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Abstract 

 

“They shall be speaking forever”: 

Performing Revolution, Riot, and the Nation  

in the Centenary Commemorations of Ireland’s 1916 Rising 

 

Kathryn Rebecca Van Winkle, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Charlotte Canning 

 
Throughout 2016, Irish theatre-makers created scores of commemorative 

performances for the centenary of Ireland’s 1916 Rising. These performances, whether 

commissioned by or created in opposition to the government-funded national 

commemorative initiative Ireland 2016, transmitted and unsettled collective and 

incommensurable memories of a nationalist revolution. “They shall be speaking forever” 

concerns the cultural production of national identity and collective memory through the 

theatre, dance, and television productions commemorating the centenary of Ireland’s 

1916 Rising. Focusing on representations of state and revolutionary violence, I offer 

close readings of over twenty performances, ranging from reenactments of historical 

events and productions of original scripts, to immersive site-specific dance theatre and 

televised historical dramas, to school pageants, military parades, and bus tours. I 

investigate what remains compelling about the scenario of uprising in 2016, what 

national visions it supports through state deployment, and how artists and policy-makers 

make use of contemporary repetition.  

In chapter one, I provide an overview of theatre in Ireland as a crucial site for the 

negotiation of national identity and memory, and of the entanglement of the Rising -- 



 ix 

which was mistaken for a performance by several witnesses early on -- with theatre and 

theatricality. In chapter two, I explore the production history of Cathleen ni Houlihan 

(1902), by W.B. Yeats and Augusta, Lady Gregory, in order to illuminate how 

nationalists in Ireland represented and performed nation, gender, and violence in the 

years leading up to the Rising. Examining the play as an example of the “blood sacrifice” 

scenario, I consider how it influenced theatre practitioners and spectators by structuring 

their understanding of history, colonization, military conflict, and sacrifice, and of their 

own potential roles and agency. In chapter three, I analyze performances of blood 

sacrifice in the centenary commemorations, identifying Cathleen ni Houlihan’s major 

influence on imaginative engagements with the Rising in 2016. Chapter four features 

site-specific reenactments of the Rising in the GPO, Kilmainham Jail, and on the streets 

of Dublin. These events mark a productive collision between long-standing 

commemorative traditions and contemporary, participatory performance practices. In 

chapter five, I discuss productions that take up the banner of Sean O’Casey’s The Plough 

and the Stars (1926) in order to engage critically with the relationship between the Irish 

revolutionary republic and vulnerable citizens. These plays stage the cost of political 

violence for civilians, demand that audiences witness the dispossession and alienation of 

Ireland’s most marginalized residents, and enact protests against the contemporary Irish 

state, its foundational mythology, and its failures to realize the radical visions of rebels 

and artists of the past century. The histories of labor, suffragist, and other social justice 

movements in Ireland are often sidelined or subsumed by the history of the nationalist 

movement; this dissertation investigates art that explores these fraught relationships. 

Throughout, I argue that the centenary commemorations dramatize the ongoing struggle 

of the contemporary Irish nation-state to come to terms with its foundational violence and 

the century of political violence inaugurated by the Rising. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction and Overview 

How does a contemporary nation-state stage revolution? In 1916, Irish theatre-

makers performed cultural and armed resistance against the British state. In 2016, the 

Irish state employed and deployed theatre-makers to re-stage the resistance that created it. 

“They shall be speaking forever” explores theatre productions funded by, or in 

conversation with, the Ireland 2016 Centenary Programme, a national commemorative 

initiative marking the centenary of the 1916 Easter Rising. A range of ideologies, aims, 

and influences inspired this armed republican insurrection. Many were contradictory: 

Catholic martyrdom and pagan warrior sacrifice; Gaelic communalism, modern 

socialism, and nationalism; early feminism and patriarchal patriotism1. The Rising failed 

as a military campaign, but heralded the beginning of the Irish War of Independence.  

One hundred years later, the 1916 Rising is popularly understood as the birth of 

the nation. But a cynical temporary manager overseeing the corporate takeover of a local 

newspaper has no patience for revolutionary ideals: “Pearse, Connolly, McDermott and 

the rest of their merry men; they died for a Republic. But we don’t live in a Republic. We 

live in an economy.”2 In Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye, playwright-director Jim Nolan 

critiques the Republic’s relationship with and representation of its past. Nolan’s play is a 

meta-commemorative satire on the centenary commemorations themselves. I attended the 

first production at Waterford’s Garter Lane Arts Centre on March 25, 2016, and the play 

went on to tour throughout Ireland. This newsroom drama is set at the The Derryshannon 
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Chronicle in a fictional small Irish town in the immediate present: spring 2016. General 

elections and the Rising centenary draw near. As an international media conglomerate 

takes over the paper, the acting editor and reporters — veteran and cub alike — struggle 

to balance competing demands of profit, print ethics, and provincial sensibilities. The 

town is eager to celebrate its tenuous connection to the Rising, and awaits the unveiling 

of a new 1916 Peace Park that commemorates “both traditions”: a local man who, legend 

has it, cycled across Ireland to join the Rising but missed it by a day or so; and a Great 

War soldier who survived the Battle of the Somme. Local politicians are posturing, eager 

to claim the legacy of the Rising to further their own ambitions — calling for a united 

Ireland (Sinn Féin) or taking credit for the Republic’s relative peace and prosperity (Fine 

Gael). The British Ambassador will soon arrive to give a speech on “reconciliation.” The 

corporate suit Ian Doherty (Ciaran McMahon) pushes for sensationalist journalism, 

coming into conflict with the old-fashioned editor, Stephen Coyne (played by Garrett 

Keogh).  

Stephen’s resistance to changes that he decries as unethical costs him his job, but 

not before he receives a tip from an old friend. The friend alleges that the body of a man 

who was “disappeared” by the IRA in August 1973 is buried on the boggy grounds of the 

1916 Peace Park. Stephen tries to persuade cynical reporter Kate (Jenni Ledwell) to break 

the story: 

There’s blood on the stones in the Peace Park . . . which is as close as that so-
called tout will get to a decent grave. Unless somebody says the truth still matters; 
that what Tim Quinn cycled to Dublin for and Private Brady fought for and the 
poets and schoolteachers and dreamers died for was something more than a 
fucking tourist attraction. . . . I’ve discovered I still love my country. And the 
bones in that bog are as much part of my country’s story as anything they’ll be 
singing about in that Peace Park tomorrow. 3 



 
 
 

3 

A single mother responsible for her teenage son, Kate resists. Stephen leaves the 

newsroom he has contributed to for decades, and the audience is deflated. Will profit 

triumph over principle once again? But the show closes with a radio news announcement: 

Kate has, under Stephen’s byline, published the allegation about the murdered man, 

forcing the incoming CEO to make a statement “that the paper regretted any 

embarrassment to the organizers of today’s Commemoration Ceremonies,” and affirming 

“the new owners’ commitment to preserving the editorial independence of its journalists 

and to publishing the truth in the news without fear or favour.”4 

The questions at the heart of Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye are classic newsroom 

drama fare: will the paper investigate and publish truth in the face of financial and 

political pressure? Or will it sanitize the past, presenting the favored “chocolate box 

version of history” and ensuring a profitable special commemorative issue? The genre 

was well-chosen for a topical show exploring the cost of commemoration, and the cast 

performed warm relationships and nimble rapid-fire newsroom cant.  

In a lively question-and-answer session after the show, Nolan recalled that he, at 

first, felt “resistance to writing in the commemorative vein because [he] knew there 

would be so much of it,” but that he heard a story about a man cycling across the country 

to reach Dublin for the Rising. He was inspired to write a play to honor the spirit and 

peculiarity of that men, and what he and the other men and women of the Rising had 

fought for. For Nolan, that wasn’t only to “change the postboxes from red to green,” 

although they did achieve Ireland’s independence for twenty-six counties. But the Rising 

rebels were also fighting for social justice, Nolan argued. He wrote Johnny I Hardly 

Knew Ye to urge spectators to consider how “we have measured up as a society to what 
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those people fought for.”5 On the upcoming Easter Sunday, March 27, Dublin would host 

an enormous parade commemorating the centenary of the Rising, featuring 3,722 

members of all the branches of Ireland’s Defense Forces.6 Nolan estimated that the 

parade, the largest of its kind ever organized in Ireland, would cost approximately €1 

million. In fact, it cost €2.3 million — over 30% of the government’s entire events budget 

for the 2016 commemorative program.7 

Nolan spoke of his anger to think that in the audience for the parade “will be some 

of 2,000 children going back to emergency accommodations” in hostels and bed & 

breakfasts around the General Post Office. He reminded the audience that €7.8 million 

was being spent to refurbish Patrick Pearse’s cottage in Connemara as a commemorative 

museum. This money is part of a €22 million investment from the Department of Arts, 

Heritage, and the Gaeltacht on six flagship “permanent reminder” projects, funded by the 

sale of state assets.8 (What state assets? This reporter is still seeking the answer.) For 

Nolan, though, that money was badly needed to house children experiencing 

homelessness and fund medical care. “Are the rights of living citizens equal to 

commemoration” of the heroic dead?, Nolan asked. What should we pay for? The Air 

Corps flying over O’Connell Street on Easter Sunday, or a hospice center? “As a writer,” 

he said, “my contribution is to draw attention to what we screw up on. Stand up and 

demand it be different.”9   

As a provocation for debate, Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye was one of the most 

effective theatre pieces of the 2016 commemorations of the Rising. The play joins a long-

standing lineage of Irish theatre as a medium for public debate. Theatre in Ireland has 

provided a crucial site for the negotiation of identity, allegiance, and memory since as 
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early as 1601, when Baron Mountjoy, the Lord Deputy of Ireland, staged Gorboduc at 

Dublin Castle, entertaining—and threatening—his guests with a theatrical representation 

of the dangers to a kingdom of internal division and intrigue.10 Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye 

insists that commemorating the Rising by sanitizing the decades of political violence that 

followed it is a disingenuous and even dangerous form of nostalgia, subject to the 

interests of neoliberal capital. At the talkback, members of the audience discussed 

whether the media was holding politicians to account, the “incomplete” sacrifice of the 

Rising, the importance of hope. The conversation spilled over into a cast party, where the 

actors, learning about my research, asked me to “think of us when you’re watching the 

parade!” They toasted: “Up the Republic, down the economy!” 

This dissertation demonstrates how theatre-makers in the decades before and after 

the Rising adapted and staged repeatable, embodied scenarios of uprising and of blood 

sacrifice. The Rising is one manifestation of these scenarios. I argue that these scenarios 

have structured spectators’ understanding of Ireland’s past, present, and future. 

Throughout this dissertation, I investigate how the centenary commemorations dramatize 

the ongoing struggle of the contemporary Irish nation-state to come to terms with its 

foundational violence and the century of political violence inaugurated by the Rising. 

The Rising was entangled with theatre and theatricality before it even began. The 

theatre and performance-laced street protests of cultural nationalist and socialist activists 

helped “prime the pump” and “wind the clock” decades earlier. The Rising is sometimes 

called the “Poet’s Revolt,” but it could as easily be called the “Playwright’s Revolt.” Four 

of the seven signatories of the Proclamation were playwrights: Patrick Pearse, Thomas 

MacDonagh, James Connolly, and Joseph Plunkett. Many of the women and men who 
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took up arms on Easter Monday 1916 were actors, stagehands, playwrights, directors, and 

avid theatre-goers. They “produced” the insurrection with marked theatricality. The 

Rising was mistaken for a performance by several witnesses early on. One regular 

theatre-goer read the Proclamation posted on a pillar (Illustration 1, below).  

 

 

Illustration 1: Proclamation of the Republic, 1916.11 
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He recognized the names at the bottom as playwrights, and was really annoyed that this 

theatre poster did not list the date and time of the performance. Another passerby, 

witnessing rebels stocking grenades at the trade union headquarters, asked the 

revolutionary leader Constance Markiewicz if she were rehearsing for a play for children. 

“This is for grown-ups,” she responded.12 Although the Rising was a military failure, it 

was a remarkably successful piece of performance propaganda. 

Theatre began to memorialize and mythologize the Rising immediately. Theatre 

was also a site for challenging those myths and memories, a practice that continues to the 

present day. Throughout 2016, Irish theatre-makers created scores of commemorative 

performances for the centenary of Ireland’s 1916 Rising. These performances, whether 

commissioned by or created in opposition to the state-funded national commemorative 

initiative Ireland 2016, transmitted and unsettled collective and incommensurable 

memories of a nationalist revolution. “They shall be speaking forever” concerns the 

cultural production of national identity and collective memory through the theatre, dance, 

and television productions commemorating the centenary of Ireland’s 1916 Rising. 

Focusing on representations of state and revolutionary violence, I offer close readings of 

over twenty performances, ranging from reenactments of historical events and 

productions of original scripts, to immersive site-specific dance theatre and televised 

historical dramas, to school pageants, military parades, and bus tours. 

The major theoretical intervention I contribute to scholarship on the Rising and its 

commemoration is performance studies scholar Diana Taylor’s paradigm of scenario 

analysis. Taylor argues that “[p]erformances function as vital acts of transfer, 

transmitting social knowledge, memory, and a sense of identity through reiterated 
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[behavior].”13  For Taylor, “scenarios” are “meaning-making paradigms that structure 

social environments, behaviors, and potential outcomes.” Each scenario possesses a 

“portable framework that bears the weight of accumulative repeats”14 and is “constantly 

reactivated in the now of performance.”15 In my project to examine how a contemporary 

nation-state dramatizes its own origin story, I apply Taylor’s theory to analyze the 1916 

Rising and its commemoration as variations on a potent scenario: what I will call the 

“scenario of uprising.” I argue that the scenario of uprising long preceded its bloody 

fulfillment in 1916, and has haunted the stages, poetry, classrooms, and parade-grounds 

of Ireland ever since. This dissertation investigates what remains compelling about the 

scenario of uprising in 2016, what national visions it supports through state deployment, 

and how theatre artists and spectators make use of the “weight of accumulative 

repeats.”16  

My chapters explore the “scenario of uprising,” broadly conceived, and its 

particular variation, the “scenario of blood sacrifice,” as it is transmitted and reactivated 

between the archive and the repertoire of Irish (performance) history between the turn of 

the 20th century and the centenary commemorations of the Rising in 2016. In 1902, 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, by W. B. Yeats and Augusta, Lady Gregory, reactivated the 

scenarios of uprising and blood sacrifice in its allegorical invocation of the 1798 

Uprising. This scenario structured the understanding of the revolutionary generation, who 

reactivated the scenario of uprising (and Cathleen ni Houlihan, and 1798…) in the 1916 

Rising. Itself a performance, the Rising was immediately commemorated in new 

reactivations of the scenarios. The tenth anniversary of the Rising saw riots at Ireland’s 

national theatre, the Abbey, in response to Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars. 
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O’Casey’s 1926 play reactivated the scenario of uprising by staging a debate with 

Pearse’s glorification of blood sacrifice. This scathing anti-heroic critique of the Rising 

outraged a group of republican women over what they saw as an ahistorical “defamation” 

of those who fought and died at Easter Week. Both Plough and the protests against it 

reactivated the scenario of uprising. In 2016, as part of the Decade of Centenaries, 

Ireland conducted an enormous commemoration of the 1916 Rising. Theatre and 

performance were central. Many of the commemorative events were reactivations of the 

scenarios of uprising and blood sacrifice. 

The chapters of this dissertation follow parallel lines of inquiry into the 

transmission of the scenario of uprising in 1902, 1916, 1926, and 2016. I examine the 

scenario of blood sacrifice in Cathleen ni Houlihan, and Cathleen ni Houlihan in 2016. I 

examine the Rising as performance of blood sacrifice, and re-enactments of the Rising in 

2016. And I examine the debate O’Casey staged with the scenario of blood sacrifice in 

1926, and the influence of The Plough and the Stars in 2016. I focus on the 

representation of state and revolutionary violence, and on the representation of political 

agency among marginalized groups and individuals. The histories of labor, suffragist, and 

other social justice movements in Ireland are often sidelined or subsumed by the history 

of the nationalist movement; this dissertation investigates art that explores these fraught 

relationships. 

In the next section of this chapter, “Fighting and Commemorating the Easter 

Rising of 1916,” I introduce the historical events of 1916 in Ireland. I follow this 

summary with a discussion of the significance of the 1916 Rising in the subsequent 

century, and how it has been commemorated over that period. The section concludes with 
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an analysis of the goals, structure, components, and reception of the centenary 

commemorations of the Rising within the social and political context of Ireland in 2016. 

In the section “Performing the Rising,” I offer an overview of scholarship on Irish 

commemoration and performance. I also describe how I engage with the field through 

theoretical interventions derived from performance studies and theories of nationalism. In 

“Methodology,” I describe the research methodologies at play in my study, primarily 

performance analysis, ethnographic fieldwork, comparative historiography, and archival 

research. Finally, I conclude my introduction by introducing the topics of my subsequent 

chapters. 

FIGHTING AND COMMEMORATING THE EASTER RISING OF 1916 

On Easter Monday, April 24th, 1916, nationalist rebels seized buildings 

throughout Dublin and proclaimed a free Irish Republic.17 Although politics in Ireland 

had become increasingly militarized in the preceding years, the uprising came as a 

surprise to most people. It was the middle of the Great War, and many Irish people, both 

unionists and nationalists, were fighting for the British Army abroad. In 1913, Unionists 

had formed the paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force, pledging to resist by force the 

imposition of self-government on Ireland. Irish nationalists responded to the 

establishment of the UVF by forming the Irish Volunteers. Many of its 200,000 members 

were also involved in other political and cultural nationalist organizations, including the 

Gaelic League, Sinn Féin, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, and the Irish Republic 

Brotherhood, a secret oath-bound organization founded in 1858. The Irish Volunteers 

accepted only men into their ranks, but in April 1914, nationalist women formed Cumann 
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na mBan, a paramilitary organization devoted to organizing women for the advancement 

of Ireland’s independence.  

The Volunteers split in September 1914 between the majority, who followed 

constitutional nationalist John Redmond’s support for the British war effort, and a 

minority who believed that Parliament’s postponement of Home Rule – a limited form of 

legislative independence for Ireland—was yet another example of bad faith on the part of 

English politicians. Those who opposed fighting for the Empire took up the slogan 

“England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity.” The Supreme Military Council of the Irish 

Republican Brotherhood – a secret group within a secret group – began planning an 

insurrection in September 1914. In January 1916, secret council members Tom Clarke, 

Sean MacDermott, Patrick Pearse, Joseph Plunkett, Thomas MacDonagh, and Éamonn 

Ceannt made common cause with James Connolly, the commander of the Irish Citizen 

Army (ICA), a trade union militia comprised of both men and women. The IRB Supreme 

Military Council’s plans for insurrection consolidated the Irish Volunteers, Cumann na 

mBan, and the Irish Citizen Army into the “Army of the Irish Republic.” 

Despite prominent warning signs of republican unrest, British authority was 

divided on what to do. Instead of taking any steps to forestall the uprising, the British 

army in Dublin went on holiday to the horse races at Fairyhouse on Easter Monday.18 The 

absence of opposition aided the rebels’ plan to occupy strategic buildings throughout 

Dublin. Out of a chaotic mobilization “emerged,” according to Charles Townshend, 

historian of the Rising, “the most potent military action ever mounted by Irish rebels.”19 

The military committee and a group of Volunteers and Citizen Army members were led 

by Patrick Henry Pearse, Commander in Chief of the Army of the Republic and President 
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of the Provisional Government. They occupied the General Post Office (GPO) on 

Sackville Street. Further battalions held positions across the city. 

Shortly after noon on Easter Monday, Pearse appeared in front of the pillars of the 

GPO and declaimed the Proclamation of the Irish Republic to a small group of onlookers 

who, reportedly, gave a lackluster cheer. The 1916 Proclamation was ground-breaking. It 

formally recognized women as full, enfranchised citizens of a free Ireland. It also referred 

to children, declaring the Republic’s “resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of 

the whole nation and of all its parts, cherishing all the children of the nation equally and 

oblivious of the differences carefully fostered by an alien government, which have 

divided a minority from the majority in the past.” For Townshend, Pearse treated this 

tough crowd “to one of his finest verbal evocations of the spirit of national struggle. . . . a 

kind of distillation of nationalist doctrine, a kind of national poem: lucid, terse, and 

strangely moving even to unbelievers.”20 

The fighting lasted a week and destroyed the center of Dublin. 485 people were 

killed and approximately 2,600 wounded. 54% of the fatalities were civilians. The 

youngest was twenty-two months old, the oldest eighty-two years. Forty children were 

killed.21 Patrick Pearse — who had been an outspoken proponent of the necessity of 

“blood sacrifice” in national struggle— surrendered unconditionally to British forces on 

Saturday, April 29, 1916. Reports indicate he made the decision out of his concern for the 

lives of civilians and to save the lives of the ordinary rebel soldiers.22 Elizabeth O’Farrell, 

who served in the GPO as a nurse, carried Pearse’s surrender to the British command and 

the other rebel outposts, walking through the line of fire. The British arrested 3,509 

people, most of whom had not participated in the Rising.23 They executed Connolly, 
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Pearse, the other five members of the Supreme Military Council, and nine other men over 

a protracted period. 

Public sentiment in Ireland had not been, by and large, in favor of the Rising. But 

the rebellious seeds sown by the Rising soon began to grow. The executions of the 

leaders, and of a few men who could not plausibly be considered leaders, the harsh 

treatment of the other prisoners, the imposition of martial law throughout the country, 

and, in 1918, the passage of a “Military Service Bill” to permit conscription of Irish men 

turned public sentiment in favor of revolution. 

The memory and commemoration of the events of Easter Week began 

immediately, as Sinn Féin collaborated with the families of the leaders and other 

prisoners to “mass produc[e] the tools of commemoration”: mass cards depicting the 

executed men as martyrs, picture postcards of Dublin in ruins, nationalist ballads, copies 

of the Proclamation.24  In December 1918, Sinn Féin candidates swept the general 

election, winning sixty-nine seats. Thirty-six of the sixty-nine held their offices from 

prison. The elected Sinn Féin MPs refused to take their seats in Parliament. On January 

21, 1919, those that were not imprisoned assembled as Ireland’s independent parliament, 

the Dáil Éireann, and re-established the Republic. As the Provisional Government 

worked to form new state institutions and systems, the Irish Volunteers, now widely 

known as the Irish Republican Army, fought a guerilla war of independence. In July 

1921, the Irish and British negotiated a truce, and then signed the Anglo-Irish Treaty, 

establishing the Irish Free State — an autonomous dominion within the British Empire, 

comparable to Canada and Australia — in 1922. The Anglo-Irish Treaty partitioned the 

island of Ireland into the twenty-six counties of the Irish Free State and the six northern 
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counties remaining in the United Kingdom. The Treaty split the comrades of 1916 and 

the War of Independence. The Anti-Treaty faction, led by Éamon de Valera, objected to 

the partition and to the Free State remaining part of the British Empire. They saw the 

Anglo-Irish Treaty as a betrayal of 1916. Michael Collins, who led the Irish negotiations, 

argued that the treaty gave the “freedom to achieve freedom.” Ireland suffered a brutal 

civil war from 1922 to 1923. 

Remembering 1916 has been crucial to competing nationalist projects over the 

century, and the debates over the meaning and ownership of 1916 have often been 

acrimonious. In their 2016 collection of essays Remembering 1916: The Easter Rising, 

the Somme and the Politics of Memory in Ireland, historians Richard S. Grayson and 

Fearghal McGarry argue that “[t]he Easter Rising provided a source of legitimacy not 

only for the independent Irish state that emerged out of the Irish revolution but for 

subsequent republican movements, whether seeking to acquire political power or to 

justify the use of violence for political ends.”25  The Pro-Treaty forces won the Civil War, 

and the Civil War defined Irish politics for decades to come. The two largest 

contemporary political parties in Ireland, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, descend from the 

anti-treaty and pro-treaty political factions, respectively. After Éamon de Valera’s 

election to President of the Executive Council (prime minister) in 1932, “the Irish 

leadership set about re-staging 1916 for the advantage of the Fianna Fáil party,” 

according to theatre historian James Moran. In 1935, the party organized ten thousand 

people to march to a re-enactment of “the storming of the GPO in the centre of Dublin” 

in a commemoration that “portrayed de Valera as the most important figure of the 

insurrection.”26 
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Éamon De Valera claimed custody of the legacy of 1916. The memorial service 

was designed to exclude the rebel women of 1916 and “the statements about sexual 

equality made by the leaders of the insurrection.”27 Moran argues that the 1935 

commemorations “forced into a straitjacket the disparate nationalisms that had inspired a 

less-regimented group to invade the building in 1916, and emphasised only the aspects of 

the revolt that were annexed to the stabilising forces of patriarchy and the Catholic 

Church.”28 Although ten percent of the Rising rebels had been women, the nationalist 

movement turned in a direction hostile to women’s rights and participation as early as 

1917. At the national convention for Sinn Féin and the Volunteers, where De Valera was 

acclaimed as president of both organizations, the women found what Townshend 

describes as a “disappointingly unfriendly environment.”29  

Postcolonial theory illuminates this period in Irish history. In Ireland and 

Postcolonial Theory (2003), Clare Carroll argues persuasively that the Ireland we know 

today has been shaped by both imperial and colonial violence—“conquest, confiscation 

of land, religious persecution, famine, mass immigration, and the loss of the Irish 

language,” as well as partition—and by postcolonial violence:  

[A] civil war that ended in the exile or execution of recalcitrant revolutionaries; a 
Free State that imitated colonial institutions more than it lived up to the 
revolutionary ideals of 1916; and a state-sponsored Catholicism whose tragic 
abuse of power has in large measure meant the loss of the spiritual authority it 
once had as an outlawed Church.30  

Carroll acknowledges that the participation of Irish people in British and U.S. imperial 

projects—as settlers, slaveholders, soldiers, missionaries, and teachers—poses a 

challenge to a simple view of Ireland as continuously colonized and oppressed for eight 

centuries.31 Postcolonial theory is capacious enough to encompass such opposing ideas 
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within a “both/and” framework, and as Edward Said points out in his afterword to 

Carroll’s edited volume, it “widens, instead of narrows, the interpretive perspective, 

which is another way of saying that it liberates instead of further constricting and 

colonizing the mind.”32 This approach has proven fruitful in literary criticism: in 

Inventing Ireland (1995), Declan Kiberd considers English colonialism and Irish 

nationalism as mutually constitutive: “Each nation badly needed the other, for the 

purpose of defining itself.”33 He castigates the reactionary post-Civil War government of 

Ireland for reinforcing the institutionalized oppressions of colonialism and failing to 

implement the radical cultural and social visions of the 1916 revolutionaries. 

De Valera, who had banned women from his command in 1916, institutionalized 

his views on gender and society in Ireland’s Constitution. In 1937, the Irish Free State 

adopted this new constitution by national referendum and became a republic called 

“Ireland.” Article 41 banned divorce, a prohibition not repealed until 1996. The Article 

also legislated the place of women: 

Article 41.2/1: In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, 
woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot be 
achieved. 

2/2: The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be 
obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in 
the home.34 

As of this writing, Article 41.2 remains in the Constitution of Ireland, but a referendum 

on the question of removing the so-called “women’s place in the home” article is 

scheduled for May 24, 2019.35 

While Fianna Fáil established its dominance over 1916 through government 

action and theatrical spectacle, the anti-treaty Irish Republican Army maintained its claim 
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that the Free State was illegitimate and that the IRA upheld the Republic of 1916.36 This 

IRA continued armed campaigns, on and off, against Britain, the six counties of Northern 

Ireland, and what was sometimes seen as a puppet government in Dublin. The IRA split 

in 1969 between the more traditional Provisional IRA and the Marxist-influenced Official 

IRA. The Official IRA split again in 1974, after declaring a ceasefire. Members who 

objected to the ceasefire formed the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA). The 

Provisional IRA (or “Provos”) and the INLA were the primary republican paramilitary 

groups involved in the violent conflict euphemistically known as “The Troubles” for 

three decades between the late 1960s and the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. The six 

northern counties—Antrim, Armagh, Down, Fermanagh, Londonderry, and Tyrone, 

collectively known as Northern Ireland — remain part of the United Kingdom.  

The 1966 state commemoration of the Rising threw the significance of the 

competition over 1916 into sharp relief. Grayson and McGarry delineate what they call 

“the now familiar commemorative narrative,” in which “official commemoration was 

shaped by the prevailing interests of the Southern state”:37 

The 25th anniversary was framed by ‘the Emergency’ (as the Second World War 
was known in Éire); the elaborate golden jubilee in 1966 reflected the efforts of 
the Taoiseach Seán Lemass to fashion a more constructive patriotism for a 
modernising state; while the muted 75th anniversary in 1991 was shaped by the 
sectarian violence of the Troubles. Following in the wake of the peace process 
and rise of the Celtic Tiger, the 90th anniversary was characterised by a more 
confident and celebratory approach.38 

The golden jubilee commemoration in 1966 was the most extravagant to date, and the 

first to be televised. In her 2012 monograph Transforming 1916: Meaning, Memory and 

the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Easter Rising, historian Roisín Higgins writes that as it 

“has been remembered as a moment of unrestrained triumphalism which fuelled divisions 
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between unionists and nationalists . . . 1966 has become as mythical and misunderstood 

as 1916.”39 It was “indelibly imprinted on the minds of all who lived through it,” 

according to historians Mary E. Daly and Margaret O’Callaghan, who co-edited 1916 in 

1966: Commemorating the Easter Rising (2007). They argue that debates over “how 

Ireland’s past was to be understood . . . frequently took place through a debate about what 

had actually happened in the commemoration of 1966. The subtext of the discussion was 

whether or not the commemoration of 1966 had in fact ‘caused the Troubles.’”40  

For some, this accusation was not subtextual. For example, in States of Ireland 

(1972), historian Conor Cruise O’Brien argues that “the general calls for rededication to 

the ideals of 1916 were bound to suggest to some young men and women . . . that the way 

to return to them was through the method of 1916: violence, applied by a determined 

minority.”41 The moderate unionist Terence O’Neill, Prime Minister of Northern Ireland 

from 1963-1969, claimed “[i]t was 1966 which made 1968 inevitable and was bound to 

put the whole future of Northern Ireland in the melting pot.”42 1968 here refers to 

October 5th of that year. The Derry Housing Action Committee planned a civil rights 

march protesting anti-Catholic discrimination in housing, employment, and elections. The 

government of Northern Ireland banned all parades two days before the march. The 

protestors marched anyway, and were met by the batons of the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary. This clash, and the riots that followed, are conventionally considered the 

beginning of the Troubles. 

Higgins argues that O’Neill gives too much credit to the commemorations and not 

enough to the “instability” and “volatility” of Northern Ireland:  

In a healthy society, commemorations offer a safe space for public debate, but in 
an already fractured society, the past has the capacity to explode into the present. 
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Nevertheless, the proximity of the jubilee of the Rising to the outbreak of 
Troubles compounded the sense that commemorations of 1916 were potentially 
dangerous events.43 

As historian Kevin Bean demonstrates, “successive Dublin governments abandoned 

traditional state military commemorations after 1971 as a way of sharply distinguishing 

the ‘legitimate violence’ of the Easter Rising from the ‘contemporary terrorism’ of the 

IRA.” The Dublin government’s commemoration of the 75th anniversary of the Rising in 

1991 was “rather muted and somewhat perfunctory.”44 The relative success of the Good 

Friday Agreement of 1998 has helped to revive the interest in celebrating the 

anniversaries of the Easter Rising. Bean notes that “the exuberant confidence of the 

Celtic Tiger” marked the “genuinely popular” official commemorations in 2006. 

Taoiseach Bertie Ahern called for the public to be “generous and inclusive.”45  

The seeds for this perpetual transformation were planted in 1916. Higgins argues 

that the “representation [of Easter Week] was being transformed continually, even before 

the week was out.”46 Eyewitnesses remembered a muted reaction to Pearse’s 

Proclamation in front of the GPO, yetas early as May 1, 1916, newspapers were claiming 

enormous throngs of spectators had crowded the street and cheered for minutes on end.47 

In 2016, a new generation contended with the Rising and the memories and meanings it 

has accumulated over the century. 

Ireland 2016, the centenary commemoration of the 1916 Rising, was the 

centerpiece of the Decade of Centenaries. This official government program was 

dedicated to commemorating the Irish revolutionary era from the campaign for Home 

Rule in 1912 to the establishment of the Free State in 1922 “in a tolerant, inclusive, and 

respectful way.”48 The Irish government established the Expert Advisory Group (EAG) 

on Commemorations in 2012, “to advise the Government . . .” 
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. . . on historical matters relating to the Decade of Centenaries, and to consult 
widely with academic, community and voluntary groups and members of the 
public to ensure that significant events are commemorated accurately, 
proportionately and appropriately in tone.49  

The non-partisan EAG is comprised of 22 scholars, all experts in subjects relating to 

modern Irish history, some with political and administrative experience. The EAG 

conducted consultations and workshops in every county in Ireland. 

