linked vignettes in which speakers insist on their kin’s role at Clontarf and appeal to written ‘proof’ to back folk memory. The pieces juxtapose local pride with the authority of the record for wry effect.
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