The EAG published an “Initial Statement by Advisory Group on Centenary 

Commemorations,” which made various recommendations from the members’ points of 

view as professional historians. The group recommended that official events be restricted 

in number, and that public interest in history be encouraged by an emphasis on 

accessibility of primary source material. The EAG urged a “measured and reflective” 

commemorative programme that acknowledges both the achievements and the painful 

losses of the decade, and the complexity of historical events and their legacies: “We 

should also be conscious that on this island we have a common history but not a common 

memory of these shaping events.” The group argued that “inclusiveness” cannot be 

achieved by forcing a common memory, but only “by encouraging multiple and plural 

commemorations which remember the past while ensuring, as far as possible, that the 

commemoration does not re-ignite old tensions.” Irish historical events should be 

understood as part of a global context of major bloodshed and upheaval: other parts of the 

world “will have to confront the legacies of even more traumatic events.” The most 

striking sentence urged that “the State should not be expected to be neutral about its own 

existence.”50 

John Concannon, the marketing director at Ireland’s tourism board Fáilte Ireland, 

was appointed as director of the Ireland 2016 centenary program. Ireland 2016 invited 
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 everyone, of all ages, both here in Ireland and overseas, to join in a year of 
commemoration, conversation and exploration – through the arts, through 
historical research and exposition, through the Irish language, through education 
and children’s events – from which a new and more expansive sense of Irish 
identity can emerge.51 

Led by the Department of Culture, Heritage, and the Gaeltacht, this commemorative 

initiative was articulated through seven “strands” of programming--State Ceremonial, 

Historical Reflection, An Teanga Bheo (The Living Language), Youth and Imagination, 

Cultural Expression, Community Participation, Global and Diaspora. Thousands of 

events throughout the entire year were organized in Ireland and overseas at the national 

and local levels, around the themes of “Remember, Reflect, Reimagine”: 

Remembering our history and in particular the events of 1916 

Reflecting on our achievements as a Republic in the intervening century 

Reimagining our future for coming generations52 

My research focuses on work categorized primarily under Cultural Expression and, to 

some extent, Community Participation. But theatre and performance were heavily 

implicated in every strand, from ritual remembrance ceremonies to performances of oral 

histories to Irish-language productions to drama in the schools to films and television 

series to an international touring schedule to commissioned, professional productions of 

classic texts and new work by contemporary playwrights and ensembles. 

The centerpiece events during Easter Week in Dublin were all public 

performances. 500,000 people attended the Easter Sunday military parade on March 27, 

2016, for which all branches of the Defense Forces marched to the GPO, where the flag 

was lowered for a prayer. As a piper’s lament played, four children representing each of 

the provinces of Ireland placed daffodils against the pillars of the GPO. The army band 
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played “Danny Boy” and “Mise Éire,” a soldier read the Proclamation of the Irish 

Republic, and President Michael D. Higgins performed a wreath-laying ceremony in 

memory of those killed in the Rising. The parade was followed by A Nation’s Voice, an 

avant-garde open-air concert at Collins Barracks. Produced by Ireland 2016 and the Arts 

Council, the concert featured 1,100 singers and the National Symphony Orchestra in One 

Hundred Years a Nation, a newly commissioned work from poet Paul Muldoon and 

composer Shaun Davey.53 Muldoon was “determined to give an account not only of the 

past 100 years but of the several thousand leading up to our first century of nationhood”: 

from glen to glen a great stag roars  

and rattles its horned head 

a yellow bittern booms once more  

by turf bank and stream bed 

for once again Finn and his men 

are following from glen to glen 

the doe with one white ear  

and setting their sights on the sun54 

On Easter Monday, the national public media service R.T.É. and Ireland 2016 co-

produced Reflecting the Rising, an enormous public history festival comprised of over 

300 events throughout Dublin. Approximately 700,000 people, many of them in 1916-era 

costume, attended the events, including theatre performances, lectures, walking tours, 

concerts, films, family carnivals, and a keynote speech from President Higgins. The day 

was crowned by RTÉ’s Centenary, an extravagant stage production directed by Cillian 



 
 
 

23 

Fennell at a cost of €2.46 million and broadcast live from the Bord Gáis Energy Theatre. 

Half a million people tuned in to see this beautifully choreographed history pageant.55 

Theatre’s prominence in Ireland 2016 reflects a close, enduring relationship 

between the art and the nation, and how the Rising itself has been understood as a 

performance as much as a military action. Michael Collins, a rank-and-file insurgent 

during Easter Week before his rise to prominence in the War of Independence, gave a 

skeptical review of the Rising. In a letter he wrote that the “Rising was bungled terribly,” 

and that it was not “an appropriate time for the issue of memoranda couched in poetic 

phrases, nor of actions worked out in a similar fashion. Looking at it from the inside (I 

was in the GPO) it had the air of a Greek tragedy about it.”56 In 1967, Irish historian F.X. 

Martin argued that the Rising “was imaginatively planned with artistic vision . . . The 

revolt was staged consciously as a drama by its principal actors.”57 In the same year, 

cultural critic William Irwin Thompson analyzed the revolution as a work of art, “a 

movement led by myth-possessed men who willingly perish into images,” arguing that 

the “Irish revolutionaries lived as if they were in a work of art, and this inability to tell 

the difference between sober reality and the realm of imagination is perhaps one very 

important characteristic of a revolutionary.”58  

At least ninety live theatrical productions commemorated 1916 in 2016. 

Spectators across Ireland encountered theatrical responses to Ireland 2016’s invitation, 

from work officially sponsored or commissioned by the government program—such as 

“Waking the Nation,” a Rising-themed season of classics and new plays at the Abbey; 

and These Rooms, a collaboration between ANU Productions and CoisCéim Dance 

Theatre, based on the North King Street Massacre—to counter-narratives produced 
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outside the official commemorative initiative, such as THEATREclub’s It’s Not Over, 

created with the input and from the perspective of dissident republicans and victims of 

violence. Theatre historian Nicholas Grene argues that the “challenge of such 

commemorative plays has been at once dramaturgical and political,” involving a tension 

between: 

how to represent the action of a hundred years ago so as to engage audiences in 
the present time of theatre, and how to balance the desire for celebration with an 
awareness of the multifaceted nature of the historical moment, and its 
implications for the contemporary Irish society that has inherited the 
consequences.”59  

In this dissertation, I demonstrate that these productions imagined the past and the future 

of Ireland, reflecting, through the practical and mythical dreams and demands of armed 

uprising, on a 21st-century Ireland shaped by economic turmoil; postcolonial and 

neoliberal development; and upheavals in key relationships between Ireland and Britain, 

state and church, gender and sexuality and citizenship, and migration in and out.  

The past two decades have brought enormous change to Ireland. The “Celtic 

Tiger,” a period of low corporate tax, enormous foreign investment, and rapid economic 

growth, transformed Ireland from one of the poorest European nations to the sixth 

wealthiest country in the world by 2000 (measured in GDP per capita). Unusually for a 

country historically marked by a declining population through emigration, net 

immigration trended upward: more people were immigrating to live and work in Ireland 

than were emigrating to other countries. But the international financial crisis of 2007-

2008, coupled with an unsustainable property bubble and an overextension of credit by 

the banks, sent the Irish economy into a severe recession and then into a depression.60 

The migration trend reversed, as people fled unemployment and financial and social 
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hardship. The Irish economy is currently in recovery, but economic inequality is on the 

rise. Some research indicates that Ireland has the largest income gap (before taxes) in the 

European Union.61 

The moral authority and political power of the Catholic Church have greatly 

diminished amidst revelations of chronic sexual and physical abuse of children and 

adolescents by priests and other members of religious orders, both male and female. In 

2013, the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) Enda Kenny made a formal apology to the 30,000 

women confined in Magdalene Laundries, institutions run by Catholic orders between 

1765 and 1996 where “penitents” were subjected to forced labor, social isolation, 

permanent separation from their children, and abuse. Kenny acknowledged the State’s 

role in colluding with the Church to incarcerate unwed pregnant women, sexually 

exploited and trafficked women, sex workers, orphans, mentally ill and disabled women, 

and others who challenged social and moral codes of control. 

Social policy has moved to the left in some ways: on May 23, 2015, the Republic 

of Ireland became the first nation in the world to legalize same-sex marriage by popular 

vote (with a huge turnout and decisive majority: over 60% of the eligible population 

voted, and 62% of them voted Yes on the referendum). In other areas, social policy has 

had a rightward trend. Performance scholar Charlotte McIvor argues that the impact and 

perception of net “immigration has thrown Irish national identity into crisis while 

exposing it as an ‘unstable fiction’ and problematizing the meaning of ‘deep, horizontal 

comradeship’ post-Celtic Tiger.”62 In 2004, the Citizenship Referendum, approved by 

80% of voters, amended the Constitution to provide that children born in Ireland after its 

passage “would not have a constitutional right to be Irish citizens, unless, at the time of 
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their birth, one of their parents was an Irish citizen or was entitled to be an Irish 

citizen.”63 Rumors of “birth tourism,” spurred by the rise in immigration to Ireland, 

particularly singled out Nigerian women as likely to take advantage of maternity 

healthcare and citizen entitlements on behalf of their babies. These rumors match anti-

immigration narratives throughout the European Union. Most EU nations do not confer 

birthright citizenship except on stateless or foundling children. The rumors also echo 

narratives in the U.S., which does practice birthright citizenship, and where “anchor 

baby” serves as a derogatory term for a child born in the U.S. to a mother without U.S. 

citizenship.  

Such narratives produced a complicated matrix of gender, race, citizenship, 

fertility, and prejudice, and contributed to the decision of the Irish electorate to replace 

the prior criteria for citizenship, based in jus soli (right of the soil), with a constitutional 

amendment based in jus sanguinis (right of the blood). There are a few exceptions: for 

instance, children born in Ireland become Irish citizens automatically if they are not 

entitled to the citizenship of any other nation. In her dissertation “The New 

Interculturalism: Race, Gender and Immigration in Post-Celtic Tiger Ireland,” Charlotte 

McIvor argues that the referendum “decisively shifted critical conversation about race, 

ethnicity, and gender in Ireland and dramatically redrew boundaries of Irish national 

belonging which had been expanded by the Good Friday Agreement only six years 

earlier.”64 Moreover, the stigmatization and social exclusion of the Travellers continues. 

Travellers suffer disproportionate imprisonment, higher infant mortality rates, and 

reduced life expectancy when compared to the general population. After a fire killed five 

children and five adults in two Traveller families in October 2015, nearby residents 
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blocked access to the emergency shelter the government set up for the survivors of the 

fire.65 

Ireland 2016’s rhetorical search for “a new and more expansive sense of Irish 

identity” asked that artists, scholars, politicians, and citizens take up the liberatory visions 

of the revolutionary generation, reimagined for the 21st century. In conducting my 

research, I examined the extent to which the “Ireland” represented in this year of 

commemoration and identity-building represented the nation’s geographic, linguistic, 

ethnic, racial, gender, and socioeconomic demographics. This dissertation addresses how 

performances of the “new and more expansive sense of Irish identity” promised by 

Ireland 2016 include and exclude historically marginalized people, including women, 

vulnerable children, LGBTQ+ individuals, Travellers, immigrants, and members of racial 

and ethnic minorities. 

Perhaps fittingly for a commemoration of revolt, the Ireland 2016 program was 

attended by controversy from the start. Historian Diarmaid Ferriter, a member of the 

EAG, describes various tensions: for example, the centenary program outline claimed 

that the commemorations belonged to “everyone on this island.” This was rhetorical 

overreach, oblivious to the standing objections of unionists to the commemoration of an 

uprising typically remembered, in that tradition, as one led by traitorous, anti-democratic 

“murderers.”66 Within the Republic, the suggestion of the minister for foreign affairs that 

a royal visit be part of the ceremonies caused tension, while other politicians debated 

whether the centenary commemorations ought to be characterized by “shameless 

celebration” or “reconciliation.”67 
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Concannon’s first public relations salvo on behalf on Ireland 2016, a launch video 

released in 2014, seemed an attempt to sidestep the conflicts over historical and 

contemporary loyalties altogether. The launch video featured a cheerful montage of 

showstopper Irish landscapes and contemporary Irish and British politicians, including 

Queen Elizabeth II, David Cameron, and hardline loyalist politician Ian Paisley. None of 

the 1916 leaders were pictured or mentioned, and the video was widely mocked. At the 

time of its launch, Ferriter called the video “embarrassing, unhistoric shit,” and later 

reflected, “You can’t shy away from the fact that the State was born in violence. It was an 

Irish manifestation of a very violent international climate.”68   

The Abbey Theatre’s Rising-themed “Waking the Nation” season did not shy 

away from the violent origins of the Irish state, but its announcement on October 28, 

2015 was also met with an impassioned public outcry. In announcing the season, artistic 

director and Senator Fiach Mac Conghail characterized the program as one that will 

“interrogate rather than celebrate” the Easter Rising. “We have to be careful about our 

sense of national exceptionalism….Instead of commemorating 1916 we are reflecting on, 

perhaps, the failed potential of 1916.”69 But it was the “failed potential” of the Abbey 

itself that garnered the most attention.  

The National Theatre — which typically receives half of the Arts Council funding 

available for theatre — came under criticism immediately on social media and in the 

press for marked under-representation of women in the 2016 commemorative season. 

Nine of the season’s ten playwrights and seven of the ten directors were men. Three 

women—Annabelle Comyn, Vicky Featherstone, and Sarah Fitzgibbon—were hired to 

direct, while only one play was written by a woman, Ali White. Her play Me, Mollser is a 
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one-woman show based on The Plough on the Stars, programmed to tour schools for the 

Community and Education “Priming the Canon” program. This was no aberration for the 

Abbey: only about 14% of the plays staged at the Abbey between its founding in 1904 

and 2012 were written by women, and the Abbey’s record, if anything, was getting 

worse: women wrote only 11% of the plays staged between 1995 and 2014.70 

Set designer and producer Lian Bell launched a discussion on Twitter that became 

a campaign demanding equality, inclusion, and economic parity for women in Irish 

theatre. Director Maeve Stone coined the hashtag and movement name: 

#WakingTheFeminists (or #WTF).71 Thousands of supporters chimed in on Facebook 

and Twitter, citing statistics, debating solutions, reminiscing about the women in their 

own lives and artistic practices, and sharing personal experiences of unequal treatment. 

The campaign was covered by major news outlets in Ireland, the UK, and the U.S., and 

met an international outpouring of support from performers, writers, and scholars, 

including widely-shared messages from celebrities including Meryl Streep, Saoirse 

Ronan, Martha Plimpton, and Wim Wenders. The #WakingTheFeminists petition at 

Change.org “calls on the board of our national theatre to lead the way in establishing 

equality for women artists.”72 Theatre scholar Melissa Sihra of Trinity College wrote in 

The Irish Times to publicize the existence of at least 600 plays written by Irish women 

since 1663. She argued, “No centenary programme is preferable to one that blatantly 

refuses to acknowledge women as subjective humans, artists and equal citizens of 

Ireland.”73 

The critic Fintan O’Toole stood with the campaign in blaming the “Waking the 

Nation” debacle on “the deep roots of male privilege and female marginalization”—but 
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he also blamed bad governance, questioning the relationships between the Abbey and its 

own board, the Abbey and the Government, and the Abbey and the Arts Council. 

O’Toole reported that the Ireland 2016 panel of judges originally rejected the Abbey’s 

proposal for funding. But artistic director Mac Conghail petitioned for half a million Euro 

on behalf of “Waking the Nation” from the Department of Arts, Heritage, and the 

Gaeltacht—and received it. O’Toole writes, “Astonishingly, the department admits that at 

no point did it seek to discover what the money would actually fund. The discussions 

were about the scale of the project, not its content. This is an appalling way to use public 

money and should be investigated by the Comptroller and Auditor General.”74 In 

O’Toole’s reading, the national theatre of Ireland circumvented the application process 

other artists undertook in order to receive government funds supporting what it now 

admits is a deeply flawed, phallocentric season of theatre. 

Nearly 600 theatre artists gathered on November 12, 2015 for the first public 

forum of the #WakingTheFeminists campaign. The free tickets for the meeting were all 

reserved within ten minutes of being made available to the public on November 11.75 The 

Abbey Theatre, which issued a statement acknowledging and committing to address the 

lack of gender equality in its programming, hosted the meeting. Thirty artists gave 

testimonies on their experiences working in in the theatre industry, and many members of 

the audience chimed in. #WTF organized a second meeting on International Women’s 

Day (March 8) at Liberty Hall, and returned to the Abbey Theatre for the third and final 

meeting in November 2016. The Abbey’s programming for the Autumn/Winter portion 

of the 2016 season reflected the theatre’s new commitment to gender parity, with a 

premiere of Carmel Winters’s play The Remains of Maisie Duggan directed by Ellen 
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McDougall, Marina Carr’s new adaptation of Anna Karenina, and THEATREclub’s 

Abbey debut with The Ireland Trilogy, three performances pieces (The Family, HEROIN, 

and HISTORY) that had been written and devised by the company and directed by Grace 

Dyas over the past six years. Dublin Youth Theatre presented Rising, a “look at what 

revolution means to young people in Ireland now,” developed by twenty young artists 

with playwright Helena Enright and director Tom Creed.  

The Autumn/Winter season included one Irish-language play, co-produced with 

the national Irish language theatre, An Taibhdhearc. Eoghan Ó Tuairisc’s 1979 play 

Fornocht Do Chonac/Naked I Saw You, directed by Eoin Mac Diarmada, is an unsettling 

meditation on Pearse’s legacy and glorification of blood sacrifice. Patrick Pearse’s vision 

of an Irish-speaking Ireland was another dream unfulfilled by the century following his 

death. Despite its status as an official language of the Republic of Ireland, very few 

shows were produced in the Irish language during the centenary year, evidence through 

absence of the continuing legacy of British colonialism.  

The #WakingTheFeminists grassroots campaign has claimed significant victories 

beyond the Abbey stage. #WTF received funding from Ireland’s Arts Council to 

commission qualitative and quantitative research on these questions. In 2017, researchers 

Brenda Donohue, Ciara Conway, and Tanya Dean published their study Gender Counts: 

An analysis of gender in Irish theatre 2006-15, which provided statistical evidence of 

severe underrepresentation of women in Irish theatre, in every role except costume 

designer, and “particularly in the leadership roles of Author and Director, and that this 

tendency is most evident in the theatre organisations in receipt of the most public 

subsidy”76 A group of ten of Ireland’s major theatre institutions (the Abbey and the Gate 
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Theatres, the Dublin Theatre Festival and the Cork Midsummer Festival, Druid, 

Fishamable, Corn Exchange, Everyman, Rough Magic, and the Lir Academy) 

collaborated to develop separate policies on gender equality. The board of each 

institution ratified the policies in 2018.77 Them’s the Breaks, a documentary examining 

gender inequality in Irish theatre and documenting the #Waking the Feminists, is in 

production. Looking back on the movement, Bell wrote, 

In this year of commemorations for an event that sought to fundamentally 
redefine our society, #WakingTheFeminists has stood out as an echo of these 
aspirations. Who gets to tell the stories of our nation, and what kind of stories do 
they get to tell? Whose voices are being given a chance to be heard, and who 
makes these choices?78  

Bell noted that, through #WTF, she “got a sense of what it must have been like to be part 

of a revolution,” and that the movement has had a “knock-on effect” in other sectors, 

including business, medicine and music: “That’s not a bad legacy to pass on to future 

generations.”79 

Despite the inauspicious reactions to the launch video and the flagship season of 

the national theatre, the Ireland 2016 events were enormously popular. Most 

commentators have declared the commemoration a success. Ferriter asserts that “overall, 

the 1916 centenary commemoration was characterised by pride, dignity and considerable 

depth of research and analysis” and “a laudable determination to accept the revolutionary 

generation on its own, complicated terms.”80 Ferriter suggests several ways in which 

2016 differed from previous commemorations of the Rising: the emphases on local, 

county-level design of commemorative programs and on original primary sources, the 

interest in how the events of 1916 impacted ordinary lives, and the centrality of the arts. 
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 In discussing the commemorations with artists, spectators, and members of the 

Expert Advisory Group, I collected a wide range of responses. Playwright Deirdre 

Kinahan, whose play Wild Sky (discussed in chapter three of this dissertation), explores 

the radicalization of the revolutionary generation, commented on the remarkable public 

interest in the nation’s history revealed by the 1916 centenary: 

There has been such a hunger. And that’s fantastic. And what’s really important is 
how we build on that now. .  .[A]nd look, we were all a bit cynical at the 
beginning. And you know, it’s scary, as well, delving into history. You know, 
you’re walking around people’s presumptions, and people — you know what 
they’ve built their lives on, or their identity on, but it’s very very fruitful. . . I 
think the whole notion of rewriting narratives has been a big theme of 2016. That 
there is an acceptance that the history was rewritten. And I think that, just that, is 
an extraordinary thing to come out of this year.81 

Kinahan has also criticized the strain of “revisionism” in the commemorations: “this idea 

of we’ve got to embrace the RUC and the British soldiers. I found myself getting myself 

a bit annoyed about that. Did we really need to include them—I was taking my pitchfork 

out of the back of the car.”82  

As in earlier commemorations, the ownership of the Rising’s legacy was 

contested. Theatre provided a powerful site for staging the debate. Performance artist 

Oisín McKenna, whose Gays Against the Free State is discussed in chapter five, 

criticized the state celebrations as “definitely a bit gross and weird”: 

I know it’s been said so many times now that it feels like a cliché, but the current 
government clearly do not pursue policies that are consistent with the ideals of the 
1916 proclamation, and to see them try to position themselves as the heirs of 
those ideals feels a bit icky.83 

Critique was embedded in some of the signature pieces of the Ireland 2016 

commemorations, which by and large lived up to the Expert Advisory Group’s 

recommendation to embrace the complexity and ambiguity of historical remembrance. 
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Critic Fintan O’Toole praised the official cultural programme for how “unofficial it has 

been”: “Perhaps for the first time in its history, the State gave artists the floor and left 

them to their own devices, trusting them to come up with responses to 1916 that would 

somehow hit the right note.”84 The text Muldoon wrote for One Hundred Years a Nation, 

performed at Collins Barracks on Easter Sunday, is as influenced by hip-hop and slam 

poetry as it is by choral performance tradition. In accepting the commission, Muldoon 

committed to avoid “gloss[ing] over some components of our past that are less than 

glorious and not to present a vision of the future that is bogusly upbeat.” The work 

spotlights global interdependence as much as national independence: 

for a great stag may be dragged down  

by flimflam and stagflation 

then ghost estates boarded up towns  

still marked mass emigration 

and ruins still brought us renown  

although we’d built our nation85 

PERFORMING THE RISING 

How has performance commemorated the Rising in 2016? How have Irish 

theatre-makers imagined political violence and nationhood? A number of scholars in 

memory studies, theatre history, and performance studies have addressed adjacent 

concerns, but the literature on performances devoted to the very recent centenary of the 

Rising is still nascent. Several texts, however, address previous commemorations of the 

1916 Rising and the construction of Irish national identity through performance. 
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The major precedent of my study is theatre historian James Moran’s Staging the 

Easter Rising: 1916 as Theatre. Moran’s 2005 monograph examines the changing 

cultural significance of the Easter Rising throughout the 20th century in Ireland, through 

case studies of Sean O’Casey’s 1926 play The Plough and the Stars; William Butler 

Yeats’s 1931 play The Dreaming of the Bones; the 1935 ceremonial re-enactment of the 

storming of the GPO by the dominant political party Fianna Fáil; and the party’s 

successful opposition to Hollywood film projects on Irish revolutionary Sir Roger 

Casement, whose much-discussed sexuality challenged Fianna Fáil’s conservative 

program. Moran concludes his discussion of the re-stagings of Easter 1916 with a chapter 

on later representations, arguing that Irish theatre was “continually haunted by the 

disputes about the Rising that had been conducted between 1916 and 1935[,]” and that 

“these debates and contradictions were a nightmare from which the Irish theatre was 

powerless to awake.”86 By taking up the centenary commemoration of 1916, my 

dissertation extends Moran’s work into the present day. I examine the continuing 

relevance of his observation that “dramatic representations of the Dublin revolt often 

converge around the issues of sex, gender, and reproduction.”87 

Moran puts forward his arguments within a broader field of scholarship on 

commemorations of the Rising. Two recent volumes address the golden jubilee 

commemorations of the Rising in 1966. Historians Mary E. Daly and Margaret 

O’Callaghan co-edited the essay collection 1916 in 1966: Commemorating the Easter 

Rising (2007). In their introduction, they argue that knowledge of the 1966 

commemorations is essential for understanding “the battle for control of the 

representation of the history of modern Ireland and its profound connection with debates 
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about ‘the North.’”88 They demonstrate that the “Irish state sought to commemorate, 

while rendering residual and under control, the historical and cultural capital of Irish 

nationalist historical memory in 1966; that memory was to be deployed to advance the 

modern agenda of the state.”89 Historian Roisín Higgins, in Transforming 1916: 

Meaning, Memory and the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Easter Rising (2012), concurs: 

“[T]he Easter Rising . . . had to be reinvented so that it could serve the needs of a 

changing Ireland.”90 Higgins reads the 1966 commemorations, designed in an optimistic 

decade, as promulgating specific myths of “Irish modernization” and of “freedom [as] an 

ongoing process rather than an endpoint.”91 The failure of modernization to deliver 

widespread prosperity in Ireland, alongside the commonly held misconception that the 

1996 commemorations had caused the Troubles, contributed to a skepticism and hostility 

towards the memory of the Easter Rising by its seventy-fifth anniversary in 1991.  

Higgins argues that 1916 “has come to signify not just a battle against the English 

but a battle among the Irish”: 

1916 signifies everything from a simple respect for the leaders of Easter Week to 
a complex sense of what it means to be Irish. For many people in Ireland 1916 
transcends the state and is the most vivid symbolic representation of the nation. It 
is this pivotal role in the nationalist story that has made it the subject of such 
contention. For some it represents a standard against which to judge all 
subsequent events, while for others it represents a form of sentimental nationalism 
that helps to obscure the worst excesses of the Irish state and give succour to the 
violence of the Irish nation. The significance of the Rising far outweighs the 
events of April 1916 and its meaning alters with each generation.92 

The plural meaning of “1916” exceeds these different perspectives on the Rising. The 

Battle of the Somme, which claimed the lives of thousands of soldiers from the 36th 

Ulster Division, began on July 1, 1916. The Somme “provided the central foundation 

myth for the Northern Irish State,” write historians Richard S. Grayson and Fearghal 
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McGarry.93 Their edited volume Remembering 1916: The Easter Rising, the Somme and 

the Politics of Memory in Ireland (2016) offers a salutary corrective to thinking about the 

Rising in isolation. The authors demonstrate that the Rising and the Battle of the Somme 

shaped the identities and communities within the Republic of Ireland and Northern 

Ireland, respectively. The edited volume, among other goals, “consider[s] how each 

commemorative tradition has shaped the other.”94 Grayson and McGarry argue, “Close 

attention to the unfolding narratives of 1916 suggest that they are not so much invented 

as recycled, with alternative meanings, rooted in discernible historical pasts, reviving as 

required,” an argument that has facilitated my analysis of the revivals of 1916 in 2016.95 

The edited collection Commemorating Ireland: History, Politics, and Culture, 

published in 2004, addresses historical commemoration in Ireland more broadly. Editor 

Eberhard Bort suggests that the explosion of commemorative activity in Ireland around 

1998 (for the bicentenary of the 1798 Uprising and the one hundred and fifty year 

anniversary of the Great Famine) is connected with the “rapid and profound changes” in 

Ireland: the metamorphosis of “the ‘poor old woman’ . . . into the ‘Celtic Tiger,’ . . .”  

. . . seems to coincide with an increased need to re-examine the past, a greater 
need for reassurance and orientation, but also the urge and ability to address 
‘unfinished business’ – a talking cure, debunking myths and coming to terms with 
an often distorted image of the past; telling the full story so that it can be laid to 
rest, not to be forgotten, but perhaps to enable forgiveness.96 

In Staging the Easter Rising, James Moran briefly considers what theatre historian 

Patrick Lonergan calls “the extent to which theatre in Ireland was a form of revolution, 

and vice versa.”97 Moran suggests (via R.G. Davies, Richard Schechner, and Augusto 

Boal) that the Easter Rising itself was a form of “guerilla theatre.”98 Several scholars of 

Irish theatre explore how theatre and performance contributed to the construction, 
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conception, and imagination of Irish nationhood and identities in the nationalist 

movements leading up to the Rising. Desmond Slowey demonstrates how melodrama 

transmitted nationalist ideology to crowds of thousands in The Radicalization of Irish 

Drama 1600-1900 (2008). Another key site of political radicalization was education. In 

Pearse’s Patriots: St Enda’s and the Cult of Boyhood (2004), historian Elaine Sisson 

examines a radical educational experiment operated by Patrick Pearse “as an instructional 

training ground in national identity and masculinity.”99 Sisson’s work details Pearse’s 

pedagogy of blood sacrifice, which trained pupils to emulate mythical and historical Irish 

heroes through embodied, performative practices such as historical pageants and military 

drills. Mary Trotter argues in Modern Irish Theatre (2001) that the performances of 

nationalist and feminist activists in cultural revivalist productions in the years before the 

Rising produced a powerful “phenomenological resonance” that deepened the 

significance of the encounter: [“T]he actor’s body carried a triple significance in 

performance: character being played, actor playing the character, and activist taking on 

the task of acting as both political and artistic labor.”100  

In The Abbey Rebels of 1916: A Lost Revolution (2015), historian Fearghal 

McGarry explores the lives of the Abbey artists and staff who fought in the 1916 Rising. 

McGarry asks, “How did theatre shape the coming revolution?” and finds that Yeats and 

Gregory’s play Cathleen ni Houlihan “influenced many individuals (including future 

revolutionaries) by crystallising the emotional force of a romantic interpretation of Irish 

history.”101 McGarry argues that this interpretive tradition was even “more powerfully 

conveyed for most revolutionaries by the Abbey’s competitors--by popular historical 

narratives and by commemoration of 1798.”102  In my second chapter, I discuss these 
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narratives and commemorations within the framework of the scenario of uprising. 

McGarry demonstrates how the Rising influenced subsequent interpretations of all that 

preceded it: “by transforming Ireland’s future, the Rising also changed its past. The 

relationship between the Abbey Theatre and political nationalism was recast as myth 

began to displace history.”103 

The Abbey Theatre both created and contested the mythologizing of the Rising. 

As theatre historian Nicholas Grene writes in The Politics of Irish Drama (1999), the 

1926 Abbey premiere of Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars “directly and 

polemically challenged the self-images of the post-revolutionary nation.”104 Theatre 

historian Christopher Morash analyzes theatre as a site of the construction of Irish 

nationhood and identity from the perspective of spectators in A History of Irish Theatre, 

1601-2000: 

This is a book about going to the theatre in Ireland. It has been written for those of 
us who will always feel that little rush of excitement when the houselights begin 
to dim, the auditorium goes silent, and room full of strangers turns into an 
audience waiting for something to happen….a history of the Irish theatre is a 
history of Irish audiences.105  

Morash bears out this claim through a series of short essays, interspersed between the 

chapters, that focuses on a single night at a single theatre during each period under 

question. He historically and imaginatively reconstructs what those audiences (may have) 

experienced: “who they were, how much they paid for their tickets, where they sat, 

whether they watched reverentially or threw oranges at the orchestra.”106 In this 

dissertation, I follow Morash’s example, taking care to note phenomenological, social, 

and economic aspects of spectatorship at the 2016 commemorative performances. 
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Alongside the unprecedented activism represented by the #WTF movement, 

another “revolution” influenced which stories of the Rising were told in conjunction with 

the centenary commemorations. What historian Diarmaid Ferriter calls “a revolution in 

the accessibility and volume of historical information available” centered around the 

digitization and release of the Military Service Pensions Archive, and the government’s 

funding of the Century Ireland website, featuring digitized primary source material.107 

This recently released archival material informed many of the theatrical productions 

documented in this dissertation, as well as the new historical accounts and novels 

addressing 1916. Over 200 new publications flooded bookstores between 2014 and 2016. 

Ferriter’s own A Nation and Not a Rabble: The Irish Revolution 1913-1923 (2015) 

examines the newly available pension records as part of a thorough reconsideration of the 

social context, historiography, and legacy of the Irish Revolution. Historian Fearghal 

McGarry’s The Rising, Ireland: Easter 1916 (2010, with a special centenary edition 

published in 2016) uses the same veteran testimonies to chronicle the Rising “from 

within and below.”108 Several books recover the “lost” histories of women in 

revolutionary Ireland, including Lucy McDiarmid’s fascinating At Home in the 

Revolution: What Women Said and Did in 1916 (2015), based on eyewitness accounts 

and other primary sources. Literary historian Roy Foster published Vivid Faces (2014), 

which showcases the ardor and intensity of the revolutionary generation so memorably 

eulogized in Yeats’s poem “Easter, 1916”:  

I have met them at close of day 

Coming with vivid faces 

From counter or desk among grey 
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Eighteenth-century houses.109 

The best-selling non-fiction book of 2016 was Joe Duffy’s Children of the Rising, which 

chronicles the “long-forgotten” lives of the 40 children killed in Dublin during Easter 

Week. Molly’s Diary: The Easter Rising 1916, by Patricia Murphy, invited young readers 

to explore history through the eyes of twelve-year-old Molly O’Donovan, a young 

Dubliner whose family members take different sides during the conflict. Lia Mills’s 2014 

novel Fallen offered adults romance and a similar story of divided loyalties, and was 

chosen as the reading for the first Dublin-Belfast Two Cities One Book initiative in April 

2016. Sabina Murray’s novel Valiant Gentleman (2016) vibrantly imagines Sir Roger 

Casement’s remarkable life and loves as he transforms from “company man” in the 

Belgian Congo to crusading humanitarian and failed revolutionary. 

As I consider the reverberations of the actions of the Rising revolutionaries as re-

staged and re-embodied throughout the 20th and 21st centuries and especially in 2016, I 

draw upon the theoretical interventions of Richard Schechner and Diana Taylor. Both 

scholars—joined by many other performance theorists—emphasize the prefix “re-” in 

analyzing performance: re-petition, re-iteration, re-storation, re-arrangement, re-

construction. In Between Theatre and Anthropology (1985), Schechner argues that 

“performance means: never for the first time. It means: for the second to the nth time. 

Performance is ‘twice-behaved behavior.’”110 Performance never happens just once, but 

always again, and differently. Schechner explains that such “twice-behaved” or 

“restored” behaviors are dislocated from their (putative) origins: 

 [I]ndependent of the causal systems (social, psychological, technological) that 
brought them into existence[,…they] have a life of their own. The original ‘truth’ 
or ‘source’ of the behavior may be lost, ignored, or contradicted—even while this 
truth or source is apparently being honored and observed.111 



 
 
 

42 

Schechner’s definition of performance provides a framework within which I critically 

analyze the performances of commemoration. What “truth, or source” was being honored 

or observed in the centenary? The Easter Rising has long functioned as a “birth of the 

nation” origin story of the Irish state, and continued to do so in the Ireland 2016 

programme literature, which names 1916 as “the moment when Irish nationalism joined 

forces with a revolutionary, cultural and language movement to forge an irresistible 

movement towards self-determination.”112 But this historical event has been available for 

multiple and diverse interpretations for a century. Ireland 2016 acknowledged this 

without hesitation; the “About” section of the programme website opened with a promise 

that: 

The commemoration will be measured and reflective, and will be informed by a 
full acknowledgment of the complexity of historical events and their legacy, of 
the multiple readings of history, and of the multiple identities and traditions which 
are part of the Irish historical experience.113 

The Irish state, then, launched an initiative marked self-consciously by reflexivity, 

complexity, and multiplicity. This dissertation explores how the performances 

commissioned by the Irish state “honor and observe” the Easter Rising origin story, and 

how they contradict it. How much contradiction can be contained within a state-funded 

commemoration ritual? 

In The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas 

(2003), Diana Taylor builds on Schechner’s term “twice-behaved behavior” to examine 

how “[p]erformances function as vital acts of transfer, transmitting social knowledge, 

memory, and a sense of identity through reiterated [behavior].”114 Taylor theorizes the 

repertoire as an embodied and ephemeral epistemological space, one that both challenges 

and works within and alongside the textual, material authority of the archive. In order to 
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analyze the performative reiterations of the repertoire, Taylor suggests “scenarios” as 

“meaning-making paradigms that structure social environments, behaviors, and potential 

outcomes.”115 For example, Taylor identifies the scenario of discovery, which has 

appeared and reappeared in the Americas over five centuries.116 

A scenario possesses a “portable framework that bears the weight of accumulative 

repeats.”117 Taylor writes, 

The scenario makes visible, yet again, what is already there: the ghosts, the 
images, the stereotypes. . . . Sometimes they are written down as scripts, but the 
scenario predates the script and allows for many possible ‘endings.’...The scenario 
structures our understanding. It also haunts our present, a form of hauntology ... 
that resuscitates and reactivates old dramas.. . . . The scenario thus bridges past 
and future as well as the here and there. It’s never for the first time, and never for 
the last, yet it continues to be constantly reactivated in the now of performance.118  

The “constant reactivat[ion] in the now of performance” Taylor describes does not rely 

on accurate reproduction. 119 Scenarios are comprised of modular elements, which can be 

repeated, rearranged, and repurposed. Scenarios are tools open to variation and 

adaptation, and available for strategies of domination, legitimation, subversion, and 

appropriation.  

Six aspects are crucial in the reactivation of any scenario. These six aspects, 

which guide my analyses of scenario and variation in this dissertation, are scene, 

embodiment, structure, form, situated relationship, and once-againness.120 The first 

aspect of Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis, structure, is the formula or framework 

of the scenario, which “predispose[s] certain outcomes and yet allow[s] for reversal, 

parody, and change.”121 A structure can be repeated and transferred, quoted and 

referenced, and as it multiplies, “[e]ach repeat adds to its affective and explanatory 

power,” providing evolving yet recognizable “repertoires of cultural imaginings.”122 The 
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second aspect, scene, is the physical location and environment hosting the action of the 

scenario, and encompasses material substances, sensory cues, social codes, and cultural 

symbols.123  The embodiment of social actors in a scenario comprises the relationships 

between “the functions these actors perform” within the action of the scenario, the 

attributes of the roles they inhabit, and “the social construction of bodies in particular 

contexts.” Form describes how the scenario is transmitted. The various modes of the 

archive and repertoire—on the one hand, writing and recording; on the other, telling and 

performing—are present in scenarios themselves; and so scenarios are generally available 

for repetition and transmission through the many forms of the archive and the repertoire. 

The fifth aspect, situated relationship, describes the interaction, or act of transfer, 

between the scenario and the person who encounters, witnesses, and/or participates in it. 

The sixth and final aspect, once-againness, is a crucial quality of the scenario. While 

providing a conduit for the preservation and transmission of cultural beliefs, a scenario 

“usually works through reactivation rather than duplication.” In “conjur[ing] up past 

situations,” scenarios do not copy the past, but reactivate it, once again.124  

Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis facilitates my engagement with conflicting 

theories of nationalism in the work of historians Carolyn Marvin and David W. Ingle, on 

the one hand, and Benedict Anderson, on the other. While Marvin and Ingle argue, in 

Blood Sacrifice and the Nation, that “The nation is the shared memory of blood sacrifice, 

periodically renewed,” Anderson defines the nation as an “imagined political 

community” mediated through textual objects such as newspapers and novels.125 In this 

dissertation, I argue that the scenario can bridge these theories: it is an act of collective 
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imagination (transmitted through both embodied and textual practices), and is a crucial 

medium through which the shared memory of blood sacrifice is periodically renewed. 

I analyze the Easter Rising as a scenario; that is, one of a set of “culturally 

specific imaginaries—sets of possibilities, ways of conceiving conflict, crisis, or 

resolution—activated with more or less theatricality.”126  I identify the events of Easter 

Week in Dublin 1916 as a reactivation of the scenario of blood sacrifice. The Ireland 

2016 initiative explicitly relied on both the archive and repertoire and featured many 

events that embodied the archive—such as performances of historical scripts and 

eyewitness testimony—as well as events that archived the repertoire—such as 

photographic exhibitions and televised historical dramas.   

METHODOLOGY 

In order to accomplish this research, I combined several qualitative methods 

associated with performance studies, history, and anthropology, moving between the 

repertoire and the archive: attending performances, museums, and other commemorative 

spaces, where I employed participant-observation; viewing recordings of productions; 

conducting archival research; and conducting numerous formal and informal interviews 

with theatre artists, spectators, policy-makers, and historians.  

As I arranged my research plan in 2015, and over the course of 2016, I compiled a 

list of live productions commemorating 1916. This is a rough count, sourced from the 

Ireland 2016 website, various county commemorative programs, listings in the Irish 

Times and other newspapers, frequent internet searches, and word of mouth. By my 

estimate, at least ninety live productions commemorated 1916 for the centenary year in 

the Republic of Ireland. Several more were staged in Northern Ireland and in the United 
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Kingdom. The numerous events programmed by Culture Ireland, Irish consulates, and by 

Irish diaspora community groups worldwide are outside the scope of this dissertation, but 

worthy of future research. 

Contemporary performance scholarship investigates and requires presence. I set a 

goal to attend every production running during the time I had available to conduct 

fieldwork. While the majority of commemorative performances were produced in Dublin, 

due to both the capital city’s historical centrality to the Rising and the propensity of 

national funding schemes to favor Dublin, I remained attentive to the performances of 

commemoration and critique throughout the country. I attended a wide variety of events 

associated with Ireland 2016: amateur dramatic society festivals, academic symposiums, 

museum exhibits, concerts, films, and visual art installations. Over the course of 2016, I 

made three research trips to Ireland, and I attended over half of the live productions 

commemorating 1916 in the centenary year, fifty-two in total. 

From March 14-April 3, I was based in Dublin to attend the core events of the 

State Ceremonial strand of the Ireland 2016 program, which centered around Easter (, 

March 27). Over these weeks, I attended twenty-one live performances, seventeen in 

Dublin: Deirdre Kinahan’s Wild Sky, the Dublin Bus/ANU bus tour production Beyond 

Barricades, The Ark’s Children’s Soapbox, the Abbey Theatre’s The Plough and the 

Stars, THEATREclub’s look-see-RUN, ANU Productions’ Rebel Rebel, the military 

parade on Easter Sunday, RTÉ’s Reflecting the Rising, ANU’s Glorious Madness, a MFA 

directing showcase at the Lir on the subject of “Revolution,” Sinn Féin’s daily 

performance of the proclamation in front of their museum at the Rotunda, David Gilna’s 

Unsung Hero at Theatre Upstairs, John Kelly’s Would You Die for Ireland?, Fishamble’s 
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Inside the GPO, Arnold Thomas Fanning’s McKenna’s Fort, Balally Players’ An Rí, and 

Madame de Markievicz on Trial by Ann Matthews. I traveled to Letterkenny in County 

Donegal to attend a rehearsed reading of Kieran Kelly’s new play Beneath an Irish Sky, 

and a touring production of John D. Ruddy and Brian Gillespie’s vaudevillian two-hander 

The Rising. I continued on to Dundalk, County Louth for the devised An Easter Service 

set in the town hall, and to Waterford City for Jim Nolan’s Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye. I 

also watched RTÉ’s historical drama Rebellion and live broadcast of Centenary. 

I returned to Ireland on May 19 for a second research trip that lasted until July 3, 

2016. I attended seventeen live performances, beginning in Galway for the Abbey’s tour 

of The Plough and the Stars, then traveling to Newbridge, County Kildare for Patrician 

Primary School’s Inis Free 1916 pageant. I returned to Dublin for Town Is Dead by 

Phillip McMahon and Raymond Scannell, on the Abbey’s smaller Peacock Stage, and 

Rita Duffy’s installation Souvenir Shop, then continued north to Ballybofay in County 

Donegal for Conor Malone’s new one-act play The State of the Nation. Back in Dublin, I 

took two more bus tours — Hidden Dublin’s Ride the Revolution: Rise of the Rebels and 

the 1916 Freedom Tour — and a 1916-themed tour of Glasnevin Cemetery, which 

included a costumed performance of Pearse’s oration over the grave of O’Donovan 

Rossa. I traveled to the Dundrum suburbs for a pair of monologues, Katie & Beth, and 

followed the Abbey’s touring theatre-for-youth show, Me, Mollser, to County Longford’s 

Backstage Theatre. At the largest centenary commemoration event outside of Dublin, 

Farming & Country Life 1916 in Athenry, I witnessed many forms of historical re-

enactment, as well as a devised eviction melodrama. At the Cork Midsummer Festival, I 

toured the city with the promenade audio-play SOLDIERS, visited Elizabeth Fort for 
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Corcadorca’s Sacrifice at Easter, and explored Roger Casement’s legacy from the 

perspectives of contemporary immigrants in Ireland on the docks with Utopia, Ltd. I 

wrapped up this research trip in England, where the ubiquitous commemorations of 

World War I and the Battle of the Somme were punctuated by some events 

commemorating the 1916 Rising. In Manchester, I attended ANU’s co-production with 

HOME, On Corporation Street, which addressed the IRA bombing of Manchester in 

1996, and in London I attended the Globe Theatre’s Taming of the Shrew, which, as 

directed by Caroline Byrne, transported Shakespeare’s play to 1916 Ireland. 

On my final research trip, between September 20 and November 3, 2016, I 

attended fourteen live performances, and conducted the bulk of my interviews. This trip 

coincided with several major festivals in the Republic and Northern Ireland, each of 

which featured works commemorating aspects of 1916. At the Dublin Theatre Festival, I 

attended the Abbey Theatre’s revival of Frank McGuinness’s Observe the Sons of Ulster 

Marching Towards the Somme, Michael Collins’s Ireland Shed a Tear?, ANU 

Productions/CoisCéim Dance Theater’s co-production These Rooms, Brokentalker’s The 

Circus Animals’ Desertion, THEATREclub’s It’s Not Over, and Fearghus O’Conchúir’s 

Butterflies and Bones: The Casement Project. The Tiger Dublin Fringe festival offered 

Oisín McKenna’s Gays Against the Free State in the Tiger Dublin Fringe. Also in 

Dublin, I attended Trinity College’s Meeting Ghosts in College Park and University 

College Dublin’s production of Signatories at the Olympia Theatre (it had premiered in 

Kilmainham jail in April 2016). I returned to Waterford for Stagemad Theatre 

Company’s 16 minutes for 1916, a set of short plays, and traveled to Enniscorthy, County 

Wexford for Maura Flannery’s musical adaptation Caitlín Ní Houlíhan. Finally, I 
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journeyed to Belfast for the Belfast International Arts Festival and its “NINETEEN 

SIXTEEN” program strand including The Fever: Roger Casement in the Dark Places 

from Fintan O’Toole, Olwen Fouéré, Colm Toibín, Crash Ensemble, and other artists; 

Brassneck Theatre Company’s representation of Belfast’s ties to the Rising, Belfast 

Rising; and The WWI years and More, an excerpt of Taylor Mac’s 24-Decade History of 

Popular Music. 

In this dissertation, I address the majority of these fifty-two live performances in 

some measure, and I focus on twenty in more detail. In examining how a contemporary 

nation-state dramatizes its own origin story, I have considered each of the performances I 

witnessed as an iteration of the scenario of uprising. I organized them into chapters 

according to the particular scenario variations they reactivate. Those that receive more 

attention in this dissertation are those that exemplify or complicate the scenario of 

uprising and its variation, the scenario of blood sacrifice. In my work with all of these 

productions and performances, I employ ethnographic performance analysis, a form of 

close reading marked by what anthropologist Clifford Geertz terms “thick description.”127 

This dissertation primarily studies theatrical performance as a site where issues of 

identity, violence and power, national and communal belonging, and historical memory 

are articulated and negotiated. My commitment to these questions is anchored in an equal 

commitment to studying—and creating—performance as site of beauty, enchantment, 

profound emotion, and empathetic connection: what director-scholar Mark Hunter calls 

“theatrical wonder.”128 In his 2005 dissertation of the same name, Hunter defines 

theatrical wonder as: 

[T]he experience by a theatrical spectator, during a performance, of a sense of 
awe and aesthetic appreciation that is coupled with deep feeling and a sense of 
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expanded possibility. It is a phenomenon that, for me at least, happens rarely, but 
is always accompanied by an acknowledgment that in the experience of it, I have 
engaged something profound and powerful beyond the confines of its temporal 
boundary.129 

Hunter theorizes the conditions and examines the usefulness and means of production of 

this phenomenon through an autoethnography of his own experience as a director and 

spectator, and an analysis of the work of the U.K. company Theatre de Complicité. He 

engages the work of Jill Dolan on the “utopian performative.” In Utopia in Performance: 

Finding Hope at the Theater (2005), Dolan illuminates: 

 [S]mall but profound moments in which performance calls the attention of the 
audience in a way that lifts everyone slightly above the present, into a hopeful 
feeling of what the world might be like if every moment of our lives were as 
emotionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively 
intense....Utopian performatives, in their doings, make palpable an affective 
vision of how the world might be better.130 

The planning committee of Ireland 2016 desired to create the conditions for such 

feelings and moments, if its rhetoric is taken seriously: 

Ireland 2016, as a year of reflection and engagement for everyone on this island, 
goes far beyond the formal marking of a key historical moment. It is a once-in-a-
century invitation to people of all ages, at home and overseas, to shape, and then 
to actively engage in, a diverse range of historical, cultural and artistic activities, 
all designed to facilitate reflection, commemoration, celebration, debate and 
analysis, and an active re-imagining of our future [emphasis mine].131 

I approached my attendance at productions primed by Dolan and Hunter to seek and 

recognize the presence of wonder and utopia. The criteria for identifying these moments 

are deeply affective and subjective, and one method I employed for data-collection is 

auto-ethnography.  

Ethnography formalizes the quotidian practices of participating in public and 

private encounters, and observing those around us, into a research method: participant 
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observation. Participant observation is a dialectic process, or a “hermeneutic circle.” 

Researchers move between the two modes, and each enriches the other. By immersing 

themselves in daily context, ethnographers attempt to understand the subjects’ frame of 

reference. Ethnographers investigate how people experience their cultural, social, and 

physical environments, and how their environments shape their worldview. Tools 

including rigorous documentation of observation, participation, and interviews, 

photographs, video, diaries, and occasionally questionnaires help achieve Geertz’s “thick 

description.” 

However, ethnography must not go so far as to claim “transparency of 

representation and immediacy of experience.”132 Ethnography is both a writing practice 

and a thing written, and invents the culture it claims to represent, relying on literary 

techniques and the imagination of writer and reader. As James Clifford writes in the 

introduction to the seminal Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography 

(1986), “even the best ethnographic texts—serious, true fictions—are systems, or 

economies of truth. Power and history work through them, in ways their authors cannot 

fully control. Ethnographic truths are thus inherently partial—committed and 

incomplete.”133 Contemporary ethnographers prize reflexivity, foregrounding their own 

subjectivity, positionality, and how they know what they claim to know. Any 

ethnographic truth/fiction I discover/write is doubly partial, as my project investigates a 

particular practice (theatre-making and theatre-going) within a larger context, and does 

not attempt to produce a comprehensive portrait of a culture or community. 

 In order to gather data from the perspective of spectators, I employed the 

ethnographic methods of participant-observation and qualitative interviewing. Whenever 
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possible, I attended multiple showings of a production in order to grasp the contingent 

and mutable details of live performance.  I acted as an audience member—a role that 

already combines observation (of the show) and participation (in a set of shared social 

and physical behaviors such as entering spaces in an orderly manner, holding silence at 

certain times, applauding at certain times, responding to the directions of house 

managers, ushers, and performers). In addition, I observed the behavior of the rest of the 

audience, and invited conversation from fellow audience members before and after the 

shows, and during any intermissions.  

My interviews allowed me to explore the practices of performance, from 

commissioning and rehearing to designing and spectating, and to trace the extent of 

theatre’s capacity to produce cultural knowledge. They also granted insight into 

contrasting attitudes towards the commemoration and celebration of 1916 and the other 

events in the Decade of Centenaries. Participation in this research study was optional for 

all participants (artists, policy-makers, and audience members). Audience member 

responses are recorded anonymously in this dissertation. All artists and policy-makers 

consented to be identified by name in the study results. I derived this distinction in 

anonymity between spectators and the makers of art and policy by the peculiar 

responsibility and notoriety each status of participant holds towards the artwork. The 

artists and policy-makers are identified publicly with these productions and the Ireland 

2016 program, and many made statements in the press and through the publicity 

departments of their institutions. Spectators, however, are not already associated with any 

of these productions, except in the aggregate; nor are they primarily responsible for their 

existence or content. 
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Throughout my fieldwork phase, I conducted archival study of the primary and 

secondary sources on the Irish Revival, the Easter Rising, the Irish War of Independence, 

and subsequent interpretations and commemorations of these subjects. The Easter Rising 

has meant many things to many people at many times; this research helped clarify what it 

means—and what it has stopped meaning—in Ireland 2016. The sources for this research 

included diaries, memoirs, biographies, newspaper articles, scripts, poetry, novels, 

audio/visual recordings, photographs, and scholarly monographs and essay collections. 

Through archival research I developed and refined questions to ask spectators, artists, 

policy-makers, the productions themselves, and myself. I conducted close readings of 

public discourse on the commemoration, celebration, and critique of the Easter Rising 

through press releases, theatre programs, editorials, blog entries, social media posts, and 

reviews. I continued the archival research begun in Austin, Texas at the National Library 

of Ireland and the Abbey Theatre Archive in Galway (at the James Hardiman Library of 

the National University of Ireland, Galway, where I compared contemporary 

representations of the Rising with primary sources and previous commemorations and 

stagings. 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

The four body chapters of this dissertation analyze the scenario of uprising and its 

variation, “blood sacrifice,” as they are transmitted and reactivated in the rehearsal, 

production, and commemoration of Ireland’s 1916 Rising. The chapters follow parallel 

lines of inquiry into past and present transmissions in order to historicize and analyze the 

function of performance in the centenary commemorations of Ireland’s 1916 Rising. 
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In chapter two, I examine Cathleen ni Houlihan, by W.B. Yeats and Augusta, 

Lady Gregory, as a crucial example of the “blood sacrifice” scenario. This play, a paean 

to nationalist martyrdom, stages an allegorical representation of the uprising of 1798. An 

old woman wandering the roads inspires a young man, on the eve of his wedding, to join 

the fight for Ireland’s freedom. The sacrifice of his life transforms the old woman into a 

regal young beauty. Cathleen ni Houlihan debuted in 1902 and proved a smashing 

success. Spectator accounts testify to its power as patriotic propaganda, and the play’s 

popularity — and potential to incite — haunted the poet Yeats to the end of his life. 

Gregory, on the other hand, has long been sidelined as co-author, a prominent example of 

what the #WakingTheFeminists movement arose to combat: women sidelined in and 

erased from Irish history and culture. I analyze the relationship between the Irish Cultural 

Revival and the militant radicalization of the Rising generation, in order to illuminate 

how nationalists in Ireland represented and performed nation, gender, and violence in the 

years leading up to the Rising. I define the term “blood sacrifice” within the context of 

Irish nationalism, and analyze the scenario’s aspects (scene, embodiment, structure, form, 

situated relationship, and once-againness) at play in the 1902 premiere of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan. I argue that the power of the play relied upon its audiences’ knowledge of the 

scenario of uprising: that Cathleen ni Houlihan, a “blood sacrifice” variation on that 

reiterated scenario, made “visible, yet again, what [was] already there.”134 Through the 

frequent productions of Cathleen ni Houlihan in the years leading up to the 1916 Rising, 

the scenario of uprising accumulated repetitions and influenced theatre practitioners and 

spectators by structuring their understanding of history, colonization, military conflict, 

sacrifice; and of their own potential roles and agency. 
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In chapter three, I follow Cathleen ni Houlihan and the scenario of blood sacrifice 

into 2016. One hundred years on, this scenario has absorbed the characters, language, and 

performance history of Cathleen ni Houlihan. The scenario of blood sacrifice exerted a 

profound, unsettling influence on the centenary commemorations of the Rising. I argue 

that theatre artists deployed the blood sacrifice scenario in 2016 in order to illuminate the 

Rising’s entanglement with theatre and theatricality; to intervene in patriarchal models of 

nation, gender, and identity; and to confront the appeal of aestheticized violence. The 

section entitled “Women Warriors” explores two plays and one television drama —  

ANU’s Rebel Rebel, Deirdre Kinahan’s Wild Sky, and RTÉ’s Rebellion. Each, by 

reactivating Cathleen ni Houlihan and the scenario of blood sacrifice, reimagines the 

relationship of women to the Irish nation. In these productions, women are not allegorical 

representations of the land, nor suffering sweethearts and mothers, but warriors for 

Ireland. In the section “Sacrifice on the Fringe,” I examine community-based productions 

of Cathleen ni Houlihan, focusing on a new opera adaptation, Caitlín Ní Houlihan [sic], 

produced by Maura Flannery in the Wexford Festival Fringe. The scene of this full-length 

adaptation imbued the cyclical activation and reactivation of the uprising scenario in 

Ireland with local specificity: it was staged in Enniscorthy, site of the 1798 uprising’ 

decisive Battle of Vinegar Hill, in the town’s Athenaeum, the local headquarters of the 

1916 Rising. But Flannery’s adaptation of the scenario form, by enhancing the roles of 

the mother and bride through song, transformed Cathleen ni Houlihan from a piece of 

blood sacrifice propaganda into a reflection on the intimate consequences of war. The 

final section, “Rehearsals for Revolution,” analyzes two 2016 productions that explored 

historical educational theatre as a site for the blood sacrifice scenario. Before he took 
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command of the rebel forces in the 1916 Rising and proclaimed an Irish Republic, Patrick 

Pearse founded St. Enda’s, a school for boys that offered bilingual, child-centered 

education steeped in Irish history and myth — and radical militant nationalism. Pearse’s 

own commitment to the scenario of blood sacrifice appeared prominently in the school 

curriculum, and the students performed the Irish nation through public performances of 

Gaelic sports, pageants, and productions of plays. In 2016, two theatre groups explored 

the pedagogy of blood sacrifice by reenacting two of Pearse’s student productions: 

Aeridheacht, an “Open Day” at school’s buildings and grounds, and An Rí, Pearse’s first 

original play. Both productions aestheticized violent martyrdom, illuminating, for 

contemporary audiences, how nationalist drama and the blood sacrifice scenario informed 

the actions of some of the Rising rebels. 

Chapter four takes up the historical events of the Rising, its theatricality, and 

reenactments of the Rising in the 2016 commemorations. Here I consider the Rising itself 

as a reactivation of that adaptable, familiar scenario of blood sacrifice. I explore 

productions that function as historiography. The first section, “Pageant Material,” 

analyzes the transmission of blood sacrifice from the older generation to the younger 

through pageantry. I address three historical pageants from distinct educational, regional, 

and national broadcast settings: “The Casual Comedy!!” (Innis-Free 1916) at Patrician 

Primary School, Belfast Rising in the Belfast International Arts Festival, and RTÉ’s live 

spectacular Centenary. The second section, “Reactivating the Rising through Site-

Responsive Reenactment,” analyzes four site-specific reenactments of the Rising and 

associated events. The site-responsive commemorative productions re-enacted the 

rehearsal, performance, and reception of the Rising itself. An “eviction scene drama” at 
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Farming and Country Life 1916 staged a nineteenth-century tenant eviction as a site of 

political radicalization and nationalist recruitment. Fishamble’s documentary drama 

Inside the GPO reactivated the very scene of the “birthplace of the Irish republic.” In 

Beyond Barricades, ANU Productions created an innovative, education tourist attraction: 

a theatrical bus tour of “1916 Dublin” led by costumed actors in the midst of a battle for 

their lives. And These Rooms, co-produced by ANU and CoisCéim Dance Theatre, 

embodied the archive and honored historical trauma and loss by staging eyewitness 

accounts of the killing of sixteen civilians by British soldiers on North King Street. These 

events mark a productive collision between long-standing commemorative traditions and 

contemporary, participatory performance practices.  

In chapter five, I discuss productions that take up the banner of Sean O’Casey’s 

The Plough and the Stars (1926) in order to critique the relationship between the Irish 

revolutionary republic and vulnerable citizens. These plays stage the cost of political 

violence for civilians; demand that audiences witness the dispossession and alienation of 

Ireland’s most marginalized residents; and enact protests against the contemporary Irish 

state, its foundational mythology, and its failures to realize the radical visions of rebels 

and artists of the past century. This chapter argues that these performances are also 

reactivations of the blood sacrifice scenario, as refracted through O’Casey’s 

commemorative protest play, and the counter-protests staged by a radical group of 

republican women. The first section, “The Plough and the Stars in 2016,” focuses on 

productions that reimagine or respond to Sean O’Casey’s original performance critique: 

the Abbey’s 2016 productions of The Plough and the Stars and of Ali White’s Me, 

Mollser, a theatre for youth adaptation of Plough. The second section, “I Refuse to 
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Commemorate 1916,” examines performances from the perspectives of historically 

marginalized individuals and groups. THEATREclub’s It’s Not Over seeks to incite its 

audience to riot on the ground that in a still-partitioned Ireland, the Irish revolution is not 

yet over. Gays Against the Free State stages a talk show parody that draws parallels 

between 1916-era republican activism and contemporary queer activism, undermining the 

2016 government’s claim to the revolutionary legacy of the Rising. Finally, Ireland Shed 

a Tear? commemorates a much more recent tragedy, and calls for solidarity with the 

deeply marginalized Travellers of Ireland as they seek redress for the state’s broken 

promises. In these productions, theatre makers appropriated the platform provided by the 

nation’s commemorations in order to critique and protest the nation. 

Chapter six concludes the dissertation with a brief look at the performance of 

“inclusivity” in the 2016 commemorations. 2016 saw the centenary of another major 

event: the Battle of the Somme. Through productions such as the Abbey Theatre’s revival 

of Frank McGuinness’s play Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme, 

theatre provided a site for the negotiation of reconciliation between nationalist and 

unionist histories and memories in Ireland. I also suggest directions for future research 

into the performance of commemoration. Ireland is moving into the final years of the 

Decade of Centenaries, while the United Kingdom struggles with Brexit. 2019 marks the 

centenary of the beginning of the Irish War of Independence, and in 2022 and 2023, the 

nation will commemorate the Irish Civil War, a task that is likely to be even more 

challenging and divisive than the Rising commemorations. 
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Chapter Two 

That Play of Theirs: Cathleen ni Houlihan  

and the Scenario of Blood Sacrifice 

In 1938, Yeats posed the question, 

Did that play of mine send out 

Certain men the English shot?135 

 In his poem “Man and the Echo,” published a year before his death at the age of seventy-

three, the remorseful poet retreats to a stony, sunless place in “a cleft that’s christened 

Alt”136 and asks the questions that haunt his sleepless nights, despairing that 

all seems evil until I 

Sleepless would lie down and die. 

His interlocutor’s response to his questions is cruel and bleak, for all its echoing 

predictability: “Lie down and die.” 

The play referenced in the poem is Cathleen ni Houlihan, which premiered in 

1902.* Yeats co-authored Cathleen ni Houlihan with his friend Augusta, Lady Gregory, a 

playwright, folklorist, and fellow co-founder of the Irish Literary Theatre and the Abbey 

Theatre.137 In Cathleen ni Houlihan, an old woman dispossessed of her land and home 

inspires a young man to sacrifice himself in battle for her sake. His choice leaves his 
                                                
* Theatre historian Christopher Morash writes that “Cathleen ni Houlihan must go down in Irish theatre 
history as the play no one could spell, including its supposed author. ‘Is it Houlan or Hoolan’, Yeats asked 
Lady Gregory in May of 1902 when preparing the text for publication; ‘Is it Ni or Ny?’ [34] Programmes, 
playbills and reviews alternately spell ‘Cathleen’ with a ‘C’ and ‘K’, ‘Houlihan’ was spelled with every 
imaginable combination of vowels, and one review in a Cork newspaper anticipated by forty years its 
translation into Irish, referring to it as Caitlin Ni Uallachain.” A History of the Irish Theatre, 1601-2000 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 122. In this dissertation, I follow Morash’s spelling, 
except when quoting primary sources, which use a variety of alternative spellings. 
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betrothed weeping and transforms the old woman — an allegorical representation of 

Ireland — into “a young girl” with “the walk of a queen.”138 Cathleen ni Houlihan, a 

paean to nationalist martyrdom, dramatized the uprising of 1798 while prefiguring the 

uprising of 1916. 

Did “that play of” theirs send out certain men the English shot in 1916? 

Revolutionary sentiment in turn-of-the-century Ireland did not originate with Cathleen ni 

Houlihan. While the play allegedly owes its plot to a dream Yeats had,139 its tenor of 

stirring propaganda seems to have been prompted by a challenge in the press to Yeats’s 

earlier plays The Countess Cathleen and The Land of Heart’s Desire. The director Frank 

Fay excoriated these plays on the grounds that “They do not inspire; they do not send 

men away filled with the desire for deeds.” Fay urged Yeats to “give us a play in verse or 

prose that will rouse this sleeping land” by opening the ears of the Irish people to “the 

piercing wail that rises from the past,” and inspiring them to sweep the British “into the 

sea.”140 Eleven months later, Fay directed the premiere of Cathleen ni Houlihan, a three-

night run on April 2-4, 1902.141 The production’s “electrifying” success prompted its 

collaborating artists (some of them members of the recently collapsed Irish Literary 

Theatre, others of the militant nationalist women’s organization Inghinidhe na hÉireann) 

to form the Irish National Theatre Society—which soon became known as the Abbey.142 

Contemporary accounts indicate that the first production, as well as subsequent 

ones, did send spectators “away filled with the desire for deeds.” Consider the testimony 

of theatre audiences to the frequent and “remarkably popular” productions of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan between 1902 and 1916.143 The premiere astounded constitutional nationalist 

politician, novelist, and critic Stephen Gwynn: “[T]he effect of seeing Cathleen ni 
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Houlihan on me was that I went home asking myself if such plays should be produced 

unless one was prepared for people to go out and shoot or be shot…such a thrill went 

through the audience as I have never known in any other theatre.”144 The pacifist 

playwright George Bernard Shaw was concerned as well: “When I see that play I feel it 

might lead a man to do something foolish.”145 The Belfast novelist Forrest Reid recalled, 

“Cathleen Ni Houlihan aroused in me an eager spirit of patriotism, the very existence of 

which I had not suspected.”146 P.S. O’Hegarty, who represented the province of Munster 

on the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, called the play “a sort of 

sacrament.”147 

The words of Rising rebels add credence to Yeats’s fear that the play may have 

inspired republican soldiers to join the battle that would cost their lives. Patrick Pearse, 

appointed the Commandant-General of the Army of the Irish Republic and President of 

the Provisional Government, wrote that as a child, “had Mr. Yeats’s Kathleen ni 

Houlihan been then written and had I seen it, I should have taken it not as an allegory, but 

as a representation of a thing that might happen any day in any house.”148 Peadar 

Kearney, a stagehand and occasional actor who abandoned an Abbey tour to Liverpool to 

return and fight in the Rising, regarded Cathleen ni Houlihan “as having done more than 

any other literary work to influence ‘the national resurgence.’”149 In a letter from prison, 

as she awaited execution, Constance Markiewicz, second-in-command of the troops in St. 

Stephen’s Green, wrote “that play of Yeats was a sort of gospel to me.”150 Historian 

Fearghal McGarry describes an even deeper “conflati[on of] faith and nation” in his 

account of Sir Roger Casement’s conversion to Catholicism before his execution. 

Casement explained to his lawyer Gavan Duffy that “If things come to the worst, I am 
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resolved to die in the religion of Kathleen O’Houlihan.”151 Arthur Shields, an Abbey 

actor who followed up his insurgency with a successful career in Hollywood, witnessed 

Cathleen ni Houlihan as an adolescent, around 1913, and later considered it the 

revelation that changed his life and led him to fight in the GPO (Dublin’s General Post 

Office, which served as the Rising’s headquarters). Shields recalled, “There were other 

plays, too, that influenced us, many of them, but that was the great one.”152  

Yeats was not the first to wonder if Cathleen ni Houlihan shaped the militant 

radicalization of the Rising generation, and indeed the Rising itself; nor was this entirely 

a concern developed after decades of survivor’s guilt and myth-making. On the day the 

Rising began, the Abbey had coincidentally scheduled a performance of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan. But the theatre manager St. John Ervine, “fearing it might further incite the 

people . . . cancelled the performance after he heard the first shots.”153 In the Bureau of 

Military History’s archive of witness statements, McGarry found the journalist P.J. 

Little’s recollection that upon “encountering Yeats on the street, as Dublin lay in 

ruins...‘by way of a joke, I said to him that I would tell the British authorities that he, 

with his Kathleen Ní Houlihan, was responsible for the Rising.’”154 Little warns that “one 

may under-estimate that influence of the play, which had an enormous effect, prior to the 

Rising.”155 

Such testimonies and recollections gave Yeats—whom Irish literature scholar 

Elizabeth Cullingford calls “one of the great modern propagandists of the notion of blood 

sacrifice”—good reason for doubts and concern over his responsibility in inspiring acts of 

violence and self-immolation.156  Other poets have weighed in. In his elegy for Yeats, W. 

H. Auden wrote that “poetry makes nothing happen,” 157 and Paul Muldoon takes up both 
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Yeats’s question and Auden’s response in “7, Middagh Street,” scripting a debate. The 

first part of the exchange is frequently cited alone, reductively ascribing to Muldoon 

himself a view that scorns Yeats’s “crass, rhetorical posturing”: 

. . . ‘Did that play of mine 

send out certain men (certain men?) 

the English shot … ? 

the answer is ‘Certainly not’. 

If Yeats had saved his pencil-lead 

would certain men have stayed in bed?  

For history's a twisted root  

with art its small, translucent fruit 

and never the other way round. 

But Muldoon does not leave the matter there. A second voice argues against Auden:  

… poetry can make things happen— 

not only can, but must—158 

The voices in counterpoint undermine belief in stable knowledge on the whys and 

wherefores of human motivation and action.  

Still, most historians recognize strong links between the actions of the 1916 

revolutionaries and the cultural revival, including “that play.” Postcolonial critic Declan 

Kiberd argues that the experiences of the Rising generation with representations of 

insurrection -- foremost among them, Cathleen ni Houlihan -- caused the Rising to be 

“seen by many as a foredoomed classical tragedy, whose dénouement was both inevitable 

and unpredictable, prophesied and yet surprising. Though it remained mysterious to 
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many, the event was long in the gestation.”159 Historian P.J. Mathews argues that too 

many have taken Yeats at his “self-fashioning” word,160 taking Cathleen ni Houlihan as 

“the iconic moment of ‘political theatre’ as if the productions which surrounded it were 

somehow devoid of political resonance.”161  

In this chapter, I explore the literary, social, and theatrical context of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan, as well as its production history, in order to illuminate how nationalists in 

Ireland represented and performed nation, gender, and violence in the years leading up to 

the Rising. I draw on the scenario theory of performance studies scholar Diana Taylor to 

examine Cathleen ni Houlihan as an example of the “blood sacrifice” variation on the 

scenario of uprising. For Irish theatre audiences between 1902 and 1916, a production of 

Cathleen ni Houlihan made “visible, yet again, what [was] already there.”162 I argue that 

in Cathleen ni Houlihan and in other repetitions like it, the scenario of blood sacrifice 

influenced theatre practitioners and spectators in the years leading up to the 1916 Rising 

by structuring their understanding of history, colonization, military conflict, and sacrifice; 

and of their own potential roles and agency.163 In some cases, those who witnessed this 

scenario of blood sacrifice adapted it and played it out in their own lives. That 

reactivation of the blood sacrifice scenario, the 1916 Rising, has been in its turn 

witnessed and reactivated again and again through acts of memory and imagination. 

In the sections that follow, I locate and analyze the blood sacrifice variation on 

the scenario of uprising. First, I examine the authorship of Cathleen ni Houlihan, and the 

subsequent erasure of Lady Gregory’s collaboration. Next, I define and historicize the 

term “blood sacrifice,” and consider its relationship to nationalism within the Irish 

context via the theories of Carolyn Marvin, David W. Ingle, and Benedict Anderson. 
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Next, I introduce Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis, which “[allows] us to draw 

from the repertoire as well as the archive” in order to “[understand] social structures and 

behaviors.”164 Taylor details six aspects crucial in the reactivation of any scenario. These 

six aspects, which guide my analysis of the uprising scenario and its variations, are scene, 

embodiment, structure, form, situated relationship, and once-againness.165 Finally, I 

demonstrate the utility of the scenario framework in historicizing performance by 

analyzing the first production of Cathleen ni Houlihan in 1902. In the following chapter, 

having identified the key elements of “blood sacrifice” at play in Cathleen ni Houlihan, I 

trace their repetition and transmission throughout the 2016 centenary commemorations of 

the Rising.  

AUTHORSHIP AND ERASURE 

Regardless of their positions on the strength and causal nature of the ties between 

cultural revivalism and the 1916 Rising, few scholars have criticized Yeats’s 

retrospective poem of remorse as an act of erasure. Yet the possessive pronoun—“that 

play of mine”—erases the contribution of Lady Gregory, long rumored to be, and now 

recognized as, the full co-author of Cathleen ni Houlihan. This act of erasure joined a 

long tradition of displacing, erasing, and forgetting the contribution of women to Irish 

history and letters.  

Postcolonial critic C.L. Innes argues that Irish literature and Irish history, “locked 

into confrontation with Britain and contestation over the motherland, . . . created males as 

national subjects, women as the site of contestation.”166 In 1995, historian Maria Luddy 

noted that only recently had Irish women “begun to feature in our history textbooks in 

any significant way.”167 Beginning in the late 1970s with the ground-breaking volume 
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Women in Irish Society: the historical dimension, edited by Margaret Mac Curtain and 

Donnchadh Ó Corráin, many scholars have devoted themselves to the recovery and 

interpretation of Irish women’s history.168 However, the marginalization of women 

continues: the 2010 Simon & Schuster edition of Yeats’s collected plays follows the 

convention of the original publications by including Cathleen ni Houlihan as authored 

singly by Yeats.169 In 2015, indignation over the occlusion of women from the Abbey’s 

Waking the Nation season launched the “Waking the Feminists” movement.  

Cathleen ni Houlihan had its genesis in a dream and a challenge. After Frank 

Fay’s provocative criticism of two of Yeats’s previous plays on the grounds that they 

were unlikely to “rouse this sleeping land,” Yeats spent the summer of 1901 at Coole 

Park, the County Galway estate of Augusta, Lady Gregory, with whom he had co-

conceived the Irish Literary Theatre (with Edward Martyn and, later, George Moore) in 

1897.170 That summer saw the creation of Cathleen ni Houlihan.  

At the start of the play, the Gillane family prepares for the wedding of the elder 

son, Michael.171 It is 1798, a “cottage close to Killala,” County Mayo.172 At this time in 

history, England was at war with France. The Society of United Irishmen—a republican 

organization inspired by the French and American Revolutions and composed of 

Protestants, Catholics, and dissenters—saw an opportunity to wrest Irish independence 

out of the conflict by allying with France. Throughout May and June, rebel and British 

forces engaged in battles in the southeast and north of Ireland that racked up high 

casualties, laid waste to towns and countryside, and ended with the defeat and massacre 

of Irish forces. On August 22, 1798, the rebellion erupted again when 1,100 French 

troops landed at Killala, and, joined by 5,000 Irish rebels, defeated the British in 
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Castlebar and set up an "Irish Republic" that lasted twelve days until the French-Irish 

forces, badly outnumbered, surrendered on September 8. While the French were 

exchanged for British prisoners of war, the captured Irish rebels and their leaders were 

executed. The 1798 Rebellion resulted in the deaths of between 10,000 and 25,000 rebels 

and about 600 soldiers, and the passage of the Act of Union in 1800, which made Ireland 

an official part of the United Kingdom. 

But the Gillanes have concerns closer to home. They relish the change of fortune 

this match will bring: the father, Peter, eager to expand his farm; the mother, Bridget, 

hoping to use the new connection to obtain an expensive priest’s training for Patrick, 

their younger son. Patrick anticipates the gift of a greyhound puppy promised by his 

sister-in-law-to-be, while Michael is pleased to find in his fiancée Delia Cahel “a nice 

comely girl to be beside you, and to go walking with you.”173 When an old woman comes 

to the door, they offer her a seat by the fire out of the "hard wind outside," and pity her 

weariness.174  

The old woman tells them that though her “feet are tired” and her “hands are 

quiet,” there is “no quiet in [her] heart,” and that the strangers in her house have taken her 

“four beautiful green fields.”175 She sings of the many men who have “died for love of 

me”176 and predicts that some will die tomorrow. The old woman announces that “it is a 

hard service they take that help me….They that have red cheeks will have pale cheeks for 

my sake.” But she promises, “for all that, they will think they are well paid.” As she 

leaves the cottage she sings: 

They shall be remembered for ever, 

They shall be alive for ever, 
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They shall be speaking for ever, 

The people shall hear them for ever.177 

Michael is enchanted by her story and her promise. His brother Patrick rushes in to 

announce that “the French are landing at Killala!” to aid the Irish rebellion. Over the 

protests of his mother, who begs him to try on his wedding clothes, and Delia, who enters 

in the final moments of the play only to cry “Michael, Michael! You won’t leave me! 

You won’t join the French, and we going to be married!”, Michael follows the Old 

Woman to battle, to death, to glory. He leaves his mother and lover weeping, and his 

brother to describe the off-stage transformation of the old woman into “a young girl, and 

she had the walk of a queen.”178 

Throughout his life, Yeats “alternated between acknowledging and neglecting 

Lady Gregory’s share in the play.”179 When he gave her credit, it was for her 

representation of “rough contemporary life” that mixed with his own “images and dreams 

which had all too royal blood.”180 Yeats acknowledged that Gregory contributed the 

“peasant” language of the Gillane family. Their dialogue is similar to the style she 

employs in many of her semi-ethnographic plays by “translat[ing] the idioms of the Irish 

language into an English language dialect designed to catch the aural and imagistic 

qualities of the Irish tongue.”181 Gregory’s 1907 play The Rising of the Moon, shares 

more than dialect with Cathleen: a police sergeant, serenaded with the eponymous 1798 

ballad, lets the ballad-singer (a wanted Fenian) escape. As in Cathleen ni Houlihan, rebel 

song inspires a revolutionary transformation. 

Yeats claimed the plot, construction, themes, and all of the Old Woman’s 

speeches. Gregory, however, disputed his authorship claims privately. In a journal entry 

dated 26 May, 1925, she recorded a conversation with Yeats about trout-fishing and play-
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making: "Talking of his own plays he said 'I have never made one in sympathy with my 

audience except Kathleen ni Houlihan. And that was you and a dream.'"182 Several weeks 

later in an entry dated 18 July, 1925, she sorrowed that his private acknowledgment made 

no mark in his published work: “Rather hard on me not giving my name with Kathleen ni 

Houlihan that I wrote all but all of.”183  

In an influential 1988 article, literature scholar James Pethica cautions against the 

partisan propensity of Gregory and Yeats advocates to claim Cathleen as wholly the work 

of one or the other authors.184 His examination of the manuscript draft reveals not only 

Yeats’s and Gregory’s respective authorial contributions to Cathleen ni Houlihan, but 

also “genuine creative interdependence.”185  On the basis of the textual evidence, Pethica 

argues that Gregory took responsibility for the Gillanes and Delia, drafting everything 

before the entrance of the Old Woman and much of the second half of the play, and that 

Yeats wrote the “rhetorically charged” speeches of the Old Woman, the figure from his 

dream.186  

More of interest to Pethica than the “whose line is it anyway?” apportionment of 

credit, however, is the question of “how such professedly divergent styles”—Gregory’s 

peasant realism and Yeats’s symbolic supernatural poetry—“came to be so successfully 

integrated in Cathleen ni Houlihan.”187 The lack of this fusion had caused trouble for 

Yeats in his earlier solo-authored plays. Pethica argues that the framework of realism 

Gregory provided constructively restrained Yeats’s flights into myth,188 and that her 

experience as a folklorist lent the play the structure of “a peasant tale of enchantment.”189 

The play focuses “peasants’ reaction to the unknown (rather than on the supernatural 

world itself).”190 The Old Woman’s supernatural status is ambiguous: suggested onstage, 
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but not demonstrated, through nationalist tropes familiar to the Dublin audiences of 1902. 

Pethica argues that “this gap between the audience’s knowledge and that of the peasant 

characters generates the main dramatic tension of the play[.]”191 Cathleen’s 

transformation into a “young girl with the walk of a queen” is effected offstage as she 

leads Michael to battle, and is reported by the child Patrick. Pethica sees Gregory’s 

influence, too, in the play’s theme of “self-sacrifice for Ireland’s sake,” an interest she 

nourished and identified with over decades.192 

In his biography of Yeats, Roy Foster agrees that “textual evidence suggests that 

[she] wrote most of the play.” Why, then, did Gregory not assert her claim at the time? 

Foster suggests that at the premiere of Cathleen ni Houlihan, Lady Gregory “accepted 

that his was the name that would sell,” but that Yeats’s claims to authorship “annoyed her 

in later life.”193 Their contemporaries found the collaboration an interesting question. In 

an early critical study of Yeats’s work, Forrest Reid wrote, “Just what is Lady Gregory’s 

share in Cathleen ni Houlihan, I do not know.”194 Others tended to credit Gregory with 

much of the play: In a letter dated 20 February 1908 from the novelist and playwright 

William Boyle to the ubiquitous "Dublin Playgoer" Joseph Holloway, Boyle wrote “The 

old thing is that Fay told me Lady Gregory wrote the whole of it except the part of 

‘Kathleen.’”195 What sets Cathleen ni Houlihan apart from plays that Yeats wrote alone 

may be attributed to Gregory’s influence: it is “straightforward, rather heavy-handed, 

reliant on predictable dramatic by-play and—for all its mechanical construction—

dramatically very powerful.”196 Reid agrees: “as a stage-play it is a masterpiece; for it 

must be confessed that its full power and glamour by no means emerge from the printed 

page. Alone among Mr. Yeats’s plays, it gains enormously by presentation.”197 Pethica’s 
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argument suggests that the hybrid realist-folklore framework Gregory constructed 

provides the play with its dramatic tension and power to inspire. 

That power discomfited Yeats. In his musings on Cathleen ni Houlihan, he 

evolved from denying that it was political propaganda at all in 1904;198 to describing it as 

a eulogy for a time that has passed, and with it, the romantic conception of Ireland as 

woman (both lover and mother) in 1914;199 to losing sleep, in 1938, over the fear that it 

had inspired revolutionaries.200 “That play of mine,” he feared, bore some responsibility 

for the death toll of the Rising. But even in self-condemnation, Yeats remained self-

aggrandizing. If he deserves any praise—or any blame—for Cathleen ni Houlihan and its 

influence, so does his co-author Augusta, Lady Gregory.  

SCENARIO OF BLOOD SACRIFICE 

Yeats and Gregory did not invent the “notion of blood sacrifice.” Cullingford 

demonstrates that “the influences that contributed to the making of Kathleen ni Houlihan 

are ancient and complex.”201 If “that play” did contribute to the decisions of some 1916 

revolutionaries to take up arms and march towards imprisonment or death, it did not do 

so simply through the combination of stirring, poetic language and compelling acting. As 

powerful as productions of Cathleen ni Houlihan may have been—and the language in 

the contemporaneous accounts above persuades me that they were powerful indeed—the 

efficacy of the play depended upon the familiarity of its audience with the scenario of 

uprising, of which Cathleen ni Houlihan is an iteration. 

A scenarios is a “portable framework bear[ing] the weight of accumulative 

repeats.”202 The scenario of uprising in Ireland is a “culturally specific imaginar[y]” that 

has been enacted violently and staged as commemoration, celebration, and protest many 



 
 
 

72 

times: including on the streets of Dublin in 1916, and throughout Dublin and the island of 

Ireland in 2016.203 Scenarios rely on both the archive and the repertoire, and highlight the 

mutually constitutive natures of those two systems. The constituent elements of scenarios 

make them simultaneously repeatable, recognizable, and open to variation. Scenarios 

accumulate cultural weight and explanatory power through repetition, while 

accumulating variations that operate within a coherent but adaptable imaginative 

framework. “Blood sacrifice” is one such variation on the uprising scenario in Ireland, a 

highly recognizable variation that bears considerable cultural weight and explanatory 

power. 

The term “blood sacrifice” evokes cultural practices and fantasies that range 

throughout the world: from Iphigenia and Isaac beneath the knives of their fathers; to the 

killing of attendants for the elite dead,  the practice of sati, and the ritual suicides of 

Shinto soldiers; to urban myths about cults and vampires. In undertaking a survey of 

human sacrifice, the anthropologist and historian Nigel Davies “came to realize that 

sacrifice was a common heritage of mankind, present in every continent in every era.”204  

 The English word “sacrifice” derives from the Latin sacrificium, from sacra 

(holy rites) and facere (to make, to do). A sacrifice is a thing made holy; to sacrifice, 

then, is to make holy: to offer up something precious for the sake of something else. A 

“blood” sacrifice is the offer of a life, a form of ritual killing. A human might surrender 

his or her own life willingly in self-sacrifice for the sake of the group, or be coerced or 

forced by the group. In religious contexts, the offering is made to a deity as propitiation 

or prayer. 
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The concept is salient in secular contexts as well, nowhere more so than within 

nationalist ideologies, which glorify the soldier killed “to save” the nation as a self-

sacrificing martyr-hero. In Blood Sacrifice and the Nation, historians Carolyn Marvin and 

David W. Ingle argue that nationalism is a civil religion in which “violent blood 

sacrifice” . . . “binds the nation together.”205 For Marvin and Ingle, 

[T]he nation is the shared memory of blood sacrifice, periodically renewed. . . . 
[T]he felt or sentimental nation is the memory of the last sacrifice that counts for 
living believers. Though the sovereign nation, or nation-state, is an agreement 
about killing rules that compels citizens to sacrifice themselves for the group, the 
felt nation makes them want to. Neither the nation nor the nation-state can exist 
without such memory myths, or not for long. Their maintenance is an ongoing 
sacred labor shared by rulers and those who grant them authority.206 

Marvin and Ingle acknowledge that the “idea that violent blood sacrifice creates nation-

state unity is at odds with arguments that stable modern nations enforce social norms not 

chiefly by force but other means.”207 For example, in his influential Imagined 

Communities, political historian Benedict Anderson defines the nation as an “imagined 

political community” constructed through an act of horizontal collective imagination 

mediated, via print-capitalism, through such textual objects as newspapers and novels.208 

I suggest that Taylor’s scenario theory helps to bridge the gap between these theories of 

nationalism: the scenario is an act of collective imagination (transmitted through both 

embodied and textual practices), and is a crucial medium through which the shared 

memory of blood sacrifice is periodically renewed. 

While Marvin and Ingle are analyzing the contemporary United States, and 

particularly the American flag as a sacred totem object, their argument about the 

relationship between nationalism and blood sacrifice applies widely — even, in my view, 

to the period in Ireland before Ireland was a nation-state, when the felt nation was 
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Ireland, but the sovereign nation of the territory was Great Britain. The “shared memory 

of blood sacrifice” has been “periodically renewed” many times in the felt nation of 

Ireland. Literature scholar Susan Harris traces the motif of sacrifice in Irish literature, 

noting its gendered nature: the martyr is male, the recipient renewed by his sacrifice 

female. Harris argues that while “the cult of blood-sacrifice reached its high point, 

perhaps, in the rhetoric of Pearse and the 1916 Easter Rising . . . even now the symbology 

of ritual sacrifice retains enormous power for modern audiences.”209 

A fascination with blood sacrifice was not peculiar to Ireland in the years leading 

up to the Rising. Nor was it, as many cultural historians have argued, necessarily re-

categorized in twentieth-century Europe by the disillusionment born on World War I 

battlefields as archaic, false, or delusional. In their article “Bereaved and aggrieved: 

combat motivation and the ideology of sacrifice in the First World War,” historians 

Alexander Watson and Patrick Porter examine the testimonies of individual soldiers and 

collective historical evidence. Against the prevailing influence of historians Paul Fussell 

and A.J.P. Taylor, among others, they argue that “sacrificial ideology survived and 

remained relevant in determining how men interpreted their experiences during 

wartime…[and] enhanced combat motivation among British and German soldiers during 

the conflict.” They demonstrate that the “rhetoric and sentiments of patriotic sacrifice 

before 1914” were ubiquitous across classes in Britain, Germany, and France, saturating 

social and cultural expression through primary school curricula, architecture, monuments, 

parades, music, re-enactments, pamphlet fiction, youth organizations, sermons, and 

newspaper editorials.210 
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When war broke out in August 1914, the calls to arms were “stamped by the ‘high 

diction’ of sacrifice’ in both Germany and Britain.”211 Hundreds of thousands of people 

enlisted in both nations before the Great War was four weeks old. While Watson and 

Porter recognize many motivating factors (“widespread fear of invasion, sudden 

employment and the threat of social ostracism or, in the case of Germany’s conscripts, 

legal penalties”) for enlistment, they demonstrate through soldiers’ testimony that 

sacrificial ideology could overcome even detestation of conflict and the war itself in 

convincing a person to enlist.212 

This ideology was articulated by politicians and combatants as disparate as 

seventeen-year-old German volunteer Heinrich Genscher (who looked forward to the 

“homecoming of the warriors to the hereafter,” the reward of the “true hero” for whom 

“sacrifice only means breaking away from something valuable when one does it 

consciously”)213 and the British anti-aristocratic Liberal politician David Lloyd George 

(who announced that the British must follow the war to “the high peaks we had forgotten, 

of Honour, Duty, Patriotism, and, clad in glittering white, the great pinnacle of Sacrifice, 

pointing like a rugged finger to Heaven.”)214 Many of the most famous war poems 

express battlefield disillusionment and despair; what Wilfred Owen called “the pity of 

War.” But many also extol and even demand sacrifice, as the speaking Dead do in 

Canadian poet John McCrae’s 1915 poem “In Flanders Field.” 215 

The concept of blood sacrifice lies at the heart of one of the many crucial 

questions about the 1916 Rising. As historian Fearghal McGarry writes in his book The 

Rising (emphasis mine): 

The Easter Rising . . . remains central to arguments about the nature and 
legitimacy of the struggle for independence. . . . Did the rebels think they had any 
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chance of success? Were they trying to seize power or engaging in a symbolic act 
of blood sacrifice? What sort of republic did they wish to bring about?216 

Some rebels, most notably Patrick Pearse, made explicit their desire to engage in a 

“symbolic act of blood sacrifice.” Others were far more invested in striking an effective 

military blow against Britain. Regardless of their individual intentions, the executions of 

the leaders fulfilled the requirements of the blood sacrifice scenario. The executions had a 

powerful transformative effect on public opinion. McGarry notes, “The dead leaders were 

venerated in much the same way as traditional Catholic martyrs, . . . [in] . . . mass cards, 

badges, flags, picture postcards, and other relics . . . . Just as Pearse had once fantasized, 

ballads and poems depicted the rebels as Christ-like saviours.”217 Along with outrage 

over the British military occupation, curfews, arrests, and the attempt to impose 

conscription, the “quasi-religious cult of 1916” inspired the unification of Irish nationalist 

movements under the most extreme tradition: that of physical-force republicans. The 

resulting War of Independence and Civil War were “profoundly shaped by the legacy of 

1916.”218 

To the extent that Yeats and Gregory’s play Cathleen ni Houlihan can be counted 

as a significant part of the legacy of 1916, it is through its stirring reactivation of the 

scenario of blood sacrifice. One crucial aspect of a scenario is its structure. The structure 

at work in any production of Cathleen ni Houlihan follows the logic of “blood sacrifice” 

through key elements: three figures (characters), martyr, recipient, and instrument; and 

five actions taking place in sequence (plot). The first key element in a blood sacrifice 

structure is the figure of the martyr. In scenarios of blood sacrifice within Irish 

nationalism, the figure made holy through death is willing (not, as in some of the other 

forms of blood sacrifice mentioned above, a captured or enslaved person sacrificed 
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through force or coercion). The martyr is a gendered figure. Harris demonstrates that the 

nationalist Irish tradition requires a male martyr figure. She argues that the example of 

the horror that greeted the 1980 “dirty protest” conducted by republican women prisoners 

in Armagh “suggests that this insistence on a male martyr is not arbitrary”: 

When it proceeds from a female body, blood becomes ‘dirty’ through its 
association with sexuality; it means not redemption but menstruation or 
defloration. . . . The female victim’s body does not disappear behind her 
transfigured image; it remains present, solid, weighted down by the burden of 
corporeality and stained with sex and gender.219 

For Harris, the popularity of “the sacrificial paradigm...among Irish nationalist 

audiences” was due in part to its enforcement of gender roles.220  

The recipient figure performs a dual role as both agent and beneficiary of the 

sacrifice: she inspires the martyr, and benefits from his death. The recipient is gendered 

female. As a woman, she represents Ireland, an “allegorical identification,” Cullingford 

notes, “so common as to be rhetorically invisible. Yet it is neither natural nor 

archetypal.”221 Cullingford argues that this gendering of Ireland as female has supported 

both the social confinement of Irish women within the expectations and requirements of 

“purity and passivity,” and the colonial imprisonment of “the whole Irish race in a 

debilitating stereotype”: 

Politically, the land is seen as an object to be possessed, or repossessed: to gender 
it as female, therefore, is to confirm and reproduce the social arrangements that 
construct women as material possessions, not as speaking subjects.222 

The recipient cannot regenerate herself and the nation by killing the martyr. That task 

belongs to the instrument of the sacrifice: the English, understood as a hegemonic power 

usually personified by one or more soldiers in the British armed forces. 
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The five actions in the blood sacrifice structure occur in sequence, a sequence that 

recurs. 

1. In the name of a martyr who fought for Ireland and met death by violence at the 

hands of the English, the recipient calls for a sacrifice to reclaim the nation. 

2. The martyr responds by fighting for Ireland, comes under the power of the 

sacrificial instrument, and meets his death by violence.  

3. The recipient accepts the martyr’s sacrifice.  

4. The recipient is reborn, renewed, or regenerated by the sacrifice. 

5.  In death, the martyr receives immortality in the form of lasting renown. 

6. / 1.  In the name of the martyr, the recipient calls for a sacrifice...and so forth. 

This sequence is more cyclical than linear because it does not depend upon a successful 

resolution. The recipient promises the martyr not an independent Ireland, but immortal 

renown. Failure to achieve national independence does not equal the failure of the 

sacrifice. As long as the martyr achieves a suitably sacrificial death to provide the 

recipient with renewal and inspirational material, the sacrifice succeeds through the 

continuation of the cycle. 

Cathleen ni Houlihan is an exemplary iteration of this “blood sacrifice” uprising 

scenario. While only three of these eight structural elements appear onstage, the others 

occur offstage and are commented upon by visible figures. The malleable nature of 

scenarios ensures that the full structure may be apprehended on the basis of the most 

minimal framework. Michael Gillane is the martyr. In joining the 1798 Rebellion, he 

sacrifices himself “for the love” of the recipient - Ireland in the figure of the Old Woman. 

She calls for a sacrifice in the name of martyrs past and by speaking of the harm done by 



 
 
 

79 

the “strangers in her house,” who have taken her “four beautiful green fields,” she 

conjures up the instrument of Michael’s coming sacrifice without ever mentioning 

England.223 The instrument never appears as an embodied figure, but Patrick’s report of 

the Old Woman’s offstage transformation establishes that Michael meets a violent death 

at the hands of the English. In accepting Michael’s sacrifice, she/Ireland is renewed to 

regal youthfulness. That martyrs in general receive immortality through renown is put to 

the test in production: does the audience recognize the names the Old Woman invokes: “a 

red man of the O’Donnells from the North, and a man of the O’Sullivans from the south, 

and  . . . one Brian that lost his life at Clontarf”?224 Any production of the play Cathleen 

ni Houlihan provides Michael the immortality through renown promised to the martyr. 

While Cathleen ni Houlihan, through embodiment, action, and reference, 

incorporates all eight structural elements central to the blood sacrifice variation on the 

uprising scenario, the play also provides new secondary structural elements that accrete 

to the scenario and may be repeated, transferred, quoted, and referenced. These elements 

include the competing demands of domestic and national duty, the martyr’s impending 

wedding, and the characters of Bridget and Delia, two women in competition with the 

Old Woman for status as mother and lover, respectively, to Michael. These structural 

elements appear within the second aspect of Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis: 

scene. 

The first production of Cathleen ni Houlihan in 1902 featured a scene composed 

of elements both external and internal to the staging. The external elements, perhaps 

better termed as “context,” include the venue and the identities of the authors and 

producers collaborating on the production. The 1902 premiere of Cathleen ni Houlihan 



 
 
 

80 

“would become,” theatre historian Mary Trotter argues, “one of the most important 

events in Irish theatre history.”225 Produced as a one-act afterpiece to Deirdre by the 

painter, poet, and playwright George Russell (Æ), the double-header was the first 

collaboration between Inghinidhe na hÉireann, the Fay brothers, and the remains of the 

Irish Literary Theatre. They formed an alliance between militant nationalists and cultural 

nationalists; theatre professionals and theatre amateurs; working-class Dubliners and 

Anglo-Irish aristocrats from the estates of the Protestant Ascendancy. 

Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Irish for “Daughters of Erin”) was the first women’s 

organization in Ireland to “advocat[e] the attainment of a republic through insurrectionary 

violence.”226 Maud Gonne founded the radical feminist group in 1900 after presiding 

over the “Patriotic Children’s Treat Committee,” formed to protest Queen’s Victoria’s 

visit to Ireland. A “free treat” for 5,000 children had been held in the Queen’s honor in 

Dublin’s Phoenix Park on April 4. The committee, intending an event on “as lavish a 

scale possible,” planned and hosted a counter-procession, two miles long, of over 20,000 

children through Dublin. The children waved flags and sang patriotic songs, enjoying 

oranges, buns, sweets — and nationalist speeches from four platforms.227  

While meeting to reconcile the budget of the patriotic children’s treat event, the 

committee “realised that they could not simply dissolve and again go their separate ways, 

unable to join any other group. Their success had discovered previously unexpressed 

talents and had proven women’s capabilities.”228 Gonne and her colleagues founded 

Inghinidhe na hÉireann —  which also advocated for women’s rights and the vote — 

partly as a response to the rigid exclusion of women from the membership and especially 

the leadership of nationalist organizations. 229 Historian Charles Townshend notes that its 
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activities came to “mark the entire revolutionary generation.”230 Historian Joseph 

McKenna writes that Inghinidhe na hÉireann, opposed to any constitutional compromise 

with the crown, “would prove to be more extreme in its outlook than even the male-

dominated organizations.”231 

The members of Inghinidhe na hÉireann founded a monthly newspaper; offered 

children’s classes in Irish history, language, and music; heckled Irish and British 

politicians over their stances on Home Rule and women’s suffrage; propagated leaflets 

denouncing the crown; smashed royal symbols; and suffered police arrests and physical 

attacks by members of the Ancient Order of Hibernians in return.232 The organization’s 

mission of encouraging young people to study and participate in Irish cultural pursuits led 

to the formation of Inghinidhe na hÉireann’s National Players which hosted acting 

classes at the York Street Workman’s Club. Their students “included not only future 

leading lights of Dublin theatre—including Molly and Sara Allgood—but also such 

revolutionaries as Marie Perolz and Helena Molony.”233 

In 1901, Inghinidhe na hÉireann called upon the Fay brothers, Frank and Willie, 

to lead their acting company. Both were well-known in Dublin theatre circles, Frank for 

dramatic recitation and as a critic for the United Irishman (for which he had savaged 

Yeats’s early plays for not being sufficiently propagandist), Willie as a director, 

comedian, and teacher. As a director, Willie (W.G.) Fay was to make his mark on Irish 

theatre and the little theatre movement in the United States by pioneering an acting style 

that “would undo the melodramatic gestures common among new actors. Fay called for 

stillness in his actors’ bodies, urging them instead to draw the audience in with their eyes. 

Joseph Holloway would later call this style ‘the art of staring into space.’ He also 
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emphasized vocal training.”234 The brothers were advocates of naturalism, realism, 

experimentalism, and of a national theatre.235 

In June 1901, Inghinidhe na hÉireann produced a show “to provide a nationalist 

alternative to the events surrounding the Dublin horse show, which were deeply 

associated at that time with loyalist elements of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy.”236 W.B. 

Yeats attended the entertainment, composed of tableaux vivants out of Irish mythology, 

Alice Milligan’s The Deliverance of Red Hugh and The Harp That Once, and P.T. 

MacGinley’s Eilis agus Bhean Deirce (Ellis and the Beggarwoman). Their production of 

the latter made Inghinidhe “the first group in modern Dublin to perform a play 

completely in the Irish language.”237 Yeats recounted his experience in his 

autobiography: “I came away with my head on fire. I wanted to hear my own unfinished 

Baile’s Strand, to hear Greek tragedy spoken with a Dublin accent.”238 Inspired by the 

Inghinidhe na hÉireann show, Yeats retreated to Lady Gregory’s home at Coole Park, 

where they wrote Cathleen ni Houlihan together.  

Meanwhile, the Fays formed the Irish National Dramatic Company with 

performers from their own Ormond Dramatic Society, the Celtic Literary Society, and 

Inghinidhe na hÉireann.239 They found material for the new company when Russell 

published his Deirdre in the All-Ireland Review. He had never intended it to be staged, 

but at Willie Fay’s urging, he expanded it for performance.240 Russell’s play concerned 

“Deirdre of the Sorrows,” a tragic heroine of the Ulster Cycle, a collection of heroic Irish 

legends taking place around the 1st century C.E.241 W.G. Fay’s National Dramatic 

Company produced Deirdre and Cathleen ni Houlihan on April 2, 3, and 4, 1902, to raise 

funds for Inghinidhe na hÉireann. These collaborators were well-known in Dublin for 
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their participation in the Irish Literary Revival (Yeats, Gregory, and Russell), 

professional theatricals (the Fay brothers), advancement of women (Inghinidhe na 

hÉireann), and nationalist activities (ranging from Russell’s pacifism to Frank Fay’s call 

for a drama that would “open our ears” to the “piercing wail that rises from the past” to 

the “advanced” militancy of Inghinidhe na hÉireann). These identities contributed to the 

scene, or environment, which hosted the blood sacrifice scenario reactivated by Cathleen 

ni Houlihan. Equally important to the contextual construction of the scenario’s scene was 

the venue.242 

St. Teresa’s Total Abstinence and Temperance Hall on Clarendon Street, Dublin 

had been hosting Gaelic League language classes since 1899, but was not well-suited for 

theatrical productions. In A History of the Irish Theatre, 1601-2000, which takes 

audience experience as its starting point, theatre historian Christopher Morash marvels 

that the production had the impact it did, given the limitations of the venue as a site for 

dramatic performance. St Teresa’s Hall lacked sightlines, acoustics, dressing rooms, and 

stability.243 Nic Shiubhlaigh, who performed as the Druidess Lavarcham in Deirdre and 

as Delia in Cathleen ni Houlihan, recalled that the “little stage…did not give much room 

for movement or extravagant gesture,” and that Willie Fay’s “boxed-in scene…took up 

most of the space from wall to wall . . . [and] wobbled dangerously when we moved.”244  

The venue, and its neighborhood and construction features, form part of the 

contextual, external elements of scene. The box set that filled the tiny stage and cramped 

the actors’ style is part of the scene, too: an internal, or “content” element. The internal 

“content” formed the scene (or mise-en-scène) onstage: material elements of the set, 

costumes, and props; less palpable, but nevertheless sensory, elements of music and other 
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sounds; and finally verbal/textual elements that exist simultaneously in the archive and 

the repertoire: in the archive as the script, a documentation of dialogue and action, and in 

the repertoire as cultural code transmitted orally. 

For Trotter, “[t]he text of Cathleen ni Houlihan brilliantly employs particular 

tropes that by this time had already become established in Irish nationalist theatre”: 

[T]he idealized rural family with the characters’ love of nation and link to a 
spirituality and tradition that supersedes materialism or personal desire, the 
representation of Irish folk culture, and a crystal-clear anti-colonial message.245  

These textual “tropes” are transmitted both orally and visually in production. For 

example, Patrick’s exclamation of “Killala” grounds the time as rebellious 1798 and the 

place as the “authentic” Ireland of the West. The lost four green fields symbolize the four 

provinces of Ireland under colonialism. Even the family’s puzzlement over the voices 

cheering the French landing outside (“It might be a hurling match / There’s no hurling to-

day”) establishes the connection of the Gaelic sport with warfare, through its mythical 

associations with the youthful prowess of the great Irish warrior Cuchulainn. 

A production photograph (Illustration 2, below) documents the cramped set 

representing a peasant cottage: a doorway up left, a window up right, a kitchen table 

center. Bridget wears a cap and a plaid shawl over her long dress; Peter’s hat slouches 

over one eye; Michael’s open-necked white shirt (innocence, strength) draws the eye, and 

Maud Gonne as the Poor Old Woman, draped in a long mantle with a pale braid hanging 

down, stands in front of the doorway, her deep-set dark eyes evoking “the art of staring 

into space.” 
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Illustration 2: Maud Gonne (right) in the lead role of Cathleen ni Houlihan.246 

The set, costumes, props, songs, and textual signifiers created a “highly codified 

environment”247 in which the representation of rural poverty, gender roles, and markers 

of Irish identity recalled a nationalist imaginative geography and history of Irishness. But 

the audience members viewed “conscious strategies of display...contributing to [their] 

understanding of what might conceivably transpire” within St. Teresa’s Hall and upon its 

wobbly stage even before the curtain rose on the peasant cottage of the Gillanes.248 Maud 

Gonne played the eponymous Cathleen ni Houlihan. Morash writes that she “arrived ten 

minutes before the curtain went up, unprofessionally (but impressively) sweeping 

through the audience in full spectral costume as the Poor Old Woman.”249 Gonne, 

wealthy and Anglo-Irish, was well-known at the time for her activism in nationalist and 
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suffragist causes. She had published a nationalist newspaper in the 1880s and 

demonstrated for the release of Irish political prisoners and against tenant evictions in the 

1890s before founding Inghinidhe na hÉireann.250 

Maud Gonne and James Connolly had temporarily joined the forces of the 

nationalist and socialist movements in performances protesting Queen Victoria’s Jubilee 

celebrations of 1897. They planned a march through Dublin “behind a red flag showing a 

royal crown on a pike and the legend Finis Tyranniae, a hand-cart carrying the black 

coffin of ‘The British Empire’ and a labourer’s band playing the Dead March.” Yeats 

joined Maud Gonne before the march set out, and disagreed with her intention to join the 

demonstration she had planned. He imprisoned her by “main force” in the National 

Club.251 Gonne “accused him of making her do ‘the most cowardly thing I have ever 

done in my life.’”252 

When the police stopped the march—and the “accompanying riots, window-

smashing and stone-throwing”—with a baton charge that left two hundred injured and 

one woman dead,253 the demonstrators tossed the coffin into the River Liffey as Connolly 

shouted “Here goes the coffin of the British Empire. To hell with the British Empire!”254 

Maud Gonne exhibited a similar sentiment and flair for political spectacle by hanging 

half a black petticoat out of her window, in contrast to the Union Jacks her neighbors 

displayed to honor the monarch’s procession through Dublin. This outraged a group of 

loyalists, who surrounded her house: Arthur Griffith, the founder of Cumann na 

nGaedheal and Sinn Féin, “led a rescue posse to liberate her.”255  

This personal history informed the first production of Cathleen ni Houlihan. In 

the name of safety, Yeats had constrained Gonne’s ability to influence the politics and 
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society of Ireland by preventing her appearance in public in 1897. Five years on, he and 

Gregory gave her the gift of the role of Cathleen: a public appearance as Ireland. 

Between its golden sunburst banner hanging next to the stage and the dramatic pre-show 

entrance of its founder, Inghinidhe na hÉireann commanded the visual field as the 

spectators settled into their seats or shifted their feet in standing room, seeking out the 

best view through heads and shoulders.256 These display strategies worked to focus the 

audience’s attention on the role of Cathleen ni Houlihan, while undermining the fictional 

world of the play as fiction before it even began. Gonne’s costumed presence among the 

1902 audience, before she entered the collectively imagined space of a 1798 peasant 

cottage, created a slippage between Gonne’s personal identity and the structural identity 

of her role, and between the possibilities for political action in the present and the past. 

Gonne’s performance of entrance and role may be analyzed through another 

aspect of Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis: the embodiment of social actors in a 

scenario. Embodiment comprises the relationships between “the functions these actors 

perform” within the action of the scenario, the attributes of the roles they inhabit, and 

“the social construction of bodies in particular contexts.” The embodiment of the roles of 

Cathleen and the other characters by certain social actors generated an intense 

identification between the people and events onstage and nationalist organizations 

throughout Irish society. Trotter argues that in the first production of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan: 

[T]he actor’s body carried a triple significance in performance: character being 
played, actor playing the character, and activist taking on the task of acting as 
both political and artistic labor. . . . This phenomenological resonance was 
especially apparent in the most brilliant casting in the play--or in perhaps any play 
in Irish theatre history: the casting of Maud Gonne as Cathleen ni Houlihan.257 
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In addition to Maud Gonne, the audience could recognize other actors’ bodies at St. 

Teresa’s Hall in April 1902 as “triply significant” given their political activism offstage. 

Máire nic Shiubhlaigh, for example, a militant nationalist member of Inghinidhe na 

hÉireann and daughter of a radical printer, was among the first actors to perform under an 

Irish form of her birth name (Mary Elizabeth Walker).258 George Russell took a role in 

his own play Deirdre, which, Trotter argues, through “manipulation of [the] source story 

and its performance by Inghinidhe members and nationalist actors with other affiliations 

transformed the myth into a metaphor for the need for unity and inclusion among 

different groups within the nationalist movement.”259 Russell’s reputation as a pacifist 

(unlike his more militant colleagues) was, for at least one spectator, not as salient as his 

reputation as a mystic: in a letter to Yeats after the performance, he tells of “a hysterical 

lady who accuses me of practising the Black Art on the audience when I chanted!!!”260 

These resonances would only sound with an audience versed in the personalities that 

drove Irish nationalist movements in turn-of-the-century Dublin; the audience will be 

discussed below under the aspect situated relationship. 

Nic Shiubhlaigh recognized Gonne as “all that was magnificent in Ireland[,] . . . 

the very personification of the character she played on stage.”261 Maud Gonne combined 

her personal reputation as “the most beautiful woman in Ireland” and “the inspiration of 

the whole revolutionary movement” with a striking vocal and physical embodiment of the 

Poor Old Woman. Her “spectral” costume and the old-age make-up “accentuating the 

whites of her eyes” invited spectators to consider the contrast between her stage presence 

as Poor Old Woman and her off-stage reputation as legendary beauty.262 Nic Shiubhlaigh 

describes Gonne’s “rich golden hair, willow-like figure, pale sensitive face, and burning 
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eyes.”263 Maud Gonne, upon exiting the stage, would shed costume and make-up and 

transform from the Poor Old Woman, renewed by Michael’s blood sacrifice, into a 

“young girl with the walk of a queen.”  

Gonne had little stage experience, but a great deal of stage presence. Spectators 

might easily imagine a queenly carriage from this six-foot-tall, thirty-six-year-old with 

the trained grace and bearing of a wealthy Englishwoman raised in a French boarding 

school. Joseph Holloway, a prolific theatre-goer beloved of all Irish theatre historians for 

his detailed memoirs, described her peculiar vocal production: she “chanted her lines 

with rare musical effect, and crooned fascinatingly, if somewhat indistinctly, some 

lyrics.”264 Stephen Gwynn, whose “shoot and be shot” comment is one of the most oft-

quoted lines in Irish theatre criticism, provided far more detail on the production in his 

recollections. As a whole, unlike the sensationalist quotation out of context, these 

indicate not a spectator who left St. Teresa’s Hall aghast at propaganda and fearing 

violence, but one in awe of “a live thing, a true expression of the life of Ireland.” Gwynn 

recalled, 

Miss Gonne’s impersonation stirred the audience as I have never seen another 
audience stirred. At the height of her beauty, she transformed herself there into 
one of the half-mad old crones whom we were accustomed to see by Irish 
roadsides, and she spoke, as they spoke, in a half-crazy chant. But the voice in 
which she spoke, a voice that matched her superb statue and carriage, had rich 
flexibility and power to stir and to stimulate; and the words which she spoke were 
the words of a masterpiece.265 

His recollection of her final moments onstage provide a valuable gloss to the production 

photograph reproduced above (Illustration 2): 

The old woman rises, still bent and weighed down with years or centuries; but for 
one instant, before she went out at the half-door, she drew herself up to her superb 
height; change was manifest; patuit dea.266 
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Here Gwynn alludes to the revelation of the goddess Venus to her son Aeneas in Virgil’s 

Aeneid: “et vera incessu patuit dea,” “and there the very goddess was revealed by her 

step.”267 

Gonne did not perform according to naturalistic conventions. The direct address 

she employed, combined with her political identity, led Standish O’Grady’s newspaper, 

the unionist All Ireland Review, to see Cathleen ni Houlihan, as Foster writes, “as a 

political meeting rather than as a play . . . ‘Maud Gonne, the well-known Nationalist 

agitator, addressing not the actors, as is usual in the drama, but the audience.’”268 One 

might almost think Brecht had directed the play. Indeed, Trotter’s concept of a “triply 

significant” actor’s body recalls Brechtian performance aesthetics: the actor does not 

disappear into the role; rather, the spectator apprehends the actor and the role she plays 

simultaneously, and each informs the meaning of the other. 

Maud Gonne’s proto-Brechtian delivery was but one of many modes of both 

archive and repertoire by which the blood sacrifice uprising scenario was transmitted 

through Cathleen ni Houlihan in April, 1902. The analysis of the modes of transmission 

falls under the fourth aspect in Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis: form. The form of 

Cathleen ni Houlihan encompassed the textual modes of text and genre and the embodied 

modes of performance style, movement, vocal production, and song. Cathleen ni 

Houlihan is a short play in one act. It runs for approximately twenty minutes. Its length 

makes it suitable for pairing with a longer play, as a “curtain-raiser” or as the epilogue to 

an evening. In April 1902, the Irish National Dramatic Company programmed it to follow 

Russell’s Deirdre. Despite its brevity, the play manifests a hybrid genre: it is comedy, 

allegory, enchantment folktale, melodrama, and propaganda.  
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The opening exchange between the Gillanes takes the form of a rural domestic 

comedy. When the Old Woman enters, allegory interrupts comedy, and the nation 

invades the home. As Cullingford explains, Gregory and Yeats created the role of Old 

Woman/Cathleen, a shape-shifting feminine figure of Ireland rejuvenated by the spilling 

of male blood in her cause, by conflating several allegorical figures out of mythology and 

poetry. She is an aisling, a beautiful maiden seeking rescue, called Roisin Dubh or 

Kathleen, daughter of Houlihan. She is the sovereignty goddess whose sexual union with 

the new king ensures the prosperity and fertility of the land; she is the Cailleac Bheara, 

who beds young men to regain her youth; she is the Shan Van Vocht, the “Poor Old 

Woman” who calls for boys to throw off their red and blue and wear their immortal green 

to free Ireland.  All of these identify the land and its sovereignty with Woman.269  

As Pethica observes, the play’s dramatic irony depends upon the audience 

recognizing the allegorical force of the Old Woman before the Gillane family does.270 

Pethica demonstrates that through this tension between “peasant realism” and the 

supernatural, two genres combine to create a third: “the play nominally follows the 

course of a peasant tale of enchantment….both the ambiguity of Cathleen’s identity and 

the primary focus on the peasants’ reaction to the unknown (rather than on the 

supernatural world itself) seem distinctive of Lady Gregory’s folkloric perspective.”271 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, then, owes much of its archival form (genre) to Gregory’s 

adaptation of the oral repertoire she collected as a folklorist. Morash argues that 

enchantment in Cathleen ni Houlihan is ideological: “By setting Cathleen ni Houlihan in 

1798, the ideology of the transformation play became manifest, as the yearning for a 

redeemed world was rooted in the same imaginative politics being staged nightly at the 
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Queen’s.”272 Morash refers to the nationalist melodramas produced by the Queen’s Royal 

Theatre on Brunswick Street, Dublin—and staged throughout Ireland, England, and the 

United States.  

Actor-activist Máire Nic Shiubhlaigh wrote that “Dublin was drama mad in every 

sense of the word” in the early years of the twentieth century,273 and was a “testing-

ground for visiting companies . . . practically any sort of entertainment was available in 

the bigger theatres”: from Shakespeare, Sheridan, and Goldsmith to variety shows to 

visits from the Comédie Française.274 Melodrama was the most popular theatrical genre 

in the drama-mad city. According to literary critic Northrop Frye, melodramas present 

“the triumph of moral virtue over villainy, and the consequent idealizing of the moral 

views assumed to be held by the audience.”275 As developed on European and American 

stages in the 19th century, melodrama set archetypal characters within an unambiguous 

moral universe against one another in a sequence of events that resolved in a predictable 

comic or tragic conclusion, one that usually satisfied the “yearning for a redeemed 

world.”276 Theatre historian Desmond Slowey traces the development of the Irish 

Nationalist Melodrama from its “furtive sprouting” in Dion Boucicault’s most popular 

Irish plays (The Colleen Bawn [1860], Arrah-na-Pogue [1864], and The Shaughraun 

[1874]) through its blooming in the work of J. W. Whitbread, Hugh O’Grady, and P. J. 

Bourke for the Queen’s Theatre.  

Such melodramas as O’Grady’s The Famine (1886), Boucicault’s Robert Emmet, 

and Whitbread’s Lord Edward; or, ‘98 (1894) and Theobald Wolfe Tone (1898) 

transmitted nationalist sentiment and scenarios of uprising and blood sacrifice for large, 

enthusiastic crowds sometimes numbering close to two thousand a night, far surpassing 
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the viewership of Cathleen ni Houlihan’s first run.277 The Queen’s playwrights, 

particularly Whitbread, altered Boucicault’s successful formula by using “real figures 

from Irish history...such as Wolfe Tone or Lord Edward Fitzgerald, and press[ing] them 

into the mould of melodrama where they solidified into romantic heroes.”278 Whitbread’s 

nationalist melodrama Lord Edward; or, ‘98 (1894) looked forward to the centenary 

commemorations of 1798. It valorizes Lord Edward Fitzgerald, a revolutionary Anglo-

Irish aristocrat who fought in the American Revolutionary War before taking his seat in 

the Irish Parliament. Lord Edward joined the Society of United Irishmen and died of 

wounds sustained resisting arrest during the rebellion of 1798. Lord Edward, like many 

Irish Nationalist Melodramas, reactivates the blood sacrifice scenario. Slowey argues, 

Whitbread’s heroes are firmly set in their conviction of the primacy of their public 
messianic mandate. Lord Edward, as he dies, sets the standard of sacrifice for 
Ireland: ‘I have devoted myself wholly to her emancipation. Sacrificed wife, 
children, fortune, even life itself in her cause.’ [30] This play and its successors 
were implicated in setting Irish nationalism on the path of blood sacrifice that led 
ultimately to Pearse and 1916.279 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, like Lord Edward and Theobald Wolfe Tone, commemorates 1798 

by reactivating the scenario of uprising through blood sacrifice. It shares, with 

Whitbread’s plays, the melodrama’s unambiguous moral universe and archetypal 

characters, while incorporating Gregory’s interest in peasant life and folklore and Yeats’s 

penchant for mystical allegory, both of which were to become hallmarks of the Abbey 

Theatre. 

These genres of allegory, tale of enchantment and transformation, domestic 

comedy, and melodrama mix in Cathleen ni Houlihan to create the material for another 

potent genre: propaganda. Foster ascribes this aspect of the play’s nature to Gregory’s 
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influence, comparing it to “Felons of Our Land,” her article on Irish rebel ballads 

published in Cornhill the preceding year. Foster notes that Yeats’s “distinct discomfort” 

with Cathleen ni Houlihan “suggests unease, as well as collaboration.”280 In 1914, 

months before the Great War began and two years before the events that would lead 

Yeats to consider his own complicity in the revolutionary acts of 1916, he consigned the 

possibility of such acts to the past in a speech to an American audience: 

There was a time when every young man asked himself if he were not willing to 
die for his country. Ireland was his sweetheart, his mistress, the love of his life, 
for whom he faced death triumphantly. . . But Ireland has changed. The patriotism 
of the Irish is the same, but the expression of it is different. The boy who used to 
want to die for Ireland now goes into a rage because the dispensary doctor in 
County Clare has been elected by a fraud. Ireland is no longer a sweetheart but a 
house to be set in order.281 

The image of nation as “a house to be set in order” evokes Home Rule, a limited form of 

legislative independence.282 Previous Home Rule bills had failed in the 19th century, but 

in 1912 Prime Minister Asquith, backed by the Irish Parliamentary Party, had introduced 

a third Home Rule bill to Parliament. Home Rule was enacted on September 18, 1914, 

and immediately postponed for the duration of the war. The optimism of Yeats’s 1914 

remarks foreshadow his astonishment at the actions of the Rising revolutionaries.283 In 

1916, it became clear that Ireland had not changed nearly as much as he had believed.  

Other collaborators on the premiere of Cathleen ni Houlihan embraced it as 

propaganda from the start. Frank Fay had called explicitly for propagandist drama in his 

1901 essay denigrating Yeats’s early plays on the grounds that “[t]hey do not inspire; 

they do not send men away filled with the desire for deeds.”284 Cathleen ni Houlihan met 

his demands. The performers of Inghinidhe na hÉireann’s amateur dramatic company had 

a primarily political interest in drama. It was Maud Gonne’s influence over Yeats that 
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helped to secure the production to benefit her radical organization: Russell remarked that 

“Maud Gonne got it out of [Yeats] by promising to play Kathleen herself.”285 Gonne 

wielded influence over the text itself. The original script ended with Michael lingering on 

the threshold, torn between his allegiance to Ireland in the figure of the Old Woman, and 

his allegiance to his bride Delia.  In rehearsal, Gonne “insist[ed] on a more decisive and 

committed nationalist gesture”: Michael making a decision to follow the Old Woman, 

leaving his bride and mother to weep and his brother to announce Cathleen’s sacrificial 

renewal.286 

This instance of plot alteration, which arose in rehearsal and persists into the 

script as published in Samhain in October 1902, is an example of the mutually 

constitutive systems of the archive and the repertoire. A actor within rehearsal, a function 

of the repertory, adapted the form of the script; that adaptation, preserved within the 

archive, conditioned future embodied performances. The hybrid genre of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan contributed some elements to the form by which it transmits the blood sacrifice 

scenario; embodied modes of transmission contributed further elements to that form. 

Those embodied modes include performance style, vocal production, and song. 

Archival evidence of the performance style of the first production of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan includes remarks on Maud Gonne’s proto-Brechtian direct address, as well as 

responses to the voices of the other actors. McGarry writes that the Irish National 

Dramatic Company of the Fay brothers and Inghinidhe na hÉireann, composed of 

“amateur performers, acting naturalistically in their own accents, lent a vitality missing 

from the Irish Literary Theatre’s productions, which had relied on professional English 

actors.”287 These amateur performers were, as Foster writes, “emphatically not 
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English.”288 This kind of “authenticity” of origin and voice met great approbation from 

spectators, and informed the acting style for which the Abbey became known in the 

following decades. 

Cathleen ni Houlihan is also a play with songs. Song is an embodied mode of 

transmission. The songs in Cathleen ni Houlihan, which Maud Gonne “crooned 

fascinatingly,”289 embed the folk ballad, a repertoire form, within the archival script. The 

play shares this with the Irish nationalist melodrama genre.290 The song sequence in 

Cathleen ni Houlihan begins when Peter asks the Old Woman if she had heard “a noise 

of cheering, and you coming up the hill?” The Old Woman responds, “I thought I heard 

the noise I used to hear when my friends came to visit me,” and begins singing about “a 

man I knew one time, yellow-haired Donough that was hanged in Galway,” a man among 

many who “died for love of me”: 

I will go cry with the woman, 

For yellow-haired Donough is dead, 

With a hempen rope for a neckcloth, 

And a white cloth on his head.291 

Historian Lucy McDiarmid explains that Gregory and Yeats source this folk ballad from 

“a sister’s keen for her brother ‘hanged in Galway’ for an unspecified political crime”: 

“Fair-haired Donagh.”292 Lady Gregory translated and published this lament in a 

collection of ballads later in the year.293 When the Old Woman reveals herself as “the 

Poor Old Woman, and there are some that call me Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan,” 

Peter sifts through his memories: “I think I knew some one of that name once. Who was 

it, I wonder? It must have been someone I knew when I was a boy. No, no, I remember I 
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heard it in a song.”294 Spectator Stephen Gwynn guesses the song in his comments on the 

effect of this passage in performance:  

The audience was quick to catch the implication: memory of a nation’s youth, 
memory of a man’s youthful generosity, half-forgotten later. But the song that 
rebel Ireland had made for itself when Ireland was grown English-speaking was a 
song about ‘The Poor Old Woman,’ and all Ireland knew the ‘Shan van Vocht.’ 
‘Oh, the French are in the bay, says the Shan Van Vocht.’ What bay? Killala Bay, 
where Humbert landed in 1798.295 

The ballad “The Shan Van Vocht,” or “An tSean-bhean Bhocht,” is a question-and-

answer song voiced by Ireland, personified as an old woman eager for the French to aid 

the cause of Irish independence. Peter, a character speaking in 1798, conflates his 

boyhood memories with what must be a very recent memory of a contemporary song. 

The Old Woman agrees “there have been many songs made for me,” and begins singing 

one she heard “on the wind this morning”: 

Do not make a great keening 

When the graves have been dug to-morrow. 

Do not call the white-scarfed riders 

To the burying that shall be to-morrow. 

Do not spread food to call strangers 

To the wakes that shall be to-morrow; 

Do not give money for prayers 

For the dead that shall die to-morrow….296 

These songs, and the Old Woman’s invocation of “strangers in the house” who have 

taken her “four beautiful green fields,” enchant Michael, who asks her, “tell me 

something I can do for you.” The Old Woman warns that “[i]t is a hard service they take 
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that help me,” poetically describing the exile and death that await martyrs in Ireland’s 

cause. “For all that,” she concludes, “they will think they are well paid.” She exits, but 

her voice remains as she sings from offstage, intoning the payment the martyrs will 

receive: 

They shall be remembered for ever, 

They shall be alive for ever, 

They shall be speaking for ever, 

The people shall hear them for ever.297 

Michael’s family and bride-to-be try to hold him back from following the Old Woman’s 

song out the door. Reminded of his wedding, he nearly turns back, but his little brother 

bursts inside with the news that the 1798 Rebellion has begun on their doorstep: “the 

French are landing at Killala!” Michael nearly yields to Delia’s final, desperate embrace 

(“Michael, Michael! You won’t leave me! You won’t join the French, and we going to be 

married!”) but breaks her grip in “an explicit rejection of the erotic,” rushing out to 

martyrdom when he hears the Old Woman’s song again:298 

They shall be speaking for ever, 

The people shall hear them for ever.299  

Attempts to reconstruct the production of Cathleen ni Houlihan based on archival records 

must always be limited by that which was recorded (and recordable) at the time, and 

preserved subsequently. Without sheet music, much less an audio recording, we do not 

know the melodies by which Maud Gonne enchanted Michael Gillane and her nationalist 

audience. We can, however, conjure something of the aural atmosphere of the evening of 

April 2, 1902. Seumas O’Sullivan wrote, “I have never seen an audience so moved as 
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when Madam McBride (Gonne) . . . spoke the closing words as she turned away from the 

cottage door.”300 Those audience members became full participants in the scenario for the 

evening’s finale. Trotter writes that they “sprang to their feet for the last event on the bill, 

the singing of ‘A Nation Once Again.’”301 In doing so, they joined Maud Gonne and her 

character Cathleen in singing a rebel song, one of the “many songs made for” Ireland. 

Thomas Osbourne Davis, one of the founders of the nationalist movement Young 

Ireland, wrote the song “A Nation Once Again” in the early 1840s. Published in his 

radical weekly newspaper The Nation in 1844, the popular song has rallied nationalists 

and entertained pub-goers ever since. While Davis died of scarlet fever at the age of 30 in 

1845, his fellow Young Irelanders launched the uprising of 1848 in the 50th anniversary 

year of the 1798 Rebellion -- what historian Peter Collins considers “an act of utmost 

commemoration.”302 The 1848 Rising, sometimes called the Famine Rebellion, was one 

of many throughout Europe in 1848, inspired by republican successes in France and the 

Americas, some of which toppled monarchies and forced democratic reforms. The Young 

Irelanders reactivated the scenario of uprising over the course of a week and met the fate 

of exile promised by Cathleen ni Houlihan: penal transport to Van Dieman’s Land or 

escape and emigration to France and the United States. In singing Young Ireland’s rebel 

ballad, the 1902 audience of Cathleen ni Houlihan took upon themselves the “weight of 

the accumulative repeats” of the scenario of uprising in 1798 and in 1848, “structuring 

[their] understanding” of their present moment.303 

The opening lyrics of “A Nation Once Again” weigh down the framework of the 

scenario of uprising with additional events, distant both historically and geographically 

from the Young Ireland cause in 1848: 
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When boyhood's fire was in my blood 

I read of ancient freemen, 

For Greece and Rome who bravely stood  

Three hundred men and three men. 

And then I prayed I yet might see 

Our fetters rent in twain, 

And Ireland, long a province, be 

A Nation once again.304 

With the lyric “Three hundred men and three men,” Osbourne enlists heroes of the 

classical past—the 300 Spartans at the Battle of Thermopylae, and the three men who 

defended the newly established Roman Republic from the Etruscan army raised by the 

overthrown monarch Tarquin at the Sublician Bridge in 509 BC—as inspirational 

precursors for Ireland’s struggle for independence. Taylor explains, “The scenario . . . 

bridges past and future as well as the here and there. It’s never for the first time, and 

never for the last, yet it continues to be constantly reactivated in the now of 

performance[.]”305 The titular phrase repeated in Osbourne’s song, and which capped off 

Cathleen ni Houlihan’s premiere, is “a nation once again.” This phrase “bridges past and 

future,” legitimizing the concept of Ireland as a nation in the future by referring to the 

invented tradition that understands Gaelic Ireland as a pre-colonial nation.  In fact, the 

final aspect of Taylor’s paradigm of scenario analysis is once-againness, which I will 

take up after discussing the penultimate aspect, situated relationship. 

That the audience members of Cathleen ni Houlihan in 1902 could shift from 

spectating to participating as a choir at the end of the evening reveals their situated 
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relationship to the scenario of blood sacrifice. Attendance estimates over the three nights 

range from five hundred to nine hundred.306 Morash speculates that most of the spectators 

“could barely see as the venue extended over two connected rooms,” and adds that the 

acoustics were a problem, too: “the sound of billiard balls and the music-hall ballads 

from the adjoining building were audible throughout the performance.”307 These issues of 

sightlines and acoustics remind us that participant-observers share the aspect of 

embodiment with the actors. And the effect of Cathleen ni Houlihan on the bodies of its 

audience has been central from the beginning. Theatre scholar Nicholas Grene writes, 

“Again and again the testimony was to the extraordinary kinetic impact of the play.”308 

These spectators craned their necks and strained their ears in a crowd that crossed 

lines of class and education, united in nationalist fervor. McGarry notes that the 

production “brought together two distinct audiences . . . Dublin’s literary set, for whom 

Yeats was a figure of stature, and the working-class nationalists from whom Inghinidhe 

na hÉireann drew its support.”309 Trotter also alludes to the event’s situated relationships, 

writing that “When Gonne appeared on stage as the poor old woman calling the men of 

Ireland to die for her protection and freedom, they naturally heard the echoes of her years 

of similar calls to Ireland’s men and women in her political activism.”310 I would temper 

this statement with the suspicion that there were likely outliers in the audience, less well-

versed in the politics and personalities of Irish nationalism than their neighbors, who may 

have only had a foggy notion of Maud Gonne’s identity. But the widespread enthusiasm 

for the production recorded at the time indicates that such outliers were few, and that the 

situated relationships created by participant-observers encountering the scenario of blood 
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sacrifice through Cathleen ni Houlihan were deeply informed by prior encounters with 

that scenario. 

The recognition of such an echo is the operation of the sixth aspect of Taylor’s 

model for analyzing scenarios, once-againness. In “conjur[ing] up past situations,” 

scenarios do not copy the past, but reactivate it, once again.311  The 1798 Rebellion was 

not a copy of the Silken Thomas Rebellion (1534), nor the Desmond Rebellions (1569-

83), nor the Nine Years’ War (1594-1603), nor O’Doherty’s Rebellion (1608), nor the 

Rebellion of 1641. Nor were the risings in 19th century (1803, 1848, 1867, 1882-83) a 

copy of the 1798 Rebellion. Cathleen ni Houlihan is not a copy of the 1798 Rebellion, 

nor of its attendant ballads and melodramas. The character of the Old Woman is not a 

copy of an aisling, nor of the Cailleac Bheara, nor the Shan Van Vocht. Michael Gillane 

is not a copy of Lord Edward, Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet, or the Young Irelanders. But 

by reactivating the scenario of uprising for an audience culturally familiar with its key 

elements and structure, the 1902 production of Cathleen ni Houlihan conjured up all of 

these successive insurrections, patriotic heroes, and myth and folk tradition once again, 

organizing them into the scenario’s variation of “blood sacrifice.” 

This once-againness was readily available, as Trotter writes, because “[t]he 

memory of [the 1798] Rebellion,” and therefore the blood sacrifice variation of the 

uprising scenario, were “fresh in the minds of the first audience of Cathleen ni Houlihan, 

thanks to the widespread commemorations of the centennial of the Rebellion just a few 

years before.”312 Historian Peter Collins argues that The Society of United Irishmen, the 

force behind the rising of 1798, “itself originated, to an extent, in commemoration” of the 

fall of the Bastille in France.313 Investment in commemorative practice informed the 1898 
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centenary of that Society’s uprising, which  “became the occasion for a contest, within 

nationalism, over who owned the commemoration of ‘98” between the Fenians, 

constitutional nationalists, and the Catholic Church. The Fenians, although marginalized 

politically, took the lead by committing the most time and labor and by claiming affinity 

with the United Irishmen by virtue of their shared commitment to insurrectionary 

nationalism.314 

The 1898 centenary commemorations included the construction of monuments, 

torch lit parades, solemn ceremonies accompanied with nationalist anthems, and a re-

enactment of the Cave Hill compact sworn at MacArt’s Fort overlooking Belfast. Maud 

Gonne and W.B. Yeats took leading roles in planning the commemorations in 1898. 

Despite his ambivalence towards the competing forms of nationalism, Yeats was 

President of the 1898 Centennial Association of Great Britain and France (“a committee 

of the respectable and responsible”)315 and of the Wolfe Tone Memorial Association. As 

Foster writes, “Both organizations . . . carried coded references to revolution in the 

present: initiating, among other developments, the cult of [Wolfe] Tone and the practice 

of commemorative visits to his grave at Bodenstown.”316 Yeats tried to argue that “the 

Committee was comprehensively representative, ‘believing that the memory of the men 

of ‘98 is a National and not a party memory,’” but factions caused the association to split 

into a Dublin and a London committee.317 

Gonne traveled to America and raised money for the commemorations; and to the 

west of Ireland, where she believed famine conditions had arisen again, to “[inaugurate] a 

new age of revolution” by “preach[ing] insurrection” and exhorting her audiences to 

“[attack] the property of landlords.”318 This activity horrified Gregory, who believed that 
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Gonne was putting people in danger out of motives of self-aggrandizement: “she expects 

the Govt. Will interfere & perhaps fire on the people — & so draw attention to their 

case.” Gregory doubted the existence of the famine, and believed that if it were real, it 

was the responsibility of her class (“we who are above the people in means & education”) 

“to be ready to share all we have with” the people or, “even supposing starvation was 

before them it wd [sic] be for us to teach them to die with courage [rather] than to live by 

robbery.”319 

The centerpiece of the commemorations was to be the erection of a memorial to 

the martyr Wolfe Tone. Due to the threat of sectarian violence, this monument could not 

be safely erected in Belfast, the birthplace of the Society of the United Irishmen. A stone 

hewed from MacArt’s Fort was borne by train and lorry from Belfast to Newgate Gaol in 

Dublin, and then to the Grafton Street entrance of St. Stephen’s Green in Dublin, 

accompanied by several bands, an honor guard, and an enormous crowd hoisting banners. 

Fenians and Parliamentary Party politicians alike presided over the stone laying 

ceremony, but Inghinidhe na hÉireann was not represented: Maud Gonne, fresh off her 

counter-demonstrations in the Jubilee year, accused the Dublin Committee of 

mismanaging funds,320 and refused “to share the platform with the constitutional 

politicians.”321  

Collins argues that popular culture such as newspaper essays and cartoons, 

histories, novels, ballads, and plays “filled a vacuum in the school history curriculum 

which, largely for political reasons, contained little or no Irish history.”322 As discussed 

above, melodramas penned by the Queen’s playwrights celebrated the 1798 Rebellion. 

The participation of theatres and theatre-makers in in the popular activities of the ‘98 
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commemorations helped to established theatre “as a legitimate site for nation-building, 

with groups across Ireland holding play contests and offering Irish and English-language 

performances as part of their cultural national agenda.”323 The premiere of Whitbread’s 

nationalist melodrama Theobald Wolfe Tone was one of the most popular events 

commemorating 1798 in 1898, and one of the last: opening on December 26, 1898, it 

replaced the Queen’s standard holiday fare of the pantomime.324 Memoirist Joseph 

Holloway recalls the performance as predominantly the roar of the huge enthusiastic 

crowd: “Such a pandemonium of discordant sound I have seldom heard, and at times one 

could scarcely hear one’s ears, especially when the villains held the stage.”325 Slowey 

argues that the importance of such nationalist melodramas “has been underestimated” and 

“blocked out by the intervening success of the early Abbey.”326 He writes, 

Their politics was greater than their art; their nationalist dogma of fidelity and 
betrayal, of sacrifice and resurrection, was so powerful that even the early Abbey 
writers conform to it. To an habitué of the Queen’s, Cathleen ni Houlihan said 
nothing new; she preached exactly the same message at Whitbread’s Lord Edward 
or Bourke’s Betsy Gray, expressing the monolithic nationalist mindset.327 

While “saying nothing new” might condemn a play if considered under a rubric of 

aesthetic originality, it can also be considered simply a negative way of describing the 

powerful once-againness that Cathleen ni Houlihan reactivated.  

This once-againness is at work inside the play itself. In the words of spectator and 

critic Stephen Gwynn, “The name that [the old woman] gives herself belongs to a past 

half-faded out of memory, the past in which Irish poets wrote songs in Irish; yet it 

wakens an echo in the present. . . .328” Morash describes Cathleen ni Houlihan as a “play 

about a young man who is transformed by a half-remembered piece of folk memory.” 

Michael’s transformation from bridegroom to martyr is effected through the Old 
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Woman’s reactivation of his lingering knowledge of a powerful (if only “half-

remembered”) scenario. Morash writes that the play “quickly wove itself into its 

audience’s own sense of communal memory.”329 

ENLISTING FOR CATHLEEN 

Analyzing Cathleen ni Houlihan through these aspects of Taylor’s scenario 

paradigm—structure, scene, embodiment, form, situated relationship, and once-

againness—illuminates the source of its propagandist power: the reactivation of the blood 

sacrifice variation of the scenario of uprising. This chapter has focused on the 1902 initial 

production of the play. Soon after this premiere, Cathleen ni Houlihan became a popular 

choice for amateur dramatic societies across Ireland, as well as for tours from Scotland to 

New York. Yeats struggled to control its dissemination. When Maud Gonne gave the 

Ulster Literary Society permission to perform Cathleen, Yeats “formally withdrew her 

right to license performances of a play she believed she owned.”330  

The play’s influence is not only measured by its production history. Trotter 

argues, “the performances of Deirdre and Cathleen ni Houlihan in the Antient Concert 

Rooms defined the direction of the Irish dramatic movement for the next decade”: 

It was a utopian moment of collaboration among leading individuals and groups 
with diverse political goals and aesthetic sensibilities, and it was entirely Irish. . . . 
In 1903, the coalition of actors, writers, and theatre enthusiasts engaged in or 
inspired by the successful collaborative production of Cathleen ni Houlihan, 
joined forces to form the Irish National Theatre Society.331 

The Irish National Theatre Society became the Abbey Theatre in 1904, and, for its 

opening in December, staged Cathleen ni Houlihan alongside the premieres of Yeats’s 

On Baile’s Strand and Gregory’s Spreading the News. But the commitment of the Abbey 
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directors to artistic collaboration and to political cooperation in the cause of nationalism 

would prove ambivalent. As Yeats consolidated his power, the Abbey began to champion 

art over politics.332 Foster chronicles how “[t]hose who worked for the Abbey directors 

would see the old ideas of a political cooperative increasingly threatened.” 333 Maud 

Gonne accused Yeats of forgetting that there would have been no National Theatre 

Society (and therefore no Abbey) without Inghinidhe na hÉireann.334 George Russell 

quit. Máire nic Shiubhlaigh left after completing her contract, along with a group of other 

original performers. In 1906, with Edward Martyn, they formed the bilingual Theatre of 

Ireland (Cluithcheoiri na hÉireann), which initially drew full houses with its “more 

democratic bill of fare with a clearly political goal.”335 Nic Shiubhlaigh recorded her 

disenchantment with the Abbey: she described commercialism and Yeats’s tyranny 

overtaking the theatre’s ability to further her “great desire...to work in every way I knew 

for the complete national independence of Ireland. That above all.”336 McGarry argues 

that contrary to Yeats’s concerns expressed in “Man and the Echo,” his influence on 

Máire, at least, “had sent her out of the Abbey Theatre, rather than into the GPO.”337 

Despite such internal struggles, the directors remained invested in the Abbey’s 

reputation as a national theatre. Cathleen ni Houlihan became a tool and a liability in the 

Abbey’s attempts to re-establish its nationalist credentials in moments of controversy. For 

instance, the 1907 Abbey production J.M. Synge’s Playboy of the Western World 

inspired protests on the part of spectators who believed the play’s representation of 

violence and gender relations in Irish rural life undermined the cultural agenda of the 

nationalist movement. The protests began on opening night, January 26, in the form of 

“hisses and boos” and “catcalls” of “God save Ireland,” and “Where is the author? Bring 
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him out and we will deal with him” and “Sinn Féin for ever.”338 They evolved into 

premeditated disruptions by the third performance, and Yeats and Gregory called the 

police, who arrested protesters for disturbing the peace.339 Against the advice of Synge 

and Gregory, Yeats organized a public debate following the “riots” on February 7, 1907. 

He reminded the audience that he was “President of the Wolfe Tone Commemoration 

Committee of Great Britain” and “the author of Cathleen ni Houlihan.”340 This was 

skewered as defensive pretension in the nationalist press. Sinn Féin published a parody of 

Cathleen ni Houlihan’s refrain: 

They will be respectable for ever, 

There shall be money in their pockets for ever, 

They shall go to the Castle for ever, 

The police shall protect them for ever. 

Although anonymous, the parody was believed to be the work of Yeats’s erstwhile friend 

and collaborator George Russell, whose Deirdre had premiered alongside Cathleen.341 

This boast in a speech otherwise “deliberately offensive to [his] Dublin audience” 

did not win him favor, but the Abbey presented Cathleen ni Houlihan two days later on 

February 9, winning Yeats a curtain call. Two years later, the Abbey programmed 

Cathleen alongside G.B. Shaw’s play The Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet, controversial 

because the Lord Chamberlain had banned it in London. This stroke neatly married the 

Abbey directorate’s passion for freedom of artistic expression with Irish nationalism: the 

Irish national theatre pays no heed to English censorship (oh and by the way, come die 

for Ireland and you’ll be remembered for ever).342 
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By 1914 Yeats believed Cathleen ni Houlihan was elegiac, not prophetic; that the 

“time when every young man asked himself if he were not willing to die for his country” 

had passed, and that “Ireland [was] no longer a sweetheart but a house to be put in 

order.”343  But other political activists continued to enlist the daughter of Houlihan in 

their attempts to put Ireland’s house in order. In 1913, Dublin employers met James 

Larkin’s attempts to organize Irish workers through Irish Transport and General 

Worker’s Union with a lock-out that lasted seven months. This strike-breaking attempt 

and its accompanying pickets, rallies, and police violence left several dead, hundreds 

injured, and tens of thousands of Dublin families without work and on the brink of 

starvation. Larkin formed the Irish Citizen Army during the Lockout by calling for 

volunteers to defend workers against the police. Larkin left Ireland to fundraise for the 

union in the United States in 1914, crying out to the crowd an invocation of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan and her enormous demands: ““To enlist for Caitlin Ni Houlihan may mean a 

dark and narrow cell for your body, but think of the great joy it will bring to your 

soul.”344 

On Easter Monday 1916, a coalition of the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Citizen 

Army, and Cumann na mBan, led by the IRB Supreme Council, proclaimed an Irish 

Republic and claimed positions throughout Dublin by force of arms. In their number were 

many nationalist spectators and theatre-makers who had attended or collaborated on 

productions of Cathleen ni Houlihan. These included Máire nic Shiubhlaigh, Peadar 

Kearney, and Arthur Shields, noted above; and Seán Connolly, Helena Molony, 

Constance Markiewicz, Roger Casement, and Patrick Pearse, whose contributions to war 

and representations on stage will be taken up in following chapters. 
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By that Easter Monday, 1916, the Abbey Theatre had staged more than 350 

performances of Cathleen ni Houlihan.345 Townshend argues in his authoritative account 

of the 1916 Rising that Cathleen ni Houlihan’s “impact is hard to exaggerate.”346 Yeats 

and Gregory and Gonne and Fay—and the producers and performers of subsequent 

productions—reactivated a scenario that did “send out” at least some of the men, and 

women, at whom the English shot; the scenario of uprising through blood sacrifice.  

Just as Cathleen ni Houlihan reactivates the blood sacrifice variation of the 

scenario of uprising once-again, each subsequent production of the play reactivated, 

once-again, the 1902 premiere. In making “visible, yet again, what [was] already there,” 

Cathleen ni Houlihan influenced theatre practitioners and spectators by structuring their 

understanding of history, colonization, military conflict, and sacrifice; and of their own 

potential roles and agency.347  

The 1916 Rising was many things: the inauguration of a revolution; an audacious 

assault on the second city of an empire; a crushing military loss; an anti-colonial revolt 

that inspired movements from Egypt to India; an uneasy collaboration between 

nationalists and socialists, feminists and religious conservatives, workers and the 

bourgeoisie; and a death sentence for hundreds of people: civilians, rebels, and soldiers. 

The Rising was also Cathleen ni Houlihan “once-again.” The revolutionaries reactivated 

the scenario of blood sacrifice and uprising, not with banners and costumes on a wobbly 

stage at St. Teresa’s Hall, but with a Proclamation of independence posted like a playbill 

throughout the city, and the firing of rifles. At least one of those rifles, and the press on 

which the Proclamation was printed, had been hidden below the Abbey stage. 
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Chapter Three 

 “You can’t escape history”:  

Cathleen and Blood Sacrifice in 2016 

In a first glance at the centenary commemorations of 1916, Cathleen ni Houlihan 

seemed to have lost its symbolic status as the link between cultural nationalism and 

political revolution. The performance season was flooded with scores of productions 

devoted to the commemoration of the 1916 Rising, yet no professional Irish theatre 

produced Cathleen ni Houlihan. The national theatre did not stage it, the national 

television company did not broadcast it, and the goals of the government-commissioned 

Ireland 2016 program seemed to preclude its celebration of blood sacrifice.348 In his 

remarks launching the program in November 2014, Taoiseach Enda Kenny emphasized 

the themes of inclusivity and reflection: “2016 can be a year when we remember our 

shared history on these islands, reflect on our achievements and our failings and re-

imagine our future.”349 Tánaiste Joan Burton emphasized reconciliation: “A critical and 

open-minded exploration of these formative years in the history of modern Ireland is an 

essential step towards lasting reconciliation between the different communities and 

traditions which share the island of Ireland.”350 Cathleen ni Houlihan does not offer much 

in the way of an inclusive reconciliation process. 

The seeming absence of Cathleen ni Houlihan in 2016 is a significant reversal 

within the history of Rising commemoration. For the golden jubilee of the Rising in 

1966, Cathleen ni Houlihan more than any other artwork “symbolised the link between 

the cultural revival and the political revolution that followed.”351 In that year of 
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widespread Rising commemoration, theatre historian James Moran documents that 

“Dublin’s theatres were at the centre of the anniversary celebrations just as they had been 

at the heart of the Rising fifty years before.”352 The national television station RTÉ 

broadcast Cathleen ni Houlihan on Easter Sunday. The Abbey unveiled a plaque in 

memorial of seven Rising veterans employed by the Abbey as performers and staff: Seán 

Connolly, Máire nic Shiubhlaigh, Helena Molony, Ellen Bushell, Arthur Shields, Barney 

Murphy, and Peadar Kearney.353 The plaque’s legend speaks in the Poor Old Woman’s 

voice, without citation, trusting in the cultural knowledge of its readers to recognize, 

once-again, the words of blood sacrifice: “It is a hard service they take that help me.” 

Many of these revolutionaries, more radical than the National Theatre, had 

abandoned the Abbey before the Rising over political disputes. McGarry argues that their 

names were levied by the Irish government, the commemoration organizing committee, 

and the Abbey leaders at the time in a “process that subordinated the radicalism of the 

original event to a conservative vision of revolution,”354 as the 1966 commemorations of 

1916 “obscur[ed] from view some of its most radical features, such as the role played by 

women and socialists.”355 

In 1967, folk singer Tommy Makem adapted the words of Cathleen ni Houlihan 

into song lyrics. 356 This song echoes with the words and scenario elements present in 

Cathleen ni Houlihan: young men sacrificed to regain the “four green fields” 

representing the four provinces of Ireland stolen by “strangers.” Its final stanza shows the 

influence of its era: now only one of the fields is “in bondage,” and if another generation 

of martyrs spills blood it may “bloom once again.” This is a song of 1967, not 1902 nor 

1916: post-partition, the six counties of Northern Ireland remain part of the United 
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Kingdom. The Poor Old Woman’s song reminded Michael Gillane of a scenario and 

inspired him to blood sacrifice. In the height of the Troubles, old and new rebel songs 

glorified the scenarios of uprising and blood sacrifice on behalf of the Irish Republican 

Army and other republican paramilitary organizations. 

 By 2016, however, the relative success of the peace process, the rise and fall of 

the Celtic Tiger, and the rapidly changing relationship between Irish society and the 

Catholic Church had shifted the focus of national debate from partition, political 

violence, and reunification to economic inequality and citizenship. Cathleen ni 

Houlihan’s loss of status reflects this change over time. However, the blood sacrifice 

variation of the uprising scenario still exerted a profound but unstable and unsettling 

influence on imaginative commemorations of the Easter Rising. The scenario has 

absorbed the characters, language, and performance history of Cathleen ni Houlihan. Its 

characteristic elements—the martyr’s blood, the renewal of the nation, immortal 

renown—recurred throughout the commemorations, in theatre and film, dance and visual 

art, military parades and school pageants, museum exhibitions and country fairs, comedy 

troupes and cemeteries. No matter the aesthetic and political inclinations of the artists, 

policy-makers, and spectators involved in the events, the elements of the blood sacrifice 

scenario were available to deploy, whether in celebration, mourning, thanksgiving, 

subversion, or parody.  

In this chapter, I search for Cathleen in 2016, considering performances of blood 

sacrifice in the centenary commemorations of the 1916 Rising. I argue that theatre artists 

deployed the blood sacrifice scenario in 2016 in order to illuminate the Rising’s 

entanglement with theatre and theatricality; to intervene in patriarchal models of nation, 
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gender, and identity; and to confront the appeal of aestheticized violence. The first 

section of this chapter, “Searching for Cathleen in 2016,” addresses how the 

representation of gender and violence in Cathleen ni Houlihan poses challenges to 

twenty-first century theatre-makers. The following section, “Women Warriors,” explores 

the plays Rebel Rebel and Wild Sky, and the RTÉ television drama Rebellion. By 

reactivating and adapting the structure of the scenario of blood sacrifice through 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, each reimagines the relationship of women to the Irish nation, to 

violence, and to sacrifice. Next, in “Sacrifice on the Fringe,” I examine Caitlín Ní 

Houlihan, a new opera adaptation staged in the Enniscorthy Athenaeum, the local 

headquarters of the 1916 Rising. Absent from the nation’s iconic and professional venues 

of commemoration, Cathleen found a home on the community stage. This scene imbued 

the reactivation of the uprising scenario in Ireland with local specificity, while form 

enhanced the roles of Bridget and Delia, transforming Cathleen ni Houlihan from 

propaganda into a reflection on the costs of war. Finally, “Rehearsals for Revolution” 

explores the pedagogy of blood sacrifice through the revivals of two pieces of historical 

educational theatre, Aeridheacht, an “Open Day” and historical pageant at Patrick 

Pearse’s radical nationalist boy’s school, and An Rí, Pearse’s first original play. These 

productions excavate historical performances of sacrifice, suffering, and martyrdom, and 

reveal how the aestheticization of violent martyrdom informed the actions of some Rising 

rebels. 

SEARCHING FOR CATHLEEN IN 2016 

Cathleen ni Houlihan was not absent in 2016, but its presence was obscured and 

refracted. What had changed since 1966, the 50th anniversary of the Rising? Three 
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central qualities of the play posed challenges to the 2016 commemorations: its 

representation of gender, its representation of violence, and its theatrical form and genre. 

As explored in chapter two, both the blood sacrifice scenario of which Cathleen ni 

Houlihan is a manifestation and the production history of the play are gendered. 

Understanding how is key to understanding how the scenario and the play have been 

adapted to the changing and gendered circumstances of Ireland in 2016. Yeats’s erasure 

of Lady Gregory’s co-authorship of Cathleen ni Houlihan in “Man and the Echo” joins a 

campaign of erasure over the past century regarding women and the Irish revolution. 

Conservative chauvinism had come to dominate nationalist politics in the years since the 

Rising, even though, as Moran explores, many of the leading rebels, particularly those 

who participated in the Dublin theatre scene, “had a firm commitment to female suffrage, 

and envisaged the Easter rebellion being fought for both national and sexual equality.”357 

Many rebel women served in combat as soldiers, medical attendants, and messengers. 

However, after the Rising, 

 [T]here remained a solid block of male nationalist opinion that was unconvinced 
by female emancipation, and was unwilling to accept the political equality of 
women. . . . With the execution of some of the most radical minds of the rebellion 
at the end of the conflict, this kind of conservative thinking came to dominate the 
nationalist movement in the years after the revolt, leaving the women of Easter 
week pointing back in vain to the unfulfilled promises of equality that they had 
fought for, and that Pádraic Pearse had declared on the steps of the GPO.358 

Since the early 1980s, scholars have worked to restore women within the Irish 

revolutionary history with a score of significant monographs, from historian Margaret 

Ward’s Unmanageable revolutionaries: women and Irish nationalism (1983) to historian 

Lucy McDiarmid’s At Home in the Revolution: What Women Said and Did in 1916 

(2015).359 A major theme of the 1916 centenary commemorations has been the 
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restoration of such forgotten stories and silenced voices to the public sphere. Women --as 

individuals, a social group, and a political force—have been central to many 2016 

commemorative endeavors—just as they were to cultural, political, and militant 

nationalism, and to many aspects of the Rising itself. 

The growing impulse in Ireland to reject gendered erasure was made audible in 

the impassioned public outcry in response to the Abbey Theatre’s announcement of its 

“Waking the Nation” season, when the National Theatre came under criticism 

immediately on social media and in the press for marked underrepresentation of women 

in the January-September season. Set designer and producer Lian Bell launched 

#WakingTheFeminists, a campaign that drew thousands of supporters demanding 

equality, inclusion, and economic parity for women in Irish theatre. The inadequacies in 

commemorating one historical rebellion inspired — or perhaps reactivated — another, 

non-violent twenty-first-century rebellion. 

Notwithstanding the Abbey’s “refusal to acknowledge women as subjective 

humans, artists and equal citizens of Ireland” (according to theatre scholar Melissa 

Sihra),360 the 2016 commemorations on the whole placed a far greater emphasis on 

women’s voices and stories than any of the previous Rising commemorations. These 

stories were predominantly, although not exclusively, told from feminist perspectives. 

Such a cultural consensus likely undermined the ability —and desire — of theatre 

practitioners to envision a successful staging of Cathleen ni Houlihan for contemporary 

audiences. Women were intimately involved in every stage of the play’s historical 

production—as co-author, as star and supporting cast, as titular character, as producers, 

and as spectators. But the representation of women within the text, and the function of 



 
 
 

117 

women within the blood sacrifice variation of the uprising scenario, identify Ireland and 

its sovereignty with Woman. The allegory of woman as nation was so ubiquitous in 

Ireland in the early twentieth century that it bridged opposing political ideologies, 

figuring in revolutionary artwork as well as imperial recruiting propaganda for World 

War I (see Illustration 3, below: Hibernia, her harp framing an Irish infantryman with a 

bugle, pleading with the viewer to enlist). 

 

 

Illustration 3: “Will you answer the call?” World War 1 Irish recruiting poster, June 
1915. © IWM (Art.IWM PST 13607). Used under the IWM Non Commercial License.361 
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Literary critic Susan C. Harris argues that in the figures of Cathleen, on the one 

hand, and of Bridget and Delia, on the other, Gregory and Yeats present irreconcilable 

images of the feminine: “either a supernatural force propelling man toward heroic self-

immolation or wife/mother intent on trapping him in materialism.”362 Such 

representations of the relationship between nation and gender contribute to the systemic 

marginalization of living women in the social body. A traditional reiteration of Cathleen 

ni Houlihan would not serve an artist laboring to restore women—as agents of and 

witnesses to history in their own right—in the Irish imaginary in 2016. This 

representation of women as either magical and untouchable, or as weeping domestic 

obstacles may explain why theatres have been hesitant to program Cathleen ni Houlihan 

in 2016.  

The play’s celebration of uncompromising nationalism and of violent death in 

exchange for certain defeat but posthumous glory also poses a challenge to contemporary 

artists and spectators. The ideology to which Michael Gillane submits his body is hardly 

unique to Irish scenarios of uprising and conceptions of nationhood, and Cathleen ni 

Houlihan’s glorification of sacrifice for nation resounds in harmony with a clarion call to 

sacrifice issued across Europe before and after 1914. But in 2016, the practice of blood 

sacrifice for an imagined community harmonizes less with the contemporary ideals of the 

Republic of Ireland—a multiethnic, neoliberal, democratic member of the European 

Union and the United Nations—and more with organizations variously understood as 

terrorist, paramilitary, and/or freedom-fighting: regionally, anti-ceasefire dissident 

republican groups (the New/Real IRA, the Continuity IRA, and the Óglaigh na hÉireann), 

and globally, the suicide tactics of ISIS and Al Qaeda.  
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Nevertheless, performance encounters with the history and legacy of the 1916 

Rising must contend with the question of, as Mary Karen Dahl puts it in her book 

Political Violence in Drama, “what role political violence plays in redeeming the 

world.”363 One striking effect of the blood sacrifice scenario is the legitimation of 

political violence by non-state actors. This legitimation, in the context of a Weberian 

contemporary nation-state that “claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical 

force within a given territory,” poses a contradiction.364 In commemorating the violent 

and undemocratic origins of its own foundation, the Republic of Ireland risks authorizing 

violent challenges to its own authority. Despite this danger, blood sacrifice remains a 

central paradigm through which the Irish public collectively recognizes and makes 

meaning out of its cultural identity and political history. 

Cathleen ni Houlihan’s hybrid genre, as a tragicomic allegorical propagandist 

melodramatic pastoral tale of enchantment, recalls and exceeds Polonius’s “tragical-

comical-historical-pastoral.”365 This genre, squeezed into a brief one-act structure, works 

against the norms and expectations of contemporary theatre production. Although 

theatres in Ireland still occasionally produce nights of one-acts and short play festivals, a 

double-header is vanishingly rare. Most performances of one-act plays take place within 

the amateur context of student and community productions and competitions, or in 

“lunchtime theatre” programs in pubs and cafés. Content and form, then, both complicate 

full-scale contemporary production. Instead, Cathleen ni Houlihan, long a staple of 

republican rhetoric, has become another element of the blood sacrifice scenario, deployed 

by artists in 2016 to illuminate the Rising and its entanglement with theatre, theatricality, 

and the public performance of violence.  
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WOMEN WARRIORS 

My first three examples demonstrate how Cathleen ni Houlihan itself has become 

an element of the blood sacrifice scenario. Elements of the scenario’s structure, form, and 

embodiment appear in experimental and mainstream productions, reactivating blood 

sacrifice once-again in ANU’s Rebel Rebel, Deirdre Kinahan’s Wild Sky, and the RTÉ 

television drama Rebellion. The familiar elements of Cathleen ni Houlihan serve as 

citations referencing broad social forces — the links between cultural revivalism and 

revolution; the proliferation of nationalist organizations; the competing demands of the 

home and the nation. They also comprise an archival source available for reinterpretation 

when revived in the repertoire. These three productions recuperate and reinscribe women 

as historical and contemporary agents of Irish history by reimagining the representation 

of women in/as Ireland. 

When he wrote “The Man and the Echo” (once-again erasing Lady Gregory’s co-

authorship of Cathleen ni Houlihan), Yeats may have had one “certain man” shot by the 

English in mind. Seán Connolly, an Abbey actor with a Hollywood studio invitation, was 

the first rebel both to kill and to die in the Rising.366 In a practical sense, Yeats and 

Gregory’s play did send him out that morning: Connolly was scheduled to perform in a 

matinee of Cathleen ni Houlihan on Easter Monday. Illustration 4, on the following page, 

reproduces the Abbey Theatre’s Easter Week promotional poster from 1916.  
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Illustration 4: Abbey Theatre poster, Easter Week, 1916.367 

Instead of performing in the Cathleen ni Houlihan matinee, Connolly led a company of 

thirty Irish Citizen Army soldiers — including fellow Abbey actor Helena Molony — to 

take Dublin Castle, the seat of British power in Ireland. McGarry opens his compelling 

account The Rising: Ireland, Easter 1916, with a description of the Citizen Army assault 

on Dublin Castle, arguing its “audacity—or absurdity . . . exemplified the wider Rising 
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which prioritized heroic gestures over practical objectives and was beset by a string of 

missed opportunities and unforeseen disasters.”368 When Connolly’s band of 

revolutionary socialists arrived the Dublin Castle, Constable James O’Brien of the Dublin 

Metropolitan Police held out his arm to bar them from the gate. Connolly raised his 

weapon and shot O’Brien in the head. 369 Although only one soldier in the Dublin Castle 

complex was armed, the rebels retreated to City Hall. Seán Connolly died shortly 

afterwards of a British sniper’s bullet on the roof as his fifteen-year-old brother wept. 

Helena cradled Seán in her arms. She was captured several hours later, and imprisoned 

until Christmas Eve, 1916. 

Rebel Rebel draws its inspiration from the Castle assault, and from the theatrical 

lives of Molony and Connolly.370 Aisling O’Mara and Robbie O’Connor created Rebel 

Rebel through a process of research and devising for the 2015 Tiger Dublin Fringe 

Festival’s “Show in a Bag” program.371 Directed by ANU Productions’ artistic director 

Louise Lowe, with a design team of composer and sound designer Ivan Birthistle, 

lighting designer Colm Maher, and costume designer Chloe Gamble, Rebel Rebel toured 

Ireland in 2016, went to Wales in June, and to New York in May for Culture Ireland’s 

“Salon Éire 100,” a month of events celebrating 100 years of Irish culture. While Robbie 

O’Connor continued to play the role of Seán Connolly in some performances, Aonghus 

Óg McAnally replaced him as Connolly for others.  

On March 21 and March 31, 2016, I attended two performances of Rebel Rebel 

during its run at Bewley’s Café Theatre in Dublin. Bewley’s is an intimate venue that has 

hosted popular “Lunchtime Theatre” events since 1999: a bowl of soup, a slice of brown 

bread, and a one-act. An Irish woman in her eighties strikes up a conversation with me 
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before the show on March 21st. Intrigued by my research project, Emer reflects on her 

own experience with the Rising commemorations thus far: 372 “I’m entirely anti-war but 

even so I’m getting interested. I would have thought I wouldn’t have felt so. War is so 

awful, why celebrate it? . . . but somehow I feel drawn in.” She explains her ambivalence 

further by mentioning the Battle of Mount Street Bridge: “Those poor English soldiers, 

just kids.”  

Mount Street Bridge was the site of the most successful rebel engagement. Éamon 

de Valera, the rebel commandant in that area, set up outposts near Mount Street Bridge. 

As the column of British soldiers in the 178th Infantry Brigade approached, a handful of 

Volunteers began firing on them from their posts. The infantry continued advancing 

through the devastation, “officers with revolvers leading them on.”373 Over the next 

hours, seventeen rebels killed and wounded over two hundred British soldiers and 

officers. This battle accounted for nearly half of the total British casualties over Easter 

Week, and has made a lasting impression on public memory.374 Emer describes boy-

soldiers crawling over the bodies of their friends, and marvels over how just a few men 

shooting out of a building could cause such slaughter: “There’s no sense to it!”375  

For Emer, celebrating the rebellion that led to the founding of the nation-state in 

which she grew up provokes ambivalence and resistance: she identifies strongly with 

those killed in the fighting, regardless of their nationality or ideological commitment. The 

play we watch together dwells in that ambivalent space: exploring stories of overlooked 

and forgotten Irish rebels whose lives — from shooting an unarmed fellow Irishman to 

protesting the failure of the revolution to live up to its promises — do not support a 

simple hagiographical narrative of self-sacrifice and national redemption. 
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Aisling O’Mara, as Helena Molony, warms up on the floor in a camisole and slip 

as we hear a stage manager call “beginners to the stage” for the matinee performance of 

Cathleen ni Houlihan. As she practices tongue-twisters and sings “Freedom’s 

Pioneers,”376 she lifts her hips to wiggle a dark skirt on. A white blouse with lace along 

the sleeves and a red union pin, shaped like the palm of a hand, complete her costume.377 

This opening collapses the worlds of the actor and her character: Molony was a union 

activist and a radical feminist, as well as an Abbey actor and Irish Citizen Army member. 

Director Louise Lowe describes the play as an exploration of “rehearsing for a revolution 

in the theatre”: 

[H]ow these actors were performing these revolutionary acts on stage, how this 
fed into their idealism and how they would go home charged by it and talk 
politics through the night . . . In Rebel Rebel, we meet Helena in 1924, after she 
has been refused her state pension and is back playing Cathleen Ni Houlihan in 
the Abbey, wondering what has it all been for.378 

Born in Dublin in 1883, Molony was orphaned young and joined Inghinidhe na hÉireann 

in 1903 after hearing Maud Gonne speak. She performed her first role, Delia in Cathleen 

ni Houlihan, in October 1903 for a Samhain festival that celebrated Inghinidhe’s 

students. 379 Molony threw herself into anti-enlistment efforts against the British military 

and helped Constance Markiewicz found the nationalist militant boy’s organization 

Fianna Éireann. She established the radical women’s journal Bean na hÉireann in 1908. 

The newspaper was the only one in Ireland to “openly advocate violence at that time.”380 

Molony’s commitment to physical force found early expression when she became 

the first woman political prisoner of her generation in 1911, for throwing stones at a 

portrait of King George during a demonstration against his royal visit.381 A talented 

performer, Molony studied in the Abbey School of Acting before joining the company in 
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1912. Evenings spent in rehearsal and performance provided her with days free to pursue 

politics.382  She met James Connolly through her work with Bean na hÉireann, and 

embraced the causes of labor and socialism. In 1915 and 1916 before the Rising, she 

organized the young women working at the cooperative shop and shirt factory at Liberty 

into a Citizen Army unit, and “always carried a revolver.” This weapon came in handy 

when she aided Connolly in foiling a police raid on Liberty Hall.383 Molony managed the 

Irish Workers’ Dramatic Company.384  

Molony and Seán Connolly made theatre together at the Abbey and Liberty Hall, 

both discovering their dramatic flair in the “breeding-ground of revolution that was 

Inghinidhe na hÉireann’s acting class.”385 The third of sixteen children born to a 

dockworker and a midwife, Seán’s radicalization began at home and continued through 

membership in the Gaelic League and Gaelic Athletic Association. 386 He was a devout 

Catholic, fluent in Irish, and the father of three children with his wife Mary Christine 

Swanzy. Seán’s final performance at the Abbey was as Michael Gillane in Cathleen ni 

Houlihan,387 and his final stage performance was at Liberty Hall in James Connolly’s 

insurrectionary play Under Which Flag.388 McGarry writes that “[t]he Green Flag carried 

by Seán onto the stage at Liberty Hall is thought to be the same one he carried into battle 

on Easter Monday, a prop in a more powerful work of performance art.”389  

Helena, too, developed an intimate relationship with a signature prop of the 

Rising. She suffered from poverty, depression, and alcoholism throughout her life, and 

often needed to rely on nationalist friends for a place to live. As the preparations for the 

Rising ramped up, she moved into Liberty Hall. When the Proclamation was printed, 

Helena tucked the copies under her pillow and slept protecting them.390  



 
 
 

126 

In October 2016, I interviewed writer/performer Aisling O’Mara about the 

creation and performance of Rebel Rebel.391 O’Mara and O’Connor, who studied acting 

together at the Lir Ireland’s National Academy of Dramatic Art, wanted to “make sure 

we got this bang on. Like, bang on factual.” They conducted archival research on Helena 

and Seán’s lives at the Abbey Theatre archives and the Military Pension Records, 

interviewed historians Fearghal McGarry and Mary McConnell, and arranged tours at 

Dublin Castle and City Hall. Dramaturg Gavin Kostick assisted in transforming the 

research into performance. In the process, O’Mara discovered Molony, “one of the most 

fascinating people . . . I’ve ever been introduced to.”392 After fighting in the Rising, and 

spending most of the year imprisoned, Helena returned to Ireland on Christmas Eve, 

1916,   

and she had nothing. . . . And realized that women had nothing. . . So she 
obviously went back to the theatre because she had to. She had to live. She did 
play Cathleen ni Houlihan again. And that’s what we really looked at. How? 
How, how, how, could you put these plays on again when nothing has changed?. . 
. And that’s why the whole play, actually, is set in the first five minutes of 
Cathleen ni Houlihan. . . . Everything that happens within Rebel Rebel is her 
memory of what happened. Of certain men. So that’s why she kind of summons 
Seán almost to her dressing room.393 

At Bewley’s Café Theatre in March 2016, we are in Molony’s dressing room at the 

Abbey Theatre, overhearing a 1924 production of Cathleen ni Houlihan; we are also in 

her memories, at Liberty Hall, Dublin Castle, and City Hall. Aonghus Óg McAnally as 

Seán Connolly enters in an Irish City Army uniform. The two performers engage in song, 

intense intimacy, and vigorous movement informed by Laban and Lecoq training, to 

stage a green room fever dream of rehearsal, sexuality and aggression, and war. Seán’s 

death breaks in again and again, as Helena begs for the audience’s help, then prays over 
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him. Seán recalls James Connolly’s last words to him on the morning of the Rising: 

“Good luck, Seán. We won’t see each other again.” The Gillane family’s banter, piped in 

from an imaginary stage to the green room, mingles with sirens and gunshots.  

Seán is grave and wry; Helena is angry and voracious. They wrestle and play tag 

over and under a steel-reinforced table. Helena’s desire for love and sex and excitement 

cannot be contained by the stage fiction: it spills over from Sean to the audience. She 

asks a spectator if she believes in love at first sight “I just want to know what it is to feel 

the weight of somebody else on my chest,” Helena says.394 Seán falls to Helena’s lap and 

the overhead light snaps on as an eerie sound of siren and pipes plays. She says the Act of 

Contrition over him, asking for a doctor, as he dies. The performers constructed the death 

scene from Helena’s testimonies. 

Rebel Rebel explores the Rising as a non-linear memory play. Seán reads Eóin 

MacNeill’s countermanding order aloud. MacNeill, Chief of Staff for the Irish 

Volunteers, had not been privy to the IRB Military Council’s plans for insurrection. He 

learned on Holy Thursday that the Volunteer maneuvers planned for Easter Sunday were 

to be a pretext for a rising. The following day, the arrest of Sir Roger Casement and the 

interception of the arms he had smuggled from Germany onboard the Aud convinced 

MacNeill that “the enterprise was madness, would mean a slaughter of unarmed men and 

that he felt it to be his bounden duty to try and stop it.”395 He distributed a 

“countermanding order” by messengers throughout the country, and published it as an 

advertisement in the Irish Independent newspaper on Sunday. Many Volunteers followed 

MacNeill’s order and did not join their companies on manoeuver. However, the military 

committee had already gathered at Liberty Hall, the ICA’s headquarters, by the time the 
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Sunday Independent hit the newsstands. They decided to delay the Rising until Monday. 

Historian of the Rising Charles Townshend writes that this “may have been a serious 

error; the turnout on Sunday was much larger than the eventual muster for rebellion on 

Monday.”396 

Onstage, Helena receives the news with rage. Seán tackles her to the ground as 

her temper explodes into tantrum, insisting, “We’re not native savages, we are soldiers.” 

She stuffs her skirt into her mouth to muffle her screaming. Then Seán tells Helena to 

meet him at eight on Monday morning. “Early,” she groans. “What? Is that too early for a 

revolution?” he asks, as her rage transforms into a wild joy. Seán retreats home to cradle 

his child. Helena wanders the night streets to leave a letter for her lover, the visual artist 

Ella Young.397 

Helena’s sexuality and romantic life is disputed in historical accounts and 

contemporary gossip. Rumor linked her with both Bulmer Hobson and Seán Connolly, 

and after the revolution she maintained a “close relationship with the psychiatrist Evelyn 

O’Brien, with whom she reportedly lived happily from the 1930s until her death.” 

McGarry argues, “the sanitising of revolutionaries’ sexual lives formed part of the post-

revolutionary reconstruction of Irish society.”398 Rebel Rebel draws on Helena’s 

testimonies to portray her as a woman in love with both Seán Connolly and Ella Young. 

O’Mara and O’Connor recognized that portraying Helena and Seán as lovers may have 

been even more risky than representing a national hero’s queer sexuality, due to the 

intimate connections obtaining between historical figures and spectators in 2016. Several 

members of Connolly’s family attended the production. O’Mara recalls, “her grandson 
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said that Helena Molony’s name was never talked about in the house. . . . You don’t 

remember a war hero for the love affairs, do you now?399 

The lovers plunge into battle: “blasted, everything is blasted. Blood in my ears. 

To the roof. His face--” Sean dies, once again, bathed in a greenish white dim light. 

Helena is left alone, until the stage manager calls again. “Miss Molony, to the stage, 

please. Miss Molony, to the stage.” She pauses to say, “You can’t escape history,” and 

enters to play the Old Woman in a production of Cathleen ni Houlihan at the Abbey in 

1924; she exits the stage into history. “There are few who have traveled as far as myself,” 

we hear offstage, as the actor playing Connolly removes his coat and delivers Lady 

Gregory’s poem as a epitaph for his character: “We mourn you, Sean Connolly.” 

Rebel Rebel reimagines the Cathleen ni Houlihan figure, in the historical person 

of Helena Molony, as not only an inciter of rebellion but as a participant, pistol in hand. 

This Cathleen resurrects the sexual desire of earlier women in Irish mythology, and aims 

it at men and women alike. After the Rising, Helena Molony worked to keep Cathleen’s 

promise to her fellow rebels that “the people shall hear them forever.” In 1917, she 

organized the very first commemoration of the Rising, defying a ban on protests to 

proclaim “The Republic still lives. A Republic has been declared, has been fought for, 

and is still alive.”400 She emphasized the Proclamation’s support for the full equality and 

rights of women. In collaboration with other “well-known extremists,” she flew flags 

from every rebel garrison and plastered copies of the Proclamation across Dublin. She 

and Jinny Shanahan barricaded themselves into Liberty Hall to prevent the police from 

dismantling an enormous banner reading “James Connolly Murdered - May 12th, 1916.” 
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Outside the GPO, the commemoration of a major uprising beget a minor riot as the crowd 

hurled rubble at the police.401  

For most of her life, Helena would fight against conservative nationalism’s 

betrayal of the more radical ideals of 1916. Aisling O’Mara connected to Helena’s 

struggles by way of the struggle for equality and representation of women of her own 

generation:   

I wasn’t seeing women like me represented in theatre. . . I wasn’t seeing just a 
woman in her own right, with her own feelings, her own demons, her own 
emotions, her own pain, her own laughter, and that’s what Helena really is for me. 
. . .[W]e made this play just before Waking the Feminists. . . .We didn’t even 
mean to! But it was nourishing us. You could feel it. Those tensions rising.402 

One irony in the rise of the #WakingTheFeminists movement was the appropriation of 

Helena Molony’s words by the Abbey Theatre. The promotional video announcing the 

Waking the Nation season featured three women later to perform in the Abbey’s 

production of The Plough and the Stars: Kate Stanley Brennan, Hilda Fay, and Nyree 

Yergainharsian. They recited Helena Molony’s words:403  

1916 has been represented as a gesture of sacrifice. It is said that those in it knew 
they would be defeated . . . I know how we all felt. We thought we were going to 
do this big thing, to free our country. It was like a religion — something that filled 
the whole of life. Personal feelings and vanities, wealth, comfort, position — 
these things did not matter . . Everyone was exalted and caught in the sweep of a 
great movement. We saw a vision of Ireland, free, pure, happy. We did not realise 
this vision. But we saw it.404 

The Abbey’s advertisement for its season claimed Helena’s legacy for itself, lifting up 

women’s voices. The season programming, however, persisted in prioritizing men’s work 

and voices, undermining the theatre’s potential to represent Helena’s “vision of Ireland.” 

In her recollection, Helena argues against the “blood sacrifice” interpretation of 

the Rising, while Rebel Rebel portrays her suffering through the scenario of sacrifice in 
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her memories of Seán Connolly and her performances of Cathleen ni Houlihan on the 

Abbey stage, once again. The exaltation Helena describes animates Deirdre Kinahan’s 

2016 play Wild Sky. Like Rebel Rebel, this one-act play incorporates the text and 

historical significance of Cathleen ni Houlihan into its action, while reimagining its 

representation of gender and violence.  

The Meath County Council Arts Office commissioned Deirdre Kinahan to write a 

play in commemoration of the 1916 Rising.405 For Kinahan, the commission represented 

an “extraordinary privilege” to participate in a commemoration that she hoped would 

afford the opportunity for “Irish Society to take a good long look at itself and decide who 

we want to be as a people, what kind of Nation we aspire to over the next 100 years 

[sic].” 406 It also presented  “a very big question: How do I write a play about such a 

momentous event? How do I negotiate the breadth of it? The complexity? The mucky, 

bloody, brutal, blinding passion that stormed through it?”407 In order to approach the 

work from the local perspective of rural Meath, Kinahan researched the history and 

impact of 1916 on the county.408  

In “rambunctious” meetings with “local people, people with stories - the lore of 

revolution and struggle and guns and hardship because in Ireland, as we all know, there’s 

always lore and lore galore,” Kinahan encountered three local stories that she reimagined 

in Wild Sky. 409 One was “Dáil Girl” Kathleen McKenna, whose Fenian family was “run 

out of town by the local priest” and grew up to become Arthur Griffith’s secretary.410 The 

second was a farmer who walked from Oristown to fight in the GPO, and after it fell, 

“walked home, the whole way home . . . and never spoke too much about it.”411 The third 

was poet Francis Ledwidge of Slane, County Meath. Ledwidge was a road-building 
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strike-leading socialist laborer who joined the IRB, founded the Volunteers in Slane, and 

wrote poetry and plays for the local drama group.  Despite his republican commitments, 

Ledwidge joined the British Army and was killed at Ypres in 1917. For Kinahan, 

Ledwidge “embodied all the conflicting forces of 1916.”412  

Kinahan created a tragic love triangle inspired by these historical figures, and 

titled her play Wild Sky after a poem Ledwidge wrote to commemorate his friend Thomas 

MacDonagh after his execution in 1916:  

He shall not hear the bittern cry 

In the wild sky, where he is lain, 

Nor voices of the sweet birds, 

Above the wailing of the rain.413 

Wild Sky explores the “radicalisation of a generation” by focusing on three representative 

figures from Slane, County Meath, sweeping down the river of the past at a point where 

many waters meet — nationalism, socialism, and feminism; the exhilaration of youth and 

independence, the chaos and horror of war.414 

Wild Sky was originally intended to play for only four nights.415 But more artists 

joined Kinahan on the creative team: director Jo Mangan, costume and set designer 

Niamh Lunny, lighting designer Kevin Smith, composer Susan McKeown, and 

performers Caitriona Ennis, Ian Toner, and Mary Murray. “Four nights in Meath” seemed 

a “kind of crazy waste of all this talent and energy,” so the team took the show on the 

road, with several weeks at Bewley’s Café Theatre (February 23-March 19, 2016), Easter 

week performances at the Pearse Museum at St. Enda’s Park, and a tour to New York 

City in April, hosted by Culture Ireland and Ireland 2016 at the Irish Arts Centre.416  
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I attended two performances of Wild Sky at Bewley's Café Theatre in 2016. 417  

The audiences numbered approximately 25 on March 15th and 60 on March 19th; both 

houses were chatty and convivial and received the performances warmly. In Wild Sky, 

two characters weave their intertwining monologues to tell a simple love story in 

complicated times. Under Jo Mangan’s direction, Mary Murray underscores the 

monologues with beautiful a capella arrangements of ballads in Irish and English. Clad in 

a dark mantle, she opens the production with a loud keening song in Irish. She pulls her 

mantle over her face and the characters begin their stories. As momentous personal and 

historical events rupture their lives in Meath, the three figures perform thrill and anguish 

through physical and verbal repetition: twirling and whirling as though swept away in a 

gale, or caught up in a traumatic cycle with only a few words with which to break free. 

 Ian Toner, as the apolitical dreamer Tom Farrell, begins: “I wonder might she 

have come with me . . . to New York. If I had asked her. If things had turned out 

different.”418 The text is diaspora-ready: Kinahan notes in the script: “You can name the 

city that Tom is in now or leave it blank just as you please, or indeed change the name of 

the city to suit your production.”419 Tom’s memories frame the play, but it is Josie 

Dunne, the girl he has loved since the age of six, who animates and drives the narrative 

and the course of Tom’s life. Caitriona Ennis plays Josie as a vibrant, intellectually 

voracious teenager. She grows to political consciousness through Gaelic League 

activities, hosted by the “grand lady” of Slane, Mrs. Healy. Although Mrs. Healy was 

“friends with all the gentry around . . . still she couldn’t contain her SCREAMING 

enthusiasm for all things Gaelic.”420 All the young folk of the village attend the step-

dancing lessons: Tom, who loves Josie, and his friend Mike Lowry, and Josie, who is 
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“stone cracked” over Mike, the miner-poet-radical boy who “could have any girls he 

wanted. In Slane. Or Drogheda even.”421 They all spend their evenings in Mrs. Healey’s 

parlor, “tap-tapping and bounding about in circles to the screech of old McGoona’s 

fiddle. . . . It all seemed such fun in the beginning.”422   

Under the guidance of Annie Hennessey, the scandalous bike-riding step-dancing 

schoolteacher, Josie travels to Dublin. She meets Helena Molony and discovers the thrill 

of political activism. Annie and Josie join Helena in an anti-recruitment campaign, 

handing out leaflets to “soldier’s sweethearts . . . To remind them of their Irish patriotic 

duty and to have nothing to do with the British army.” A policeman chases them, but 

“couldn’t catch us because of their heavy overcoats”: 

I was thrilled and scared and astonished all at the same time. These women talked 
about ‘Ireland.’ Ireland like it was a country all of its own. And women’s votes. 
And women’s jobs. And women’s rights.423  

Like Helena Molony, Josie’s experience of radical nationalism is bound up with theatre; 

and like Helena, her first role is as Delia in Cathleen ni Houlihan, in a local production. 

Josie demonstrates the final scene of Cathleen ni Houlihan: “I’ll play them all to give you 

an idea.” But she mourns her role and its scarcity of lines: “wasn’t much of a part . . . 

wasn’t much of an auld play, if I’m honest!” Josie continues, “I don’t know why it’s 

always the lads get to go off and fight . . . I think they just write the best parts for 

themselves.”424 

Wild Sky echoes and distorts Cathleen ni Houlihan.  The allegorical trope of 

Ireland as woman appears in Mary Murray’s mantle-clad figure, mourning Irish history in 

song and standing in as silent scene partner when women are mentioned. But reading this 

image alone will mislead the spectator in identifying the aesthetic and political 
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interventions of Wild Sky in the blood sacrifice scenario. For example, the Michael 

Gillane “martyr” figure sheds blood in the wrong cause: Despite his love for Yeats and 

Gaelic Ireland, Mike Lowry follows John Redmond’s call and volunteers to fight for the 

British in the trenches of the Great War. Josie screams out her fear for his safety—and  

her horror at his betrayal of Ireland’s cause and their political convictions: “How could he 

choose Redmond over Ireland? . . . and Redmond over me?”425 The character inspired by 

Meath poet Francis Ledwidge is Michael Gillane through the looking glass, following the 

wrong army to his death. Josie is left behind to grieve, just like the character she played 

for her town’s dramatic society. But her grief mingles with feminist indignation as she 

witnesses her mother, hard at work in the fields and home, never asked to vote for 

Redmond or against, never asked to decide Ireland’s fate. 

Josie longs for her own chance to decide Ireland’s fate, but she has been stricken 

by consumption. She begs Tom Farrell to bring her to Dublin “to take a stand.”426 Tom 

carries her back to bed, and leaves for Ireland in her place. Now playing Cathleen 

herself—a much better role, as far as line-count is concerned!—Josie is already young 

and beautiful. Her transformation reverses the Poor Old Woman’s, and is effected not 

through the martyr’s blood sacrifice but through disease.  

Tom’s week fighting in the GPO ends with a wild run through Henry and Moore 

Streets. The sight of a civilian woman shot dead and her son huddled under the table by 

her body undermines his confidence in the cause he has joined:  

What was this all for? Why were women turned into corpses? Boys into orphans? 
. . .  I’m only here because I love Josie Dunne. . . . I’ve sleep-walked into history, 
guided by my cock and now I sit here amidst a dead woman’s pots and pans with 
gunshot screaming round me and the entire city in flames.427  
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Tom, the sleepwalker into history, takes upon himself the obligation to fulfill the promise 

of Cathleen ni Houlihan to the martyrs: that their names will be remembered forever. He 

walks alone out of the ruins of Dublin, collecting the names of the victims of the Rising 

for Josie. When he reaches Slane, he shouts out his collection of names.428 But Josie, too, 

is dead. This reimagined Cathleen ni Houlihan undermines the redemptive heroic logic of 

the martyr, while sounding the unsung consequences of the blood sacrifice scenario of 

uprising: dead civilians, unrelieved poverty, and brutal reprisals. Tom reverses Michael 

Gillane’s motivation: Tom fights for love of Josie, not for love of Ireland. Their fates, 

too, are reversed: Tom emigrates and lives on, while Josie’s red cheeks turn pale. 

Like Wild Sky, RTÉ’s five-part television miniseries Rebellion took a history-

from-below approach to the Rising, relegating the revolution’s most famous figures to 

background color in favor of fictional characters. Produced by Ireland’s national 

broadcaster for €6 million,429 this costume drama “attempted to capitalize on the 

popularity of interclass historical fiction (notably the Downtown Abbey phenomenon) 

against the backdrop of the Rising.”430 Irish playwright and screenwriter Colin Teevan 

collaborated with Finnish director Aku Louhimies on a story centered on three fictional 

Dublin women. Elizabeth Butler (played by Charlie Murphy), May Lacey (Sarah 

Greene), and Frances O’Flaherty (Ruth Bradley) are best friends. Despite their different 

class backgrounds and political convictions, each will contribute to and find her life 

irrevocably changed by the revolution. Rebellion was widely publicized and attracted 

large audiences when it premiered in January and February 2016 (approximately 661,000 

people tuned in to the first episode).431 The prominence of women’s stories—and the 

displacement of historical men—provoked discomfort and criticism. Historian Diarmaid 
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Ferriter argues that the series was “far too dominated by contemporary concerns, which 

involved a contrived placing of women centre stage which was historically inaccurate and 

left an obvious question: was the 1916 Rising not dramatic enough without having to take 

such liberties with history?432”  

There is nothing historically inaccurate in the simple act of representing women’s 

lives in 1916. Rebellion makes no major claims contrary to fact regarding women’s 

participation in the Rising (for example, no women are represented joining the Military 

Council’s secret meetings, signing the Proclamation, or standing against the grey stones 

of Kilmainham Jail awaiting execution). As historian Lucy McDiarmid illustrates in At 

Home in the Revolution: What Women Said and Did in 1916, women exercised a great 

deal of personal and political agency before and during Easter Week. Women advocated 

for causes, published political newspapers, planned demonstrations, transported weapons, 

trained recruits, joined the rebel forces at the GPO and several other outposts, 

surrendered, were captured, and imprisoned.433 The military service of most rebel women 

was marked by gender, due to a combination of the prejudices of the leadership and some 

women’s own preferences: they cooked in the kitchen and provided medical care, both 

necessary occupations for military operations. Catherine Byrne, a Cumann na mBan 

member forbidden to enter the GPO with her brother, kicked in a glass window and 

jumped inside. The man she landed upon cursed, but immediately gave her a job caring 

for a wounded soldier.434 Some women fought to perform more hazardous duties, 

carrying messages and taking up weapons. Margaret Skinnider set fire to buildings to cut 

off a British retreat, suffering three bullet wounds in the process. Constance Markiewicz 
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held her hand during the painful bullet extraction, and then left to kill the soldiers who 

had wounded her friend. Markiewicz returned to report: “You are avenged, my dear.”435  

Exploring, questioning, and honoring the actions of women as well as men in 

1916 is neither contrived nor historically inaccurate. However, in centering women’s 

stories and making those women fictional, Rebellion inadvertently supports misogynist 

suspicions that “writing women back into history” involves making things up. 

Dramatizing the stories of historical women in 1916 — most of whose fates are not well-

known and could form the basis of a suspenseful television narrative — would be a 

worthy project for RTÉ in the future.436 

More trenchant was the almost ubiquitous criticism of the representation of 

historical figures. The representation of Éamon de Valera—the only rebel commandant to 

escape execution—as a coward provoked a spirited exchange in letters to The Irish 

Times. Siobhan da Paor of Naas, County Kildare, wrote that the portrayal was “an affront 

. . . We would do well to remember that this man was our former taoiseach and elected 

head of state. He is deserving of respect and accurate historical representation.”437 

Dubliner Eugene Tannam responded with some historical context:   

Sir, - The misrepresentation of Éamon de Valera in the RTÉ series Rebellion . . .is 
nothing new. We all remember how he was portrayed in the film Michael 
Collins by a sinister Alan Rickman, wandering around the west Cork hill farms 
like a highly strung version of Gollum, casting spells by his very presence. The 
poor man made the mistake of surviving.438 

Tannam suggests that de Valera, in escaping execution, lost the benefits that the blood 

sacrifice scenario confers to the martyr. Although his name is remembered, the cultural 

memory of his participation in the Rising is colored by various perspectives on his 
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subsequent career, as leader of the anti-treaty forces in the Civil War, Taoiseach, and 

President. 

Rebellion rewards a viewing focused on its exploration of theatricality. Like the 

creators of Rebel Rebel and Wild Sky, Teevan was intrigued by the entanglement of 

revolution and performance in the Rising. He adopted the theatre—a site of role-playing 

where all classes commingle—as a driving metaphor in his script.439  Rebellion opens in 

1914, on the eve of the Great War, at a drawing-room production of the Gilbert & 

Sullivan operetta The Mikado. Elizabeth, Frances, and May perform the song “Three 

Little Maids.” Their participation in this classic of British cultural imperialism evokes 

Ireland’s equivocal role in the colonial project: both colonized and colonizing. Bells toll: 

the assembled company recognizes the announcement of war, and sings “God Save the 

King.” May sings with a full voice, Elizabeth sings sadly, and Frances refuses to raise her 

voice in support of the British monarchy at all.  

In the next scenes, set two years later, we see that the relative commitment of the 

women’s vocal performance of loyalty to the Crown foreshadow their activities in 1916. 

Dissident Frances teaches schoolboys to build explosives at Patrick Pearse’s school, St. 

Enda’s. She joins Pearse in the GPO, but when he sends her to the kitchen with the other 

women, she tucks her hair under her cap and patrols the Dublin streets dressed as a man. 

Loyal May works at Dublin Castle as a secretary for a colonial bureaucracy—with whom 

she is having an affair. Scorned by her lover in favor of his wife, she returns the betrayal, 

turning rebel spy and sneaking Castle documents out to Frances.  Wealthy medical 

student Elizabeth is on the fence: she is engaged to be married to a British Army officer 
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but, distressed by the ghastly conditions in the Dublin tenements, she has joined the Irish 

Citizen Army. 

In the second episode, “To Arms,” Elizabeth flees her own wedding on Easter 

Monday to join her comrades in the Irish Citizen Army. For The Irish Times, Bernice 

Harrison wrote that this was the “weakest” episode, in which Elizabeth “remains in her 

white wedding dress and blue coat throughout like a dress-up Virgin Mary.”440 The 

Independent’s Pat Stacey found the “sight of Elizabeth joining the fight while still 

wearing her wedding dress...unintentionally funny.”441 Maybe so! But I argue that 

Elizabeth’s storyline is both an homage to and a subversion of Cathleen ni Houlihan. The 

character signals this overtly in an early scene in Liberty Hall. A police detective, 

inspecting the stockpiles of supplies, asks “Are you putting on a play?” Elizabeth 

responds: “Cathleen ni Houlihan. Yeats.”442 This scene is itself a reference to an Easter 

Week anecdote, with the fictional Elizabeth taking the part of Constance Markiewicz, 

who, after a curious bystander asked if the union was putting on a play for children, said: 

“This is for grown-ups.”443 

Elizabeth rejects marriage for revolution; she is the Michael Gillane of her family. 

Her mother urges her towards marriage, which she deems “the only way for a woman to 

secure her future.” Her wastrel brother tries to sponge money off her expectations, 

nothing that her fiancé, Stephen, is “worth a bob or two.” Stephen, like Delia, represents 

increased social standing: he is an Irish Member of Parliament and Lieutenant in the 

British Army. His politics are domestic; hers radical: he supports Home Rule, she desires 

a socialist utopia. After the countermanding order, Elizabeth intends to go through with 

her wedding. She stands in Fitzwilliam Square holding her bouquet in a white lace gown, 
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but before she joins her parents in the car, Jimmy (Brian Gleeson), her Citizen Army 

friend, approaches and mimes a message. Elizabeth dashes inside, tearing off her veil, 

while Jimmy runs around the house to tell her that the French are once-again landing at 

Killala: “We’ve got new orders. It’s back on.”444  

Elizabeth’s parents search for her but find nothing but her wedding veil. Mrs. 

Butler, like Bridget Gillane, is left helpless over discarded wedding clothes as her child 

rushes off to war. Elizabeth, rushing with Jimmy to join Seán Connolly at Dublin Castle, 

is ebullient: “There will be other days to marry. There won’t be other days like this.” She 

tries to nurse Constable O’Brien after Connolly shoots him at the Castle gate, but Dr. 

Kathleen Lynn insists she leave him. To Elizabeth’s protest that O’Brien was unarmed, 

Dr. Lynn responds coldly, “He was warned.” They take City Hall, where Connolly, in 

turn, is shot. In vain, Elizabeth tries to save him. Her hands are bloody; she wipes his 

blood over her wedding dress.445 

Rebellion invokes Cathleen ni Houlihan and the scenario of blood sacrifice 

through various scenario aspects: scene, structure, and once-againness. However, the 

series repeatedly rejects the ideology of blood sacrifice itself, mainly through the 

intervention of Jimmy, who — as an Irish Citizen Army member — fights for James 

Connolly’s vision of a socialist utopia and does not subscribe to Patrick Pearse’s 

messianic mysticism. At City Hall, Jimmy and Dr. Lynn argue over the order to hold the 

post under British assault:  

Dr. Lynn: Our deaths will be symbolic.  

Jimmy: Of what? Stupidity? Lads, get the hell out of here.446 
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In the third episode, “Under Siege,” Jimmy has an even more explicit interaction with 

Frances, as their position is about to be overrun. He shouts, “You can sacrifice yourself to 

Gaelic Ireland another day, but not while I’m with you. I’m not into that blood sacrifice 

shite!”447 He drags her downstairs to escape the British troops. When a young soldier 

holds them at gunpoint, Frances shoots him. They escape. The success of this venture 

leads Frances to envision a new way to fight for the Irish Republic. In episode four, 

“Surrender,” May is surprised that Frances has gone into hiding instead of surrendering 

with her friends: “Should you not stand by them?” Frances explains, “What good would I 

do them in prison? The battle may be over but the war’s just beginning. And I’ve seen 

how it’s going to be fought.”448 Frances illustrates this in the final episode, “The 

Reckoning” by assassinating the detective on May’s trail and inaugurating the guerilla 

tactics that will be used to devastating effect in the coming War of Independence.449 

Elizabeth rejects marriage in order to remake the world through disruption and 

violence. Even in prison, Elizabeth retains her commitment, refusing Stephen’s offer to 

send her home. And her mother takes tentative steps into a middle ground between 

Cathleen ni Houlihan’s competing representations of women, supernatural and domestic, 

in a deeply ambivalent conversation in her daughter’s prison cell. She praises Elizabeth 

for fighting for her beliefs, while begging her to disavow her actions in order to escape 

her sentence. Elizabeth, though, chases Cathleen’s promise of a name remembered 

forever onto a prison boat bound for England. 

SACRIFICE ON THE FRINGE 

In an echo of the play’s original production circumstances—a reactivation of its 

scene—the three groups that did produce Cathleen ni Houlihan as a commemoration of 
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the centenary were all amateur groups: a workshop at the Yeats International Summer 

School, a production in the Wexford Festival Fringe, and a performance by Blen Diva at 

the Farming and Country Life 1916 fair in Athenry. While sharing similarly modest 

publicity, these three productions each pursued different purposes in reviving historically 

significant drama: education, adaptation, and historical re-enactment. Here, I focus on 

adaptation in the Wexford Festival Fringe.450 This production, spelled Caitlín Ní 

Houlihan, took the stage of the Enniscorthy Athenaeum on October 21 and 22, 2016. 

Although described by the Wexford Fringe as an “opera,” the playbill is more accurate: 

“A Play by W.B. Yeats assisted by Lady Gregory / With additional Act, Music & Song 

composed by Maura Flannery (Producer).” The production is a “play with songs,” with 

traditional and newly composed ballads and reels punctuating the action and stretching 

the one-act to a full evening with intermission.  

The setting of this Caítlin Ní Houlihan evokes theatrical practices of turn-of-the-

century Ireland, and the cyclical history of blood sacrifice. A theatre and town hall 

constructed in 1892, the Athenaeum is located directly up a steep hill from Enniscorthy 

Castle. After the founding of the Gaelic League in 1893, the Athenaeum, like other 

community halls, “provided a natural home for Irish plays by Irish writers and of Irish 

poetry and stories.”451 Enniscorthy is the second-largest town in Wexford, the 

southeastern-most county in Ireland. The town takes pride in its rebellious reputation: as 

the site of the turning point of the 1798 Rebellion, and as the “only other city to rise” 

alongside Dublin in 1916. The town shelters in the shadow of Vinegar Hill, which hosted 

the largest camp of the Wexford rebels and the final defeat of the insurgents in 1798 in a 

battle that left hundreds of rebels dead. In contrast to the bloody events of 1798, 
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Enniscorthy’s rebellion in 1916 — the most significant outside Dublin — was almost 

bloodless: two people survived gunshots.452 The confusion of the countermanding order 

and postponement of the Rising had an even greater effect outside of Dublin than inside. 

The plan to involve the provinces in a national rising had always been limited and 

amorphous. Still, small groups of Volunteers and Cumann na mBan members did gather, 

most significantly in Enniscorthy and in County Galway. On April 27, 1916, the 

Enniscorthy Volunteers took The Athenaeum on Castle Street as their headquarters.453 

The British Army deployed one thousand troops to retake County Wexford, but the 

Dublin leaders surrendered before fighting broke out. Three hundred and seventy-five 

people in Enniscorthy were rounded up, and many imprisoned in Dublin and deported to 

English prisons. The Athenaeum continued to host plays, music, and social events for the 

town until the loss of its fire safety certification in 2004.  

A local committee of volunteers began raising funds for its restoration in 2008. 

The announcement of their first public meeting “to discuss the fate of the Athenaeum” 

reactivated the scenario of uprising in a blunt homage to the language and graphic design 

of the 1916 Proclamation. As pictured below in Illustration 5, the volunteer committee, 

writing as “The Athenaeum,” claimed “the allegiance of every man, woman and child” 

by invoking the legacy of Pearse’s “dead generations,” the rebels of 1798 and 1916, and 

the founders of Enniscorthy. In reminding readers of the town hall’s historical import, 

and identifying the hall with the Irish nation itself, the committee defined the debate over 

the Athenaeum’s fate as a matter of political self-determination and honor: 
 
Our parents and grandparents occupied the Athenaeum in easter Week 1916 - who 
has the right to stop us celebrating that fight for freedom in those very rooms in 
2016? The men and women of Enniscorthy were virtually the only people outside 
of Dublin who rose to the challenge in 1916 - and the very last to surrender. Do 
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we have the right to dishonour them? And for the people of Enniscorthy in 2008, 
do we not deserve to give ourselves a theatre and a home for the arts? 
  

 

Illustration 5: Announcement of first public meeting of Enniscorthy Athenaeum 
restoration volunteer committee, 2008. From the collection of the author. 
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In its repetition and reactivation of the 1916 Proclamation, a performative text and the 

most famous document in Irish history, the Athenaeum committee’s announcement 

participates in the scenario of uprising by “structuring the understanding” of potential 

supporters: stand up for the Athenaeum, donate money to the cause, and you will act out 

the role that your real or imagined parent or grandparent debuted inside that building in 

1916. 

The committee’s efforts paid off when the refurbishment of and development of a 

history museum within the Athenaeum was selected as one of eight “Permanent 

Reminders” of the Rising (“Meabhrúcháin Bhuana”), Ireland 2016’s flagship capital 

projects.454 The state provided nearly €1 million for the restoration of The Athenaeum.455 

Ireland’s Minister of State of Defense officiated at the grand opening on September 23, 

2016, inspecting the town’s “unofficial army,” peopled by the Enniscorthy Historic & 

Re-enactment Society, alongside regular army troops. Attendees sang Wexford County’s 

anthem, “Boolavogue.” Patrick Joseph McCall composed the song in 1898 in 

commemoration of the centenary of the 1798 uprising in Wexford: 

At Vinegar Hill, o’er the pleasant Slaney, 

Our heroes vainly stood back to back. 

And the Yeos at Tullow took Father Murphy 

And burned his body upon the rack. 

God grant you glory, brave Father Murphy 

And open heaven to all your men; 

The cause that called you may call tomorrow 

In another fight for the Green again. 
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McCall’s source was a much earlier ballad that celebrates how “Orange blood dyed the 

Slaney stream” and rebels burned British soldiers and supporters alive in the market-

house.456 In its elision of details that cast Irish insurgents in an unfavorable light, and its 

evocation of a cyclical uprising scenario (“The cause that called you may call 

tomorrow”), “Boolavogue” shares much with another commemoration of 1798: Cathleen 

ni Houlihan. 

The October 2016 production of Caitlín Ní Houlihan—a play set during the 1798 

Rising, revived to celebrate the centenary of the 1916 Rising—in The Athenaeum (the 

local headquarters of the 1916 Rising) in Enniscorthy (site of the 1798’s decisive Battle 

of Vinegar Hill) imbued the cyclical activation and reactivation of the uprising scenario 

in Ireland with local specificity. This town registers the scenario of blood sacrifice 

through museums interpreting 1798 and 1916, battlefield memorials, and the 

performances of an active Re-enactment Society. 

I attended Caitlín Ní Houlihan on the evening of October 21, 2016, a Friday. 

Bright white walls and ceiling with red trimming set off the raised proscenium arch of the 

performance hall, and flags hang from the balcony: the Irish Republic, the European 

Union, and the blue and yellow sun of the 1st Battalion Enniscorthy. An audience of forty 

people, mostly family groups and pairs and trios of spectators above the age of fifty, 

chatter and laugh in the hall, discussing which of their acquaintance is in the cast. Their 

easy conviviality confirms that this is theatre for and by a local and recognizable 

community.  

The stage is bathed in green light. A woman walks through the central aisle of the 

house singing Flannery’s “Chant of Heroes,” her voice amplified, wearing a velvet green 
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cloak pinned at her throat and a long bodiced dress. This is Therese Canavan, a wedding 

and opera singer (Enniscorthy Musical Society, Wexford Opera Festival) playing 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, already walking like a queen: young, beautiful, and upright, 

chanting the names of centuries of Irish heroes, demonstrating that “they shall be 

remembered forever” and building to recruitment of the next martyr: “Brian Ború . . . 

O’Neill, Black Hugh . . . O’Donnell, Red Hugh . . . tomorrow it’s up to you.”457 Such a 

musical overture, led by a post-transformation Cathleen ni Houlihan, is a dramatic 

alteration of the play’s text, an intervention into archival stability. But it is also a 

reactivation of the embodiment of a social actor within the blood sacrifice scenario 

variation one hundred years previously, when Maud Gonne caused a stir and a slippage 

between personal and fictional identities, and between present and past politics, by 

sweeping through the audience already in full costume, at St. Teresa’s Hall before the 

curtain lifted on the premiere performance of Cathleen ni Houlihan.  

The most significant adaptation of the script is introduced by a surprise early 

appearance from Delia: before the Poor Old Woman approaches, Delia enters the Gillane 

cottage and invites her soon-to-be-in-laws for an evening at the pub. Delia and Michael 

linger onstage in a moment that foreshadows the doom of their marriage plans: lit in a 

dim romantic glow, Delia sings her “Wedding Reverie.” Michael, meanwhile, crouches 

on the floor to put on his shoes and spares no attention for his betrothed. The following 

pub scene is entirely novel. It introduces several new characters to round out the village 

society, including a priest, Delia’s parents, and a French naval officer played by a 

woman. As Bridget (Christina O’Brien) gives a beautiful rendition of the mournful song 

“She Moved Through the Fair,” a spectator sings softly along.458 This ghost lover ballad 
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shares with Cathleen ni Houlihan the theme of a wedding doomed by youthful death. 

Bridget finishes with a self-deprecating, “something like that!” and the audience laughs 

and applauds. Everybody onstage joins in with Peter and the naval officer to sing 

Flannery’s song “Heroes.” When Mrs. Cahel plays an accordion flourish, the audience 

immediately begins a confident percussive stomping. Bridget and the officer begin set 

dancing with Delia, who rounds out the revelry with a solo step dance. The addition of 

these songs and dances emphasizes the artistic and political context of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan: the cultural nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

which flourished through the practice of Irish music, sport, language, and other cultural 

forms in Gaelic League organizations across the country. The lasting resonance of folk 

traditions in Ireland is made evident through the audience’s knowledge of the folk songs, 

and willingness to sing and stomp along.  

During the interval, the audience enjoys tea and biscuits in a small anteroom. The 

third and final act of the play is announced by a stage whisper carried by microphone to 

the house: “We’re going on now!” and contains the bulk of Yeats and Gregory’s text. 

Michael Gillane opens the door to Cathleen ni Houlihan, resplendent in green velvet. 

Therese Canavan, not appearing “poor” nor “old” at all, delivers her lines emphatically: 

“my four beautiful green fields.” Her songs are a capella and enchanting. Cathleen is 

furious to be offered food and drink (“that’s not what I want!”), and her major speech (“It 

is a hard service they take that help me”) is confident, fierce, and delivered straight to the 

audience. Michael moves to follow Cathleen out the door, and Delia, already in her 

wedding dress, tries to restrain him. With startling violence, Michael throws Delia to the 

ground and leaves. Cathleen intones “They shall be speaking forever” offstage, and 
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Bridget helps Delia to her feet. Bridget comforts her by writing off her son before he has 

even met his death in battle: “We’ve lost too many men / You’ll learn to love again.”  

The effect of Maura Flannery’s adaptation of Cathleen ni Houlihan was uneven. 

Although Canavan’s calm yet fervent performance evoked a supernatural passion, her 

Cathleen never appeared as a Poor Old Woman, making nonsense of the family’s 

response to her, and of the play’s central transformation. Flannery’s lyrics suffered in 

comparison with Yeats’s poetry, and the pub scene came across as a musical revue, with 

each piece only as delightful as the voice that carried it. But the set dancing inspired a 

joyful twenty-first century community celebration. And Bridget’s strong performance of 

a mother in comic and tragic circumstances, and of musical foreboding in “She Moved 

Through the Fair,” combined with Michael’s rough treatment of Delia, handily decided 

the moral conflict the play ponders.  

Michael’s thoughtless rejection of Delia as he surrenders to the call of nationalist 

blood sacrifice limited the appeal of his character. But the addition to Bridget and Delia’s 

roles through song enhanced their positions in the play, emphasizing their rivalry with 

Cathleen ni Houlihan to the point that the women read as the true protagonists. These 

four tropes of Irish womanhood (nation as mother and lover vs. mortal mother and lover) 

struggle over Michael’s fate through song. In Enniscorthy in 2016, Cathleen’s triumph 

over Bridget and Delia functions not as a recruitment technique but as a reflection on the 

multiplying tragedy of a wartime death. 

While the Rising itself took place primarily in the capital city, which it left shelled 

and smoldering, the 2016 commemorations mobilized the entire nation. Cathleen ni 

Houlihan commemorates 1798, an earlier uprising scenario that took place in the country, 
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not in the capital. So it is notable that all three productions of Cathleen ni Houlihan in the 

2016 centenary commemorations were staged far from Dublin. In Enniscorthy and 

Athenry, the play found a stage at the Athenaeum and Mellows’s “Model Farm,” the very 

staging grounds of the largest Rising mobilizations outside of Dublin. In Sligo, known as 

“Yeats country” due to its legacy of inspiration in the poet’s work, the production 

honored one of the play’s authors at a theatre named after one of Yeats’s five Cuchulainn 

plays: At the Hawk’s Well was first produced in 1916. The connections of Cathleen ni 

Houlihan to rural Irish life and aspirations in both 1916 and 1798 made it a corrective to 

the larger Dublin-centric commemorations. 

REHEARSALS FOR REVOLUTION 

The power of Cathleen ni Houlihan to chill and inspire in the years prior to 1916 

derives from its reactivation of a familiar and adaptable scenario. In commemorating an 

uprising one hundred years later, artists also reactivated the blood sacrifice scenario 

through the medium of reenactment. While chapter four discusses reenactments of the 

events of the Rising, the following section considers excavations of the theatrical past. In 

these two reenactments – of Aeridheacht, an Open Day at Patrick Pearse’s school, St. 

Enda’s, and a production of Pearse’s own rarely-seen sacrifice play An Rí—Irish artists in 

2016 excavated the theatrical past through scenes of sacrifice, suffering, and martyrdom. 

Education was a key site of political radicalization.459 Nowhere was the power of 

a nationalist education more prominent than at St. Enda’s (Scoil Éanna). Patrick Pearse 

founded this school for boys in 1908, intending to counter a colonial education system 

that he understood to degrade and subjugate students while fostering “internalized self-

hatred.”460 Eight years later, more than thirty students and alumni of St. Enda’s fought at 
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Pearse’s side in the GPO, and five of the sixteen men executed for their parts in the 

Rising had taught at St. Enda’s.461 Historian Elaine Sisson argues that “St Enda’s was 

more than a radical experiment in schooling; it was, in Pearse’s words, ‘an educational 

adventure’ which operated as an instructional training ground in national identity and 

masculinity.”462 Under Pearse’s guidance as headmaster, the school offering “a modern, 

child-centered, bilingual education for Irish boys” was swiftly championed by the 

nationalist community as much more than a nurturing place where students could learn 

Irish history and grammar, and discover nature through rambles and dips in the 

surrounding woods and streams.463 Sisson argues that the nationalist community 

“understood the school as a microcosm of what a nation state could be.”464 

St. Enda’s displayed “what a nation state could be” through public performance: 

of Gaelic sports, cultural pageants, and productions of Irish- and English-language plays, 

some written by Patrick Pearse to be performed by his students. Pearse’s own 

commitment to the scenario of blood sacrifice appeared prominently in the school 

environment and curriculum, with a characteristic blending of Irish mythology, Christian 

ideology and imagery, and more recent Irish history. This syncretism reflects what Sisson 

calls “the school’s investment in mapping Christian themes onto bardic heroic deeds.”465 

Throughout, Pearse’s motivation to revitalize Irish “national culture” through education 

(“the Irishing of the hearts and minds” of his students466) was tied up with his desire “to 

restore manhood to a race that has been deprived of it.”467 Sisson calls this an impulse for 

“the remasculinization of Ireland,” and traces the “rhetoric of hypermasculinity” in 

Pearse’s writings on education. 
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Pearse found his models for “the reconstruction of Irish heroic manhood” in the 

Ulster cycle and the Fianna Éireann468. The hero figure Cúchulainn was “a role model for 

masculinity and for the Gaelic ideal” at St. Enda’s. At the age of seven, this hero of the 

Red Branch cycle hears the teacher Cathbad tell his pupils that anyone who takes up arms 

today would win everlasting fame and glory as a warrior — but will suffer an early death. 

He demands arms. Cúchulainn grows to become a legendary warrior. His single-handed 

defense of Ulster from Queen Medb of Connacht and her vast army is a major subject of 

the great epic, Táin Bó Cúailnge. After he takes a mortal wound from a magical spear, he 

ties himself to a rock in order to die on his feet. Pearse made Cúchulainn a central 

presence at St Enda’s through storytelling, imagery, instructional materials, and 

performance.469 Sisson relates how Pearse followed daily devotions with a Cúchulainn 

story.470 In the front hall, a mural described by Pearse as “a noble thing to set somewhere 

where every boy that entered the school might see it” presented Cúchulainn as a boy 

preparing for battle, the image encircled with the hero’s famous declaration: “I care not 

though I live but one day and one night if only my name and deeds live after me.”471 

Pearse hoped the students would “leave St. Enda’s under the spell of their most 

beloved hero,” and to achieve this end he emphasized an embodied pedagogy: the boys 

experimented with “the actual way of moral and physical life . . . espoused” in the 

sagas.472 Sisson argues that by acting out myths “as pageants and dramas, [the students] . 

. . indirectly internaliz[ed] the forms of masculinity promoted with the tales.”473 In 

celebration of St. Enda’s first year, the students performed in an open-air pageant, The 

Boy-Deeds of Cúchulainn. Pearse’s dramatization of Cúchulainn’s rite of passage from 

boyhood to adult (or at least adolescent) warrior was a sumptuous visual spectacle that 
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“emphasized the exuberance and promise of the youth as opposed to tableaux featuring 

Cúchulainn as a doomed warrior facing overwhelming odds.”474 The pageant audience 

numbered some five hundred, including many luminaries of artistic and nationalist 

circles. The activist actress Máire nic Shiubhlaigh assisted with the production. The 

ambitious spectacle concluded with “a seemingly real horse-drawn chariot circling the 

playing field three times.”475  

If Pearse trained his students to emulate—or even become—the mythical 

Cúchulainn through study and embodied practice, historical Irish figures also held sway 

in the aspirational imaginary of St. Enda’s. After the original location of Cullenswood 

House in Ranelagh proved too small for the growing student body, Pearse moved the 

school to The Hermitage in Rathfarnham, a site redolent with connections to the scenario 

of uprising.476 In the months before leading the rebellion of 1803, Robert Emmet 

frequently met his secret sweetheart Sarah Curran at The Hermitage. Pearse gloried in the 

“heroic memories” of Emmet’s presence. As the students of St. Enda’s ran in and out of 

the lobby of their school and dormitory, they passed an ever-present reminder of 

Emmet’s blood sacrifice: the block on which he was beheaded.477 The block rested 

beneath a painting of the crucifixion. 

These visual representations of religious and political martyrdom were augmented 

by contributions from Celtic revivalist artists. Maud Gonne donated Éire Óg, or “Young 

Ireland,” a 1907 oil painting by Beatrice Elvery. This donation from Gonne, a woman 

understood as a living embodiment of Cathleen ni Houlihan (and therefore Ireland), 

depicts Cathleen ni Houlihan seated in front of a large Celtic cross. In the background 

haloed figures form “a ghostly crowd of martyrs, patriots, saints and scholars,” while the 
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folds of her cloak shelter wretched, suffering figures.478 A naked baby of twelve or 

eighteen months sits on her lap, his gaze solemn under cherubic curls, his right arm 

outstretched to the viewer. The painting evokes two genres: the Madonna and Child, and 

the war recruitment poster. Elvery, with Yeats, found to her chagrin that artistic 

depictions of Cathleen ni Houlihan inspired reactions exceeding the intentions of their 

creator: “I met one of the boys from the school and he told me that this picture had 

inspired him ‘to die for Ireland!’ I was shocked at the thought that my rather banal and 

sentimental picture might, like Helen’s face, launch ships and burn towers.”479 

The curricular activities, daily devotionals, and interior design of St. Enda’s 

furthered Pearse’s pedagogy of blood sacrifice. After Pearse was initiated into the secret 

militant Irish Republican Brotherhood in 1913, his “increasing militarism caused 

disquiet” in wider nationalist circles.480 The influence of this pedagogy was dramatic — 

and exceeded Pearse’s direct involvement. Teacher Con Colbert recruited students into 

the IRB and taught a militaristic form of physical education at St Enda’s, drilling in kilts, 

accompanied by an uileann piper.481 By 1915, the IRB students had graduated from the 

pedagogical performance of military discipline. Ten former pupils established a secret 

bomb-making factory in their old school.482 The radicalization begun at St Enda’s was 

completed by the IRB, and led over thirty St Enda’s boys to the GPO. 

In 2016, two centenary commemorative events reenacted and adapted portions of 

the St. Enda’s curriculum, exploring the pedagogy of blood sacrifice: Aeridheacht, the 

reenactment of a St. Enda’s “Open Day” at the Pearse Museum now occupying the 

school’s buildings and grounds in Rathfarmham, a suburb of Dublin; and the 

performance of Patrick Pearse’s first original play An Rí at the dlr Mill Theatre in nearby 
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Dundrum. Both productions aestheticized violence and sacrifice, and practiced cross-

gender casting, mediating jarring contemporary encounters with turn-of-the-century 

cultural forms: hypermasculine nationalism, with its emphasis on physical culture and the 

beauty and athleticism of the young male body; the ambiguous erotics of the homosocial 

environment of a boys’ school; and Pearse’s glorification of blood-shedding, particularly 

the blood of children. 

The Pearse Museum hosted many 1916-related events throughout 2016, including 

the Open Day “Aeridheacht - Taking the Air,” a bilingual “re-imagining of St Enda’s 

School Open Day of 1914.”483 In collaboration with the Arts Council, South Dublin 

County Council, and the Office of Public Works, the museum and Tallaght Community 

Arts produced a reenactment of the events held for visitors in 1914, staging encounters 

throughout the park and school buildings, including a hurling match choreographed to 

music and a production of Pearse’s mythical pageant Fionn - A Dramatic Spectacle. 

Tallaght Community Arts creative director Tony Fegan recruited seventy-two local 

participants between the ages of seven and twenty-three, creating a “core cast” of forty 

“young people from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds working alongside young 

people with a strong grasp of the Irish language.”484 

Fegan explains that Tallaght, a set of 1970s-era housing developments, is home to 

80,000 people, on average younger and more culturally diverse than much of the rest of 

the Republic. For a long period Tallaght lacked basic social services, including schools 

and hospitals, which generated feelings of “betrayal, anxiety, and a bereftness of the 

inner-city sense of community.” Meanwhile Tallaght, struggling with drugs and “tension 

between the traveller communities and the settled community,” was “demonised” as a 
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“place of agitation [and] controversy” in the Irish popular imaginary.485 By recruiting 

what Fegan calls a “community of interest” around a reenactment of a St Enda’s Open 

Day, Tallaght Community Arts worked to bridge the “territorialism” between the long-

established community of Rathfarnham and the newer and more disenfranchised 

neighborhoods of Tallaght.486 In his attitudes towards education and the arts, and his 

devotion to creating “communities of interest” and advocating for a “cultural entitlement” 

for marginalized citizens, Fegan’s work with Tallaght Community Arts resonates with 

some of the goals Pearse pursued at St Enda’s a century earlier. 

Capacity audiences paying €10 for tickets gathered at St. Enda’s at 7:30 pm each 

evening between July 5 and 10.487 Aeridheacht dramatized the visit of a journalist for the 

Dublin newspaper The Irish Times.488 Curious about St. Enda’s goal of combining radical 

child-centered pedagogy with cultural nationalism, the reporter joins spectators and 

“some of the leading lights of the Gaelic League and the Cultural Revival” in a visit to 

the school’s annual fund-raising festival in June, 1914. Róisín Dubh, a St. Enda’s history 

teacher, guides him through the students’ demonstrations.  

Elements of blood sacrifice appear throughout Aeridheacht. The structural figure 

of the recipient is embodied in the teacher. Róisín Dubh, or “Little Black Rose,” is a 

maiden figure in Irish folklore. Like Cathleen ni Houlihan before Gregory and Yeats’s 

reimagining, she is an aisling, a beautiful young woman who represents Ireland, and as C. 

L. Innes writes, “shares . . . remnants of older Gaelic beliefs and social structures to 

which the image of a woman who embodied the land and whose espousal conferred 

sovereignty was essential,” dating from the eighth century or earlier.489 Much as the Poor 

Old Woman in Cathleen ni Houlihan recounts historical sacrifices to inspire Michael 
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Gillane to shed blood in Ireland’s cause, Róisín Dubh teaches Irish history to St. Enda’s 

pupils as a representative of the “physical force” tradition, which Pearse had begun to 

champion following his recruitment into the IRB. 

In the walled garden, the student performers sing rebel ballads and present pieces 

of the St Enda’s curriculum through an Irish language lesson, a story of the young 

Cuchulainn, and a lesson on Home Rule illustrated by a tug-of-war between children 

wearing British and Irish flag armbands.490 Audiences witnessed the historical skepticism 

of The Irish Times towards the physical force tradition. The Times reporter, Edward Hale, 

asks, “So does the school support the idea of daydreaming about mystical figures? Or is it 

rather the idea of unseen forces, such as the IRB? Are you just a bunch of Fenians?” 

Róisín is incensed and breaks into a stream of Irish, accusing him of having a fixed 

“picture in [his] head and [his] article already written.”491 

Despite Róisín’s fury, Edward has a point: a St Enda’s teacher did recruit students 

into the IRB. As for the Fenian Brotherhood, that 19th-century militant republican 

organization took its name from Fionn and the Fianna — the subject of the Open Day’s 

pageant, adapted from the Fenian Cycle by Pearse.492 The play, Fionn, recounts the story 

of Fionn mac Cumhaill (known also as Finn MacCool), who approaches Conn of the 

Hundred Battles, High King of Ireland, as a stranger. With a miraculous spear from the 

god Lugh Lamhfhada, Fionn saves Tara from being burned to the ground by the Son of 

Miodhna. His reward is the leadership of the Fianna, a band of warriors devoted to 

protecting Tara from foreign invasion.493 According to legend, Fionn never died but 

sleeps in a cave surrounded by his loyal Fianna, waiting to be summoned to defend 

Ireland in her most desperate hour.  These legends inspired the nationalist youth 
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organization Fianna Éireann, founded in 1909 by Bulmer Hobson and Constance 

Markiewicz. Fianna Éireann members assisted the Irish Volunteers with gun-running, 

were promoted into the IRB upon turning seventeen, and fought at all Rising garrisons. 

The 2016 production of Fionn reactivates, rather than re-enacts, the 1914 

performance. The scenario aspects of structure and scene replicate archival 

documentation of the event through the use of Pearse’s original treatment and the 

construction of scenic elements modeled after the costumes and props documented in a 

1914 photograph (Illustration 6, below). 

 
 

 
Illustration 6: “William Pearse, centre, and some St. Enda’s pupils performing Fionn - A 
Dramatic Spectacle in school grounds,” 1914.494 

Performers in 2016, garbed in finely crafted replicas in saturated colors, elaborate the 

statuesque postures of the photograph into a measured, deliberate physical performance 

style. But in its embodiment, the 2016 production differs significantly from its source 
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material (see, below, production photographs in Illustrations 7-9). Tony Fegan’s casting 

decisions invite the audience to imagine a revisionist revivalism that departs from 

Pearse’s “cult of boyhood”: a Druid embodied by a young woman chanting the 

invocation “Song of Amergin”; a High King represented by a boy in a wheelchair. 495 

 

 

Illustration 7: Production photograph of Aeridheacht, 2016. Photographer: Jonathan 
Stokes for Tallaght Community Arts. Used with permission.496 

The hurling match performance reactivates blood sacrifice in a sporting context, set to 

music and choreographed as a war-like dance that recalled Cúchulainn, boy hurler and 

born warrior, the quintessential hero of St Enda’s. For Pearse, the ancient game of hurling 
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“represented a visual and potent connection to the time of Cúchulainn and Fionn Mac 

Cumhaill.” When watching his St Enda’s students on the hurling field, he imagined that 

“he was actually watching Cúchulainn play.”497  

 

 

Illustration 8: Production photograph, Aeridheacht, 2016. Photographer: Jonathan Stokes 
for Tallaght Community Arts. Used with permission. 498 
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The hurling match concludes after a pitched battle of single combat. 499 The fallen 

captain, played by an Irish teenager of African descent, is borne as though on a bier 

through a gauntlet of the opposition team, who raise their hurleys in tribute. 

 

 

Illustration 9: Production photograph, Aeridheacht, 2016. Photographer: Jonathan Stokes 
for Tallaght Community Arts. Used with permission.500 

In exploring St Enda’s radical educational experiment,  “Aeridheacht - Taking the 

Air” reactivated the blood sacrifice scenario while adapting it for twenty-first-century 

participants and spectators. 501 By collaborating with a cast of children and teenagers, the 

creative team handed over the legacy of the past to the next generation. The means by 

which they accomplished this — through a year of research, devising, rehearsal, and 
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performance — recalls Pearse’s insistence on curricular activities in which his students 

practiced and performed “the actual way of moral and physical life” experienced by 

mythological heroes.502 

The social actors embodying the students and teachers of St Enda’s (and doubling 

as legendary warriors, druids, and royalty) presented a more capacious vision of Irishness 

in 2016 than that witnessed at Open Days in the years leading up to the Rising. This 

imaginary St Enda’s enrolled a slightly more diverse student body: a co-ed group that 

predominantly presented white Irish racial and ethnic identities, but included among their 

number Irish students of African and Asian heritage.  From their mouths, a line such as 

“How must you feel to want to die to give someone else the right to be Irish?” does not 

conjure blood-and-soil romantic ethno-nationalism, but a civic, rights-based concept of 

citizenship. The event’s transmission in both English and Irish function as an argument 

for language as the crucial national identity marker; a concept dramatized when Róisin 

must translate her fierce rejoinder to the skeptical reporter, because he understands Irish 

as little as he understands cultural nationalism and the St Enda’s experiment. 

By casting a boy using a wheelchair as High King, Tallaght Community Arts 

undermines Pearse’s emphasis on strong young “pure” male bodies as the hope of a 

“remasculinized” Ireland. This casting also subverts historical Celtic practices that 

defined an able body and military prowess as a requirement for kingship. Centering girls 

as students, druids, athletes, and warriors elides the misogyny of Pearse’s writings and 

the practices of most nationalist organizations before, during, and after 1916. It may also 

diminish the uneasiness of a twenty-first-century audience encountering a troop of boys 

in uniform performing military maneuvers in the name of the nation.  
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Aeridheacht’s inclusive vision of Irishness, mirroring Pearse’s narrower one, 

aestheticizes violence and sacrifice, celebrating education’s potential to radicalize youth. 

No such celebration would be complete without the young woman with the walk of a 

queen: 

 

 

Illustration 10: Production photograph, Aeridheacht, 2016. Photographer: Jonathan 
Stokes for Tallaght Community Arts. Used with permission.503 

As the sun sets, Róisín Dubh dons a green cloak with a mantle that casts a shadow over 

her face. She walks regally through the grounds of St Enda’s. When she stretches her 

arms, she reveals the cloak’s inner lining, appliquéd with the figures of suffering familiar 

from Elvery’s painting. The silhouette of a hound — the symbol of Cúchulainn — burns, 

lighting the way of a parade of pupil-performers following Cathleen ni Houlihan.504 

The sacrifice of youth for the nation is even more central to Patrick Pearse’s Irish-

language play An Rí (The King). Pearse wrote An Rí for his St. Enda’s pupils in 1911, and 

they performed it at the Hermitage in 1912, and at the Abbey Theatre in the following 

year. An Rí reactivates the scenario of blood sacrifice in a variation that expresses a 

characteristic preoccupation of Pearse’s thought. The martyr figure is a child, a young 
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boy who exemplifies purity, innocence, self-effacement, and devotion to others. The play 

opens with five boys on the rampart of the monastery, eagerly describing the King and 

his host as they march to battle through the glen below.505 The boys argue and play-duel 

over the question of royal succession: all but Giolla na Naomh, the abbot’s servant, wish 

to be king. In the following scene, the abbot and the monks discuss the King’s 

predicament: due to his transgressions against his poor and innocent subjects, he has lost 

every battle. The monks debate the nature of war: is it terrible or glorious? The abbot 

argues that this is a generational difference: “The old wait for death, but the young go and 

meet it . . . There is none of you, young brothers, no, nor any of these little lads, that 

would not rise from me and go into the battle. That music of the fighters makes drunk the 

hearts of young men.” 506 Giolla na Naomh, however, submits that he would go into the 

battle to “serve [the King] when all would forsake him.” The Abbot approves: “This child 

is right. While we think of glory he thinks of service.”507 

The battle is lost. The King enters with his soldiers, and kneels before the Abbot, 

acknowledging that he has brought destruction upon his people. The Abbot tells the King 

that God “will save this nation if it choose a righteous King.” The King is willing to 

abdicate in favor of such a person, but all the monks have sinned. The Abbot asks the 

boys of the monastery, “who is most innocent among you?”508 Giolla na Naomh, they 

say. The obedient Giolla proclaims, “Welcome is death if it be appointed to me.” Giolla 

is stripped of his servant’s clothing and arrayed in the royal vestments, mantle, and 

diadem. The soldiers call blessings upon the King’s shield, spear, and sword as Giolla 

takes them up; and all kneel in homage to Giolla. He mounts his steed and rides to battle: 

“The little King goes through [the enemy] like a hawk through small birds . . . Like a 
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wolf through a folk of sheep on a plain . . . Like a torrent through a mountain gap.”509 In 

routing the enemy, Giolla is killed. The King kisses the dead child’s forehead: “I do 

homage to thee, O dead King, O victorious child! I kiss thee, O white body, since it is thy 

purity that hath redeemed my people.” The Abbot chastises the women for mourning: 

“Do not keen this child, for he hath purchased freedom for his people. Let shouts of 

exultation be raised and let a canticle be sung in praise of God.”510 The play closes with a 

Te Deum, a hymn of praise.  

In Giolla na Naomh, the pagan warrior and the Christian martyr combine in a rite 

of passage from boyhood to manhood that “promote[s] a model of Celtic masculinity.”511 

In their introduction to Pearse’s collected plays, Róisín Ní Ghairbhí and Eugene McNulty 

emphasize the debate between the monks in cautioning that “although there is much 

ammunition to be found in An Rí/The King for critics detecting a yearning for sacrifice in 

Pearse’s writings, it is important to note that both sides of the argument are presented, 

almost as though Pearse himself is working out his own views” regarding constitutional 

versus physical-force nationalism, and the gloriousness or terribleness of war.512 The 

nationalist community had the opportunity to join in this debate at the St Enda’s 

productions of An Rí on the school grounds and at the Abbey Theatre. These were 

important social occasions, reviewed by newspaper critics and attended by prominent 

artistic and nationalist figures.513 Today this school pageant might have been marketed as 

a site-specific spectacle: the boys performed the play in a forest glen on the banks of a 

river.514 Pearse staged the King’s entrance and Giolla’s departure for battle on horseback, 

and a trumpet, horn, pipes provided scoring.  
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Yeats invited Pearse to produce An Rí at the Abbey as a fundraiser to support St 

Enda’s. The production, on May 17, 1913, paired An Rí in a double bill with 

Rabindranath Tagore’s The Post Office (1912). The Nobel Prize-winning author’s play, 

originally written in Bengali as Dak Ghar, shares several features wtih Pearse’s An Rí: 

both plays exalt childhood and revolve around the final hours of a doomed young boy. 

This dramatic intercultural exchange between Irish and Indian anti-colonial schools came 

full circle in 1915. Someone, likely Yeats, had sent Tagore a copy of An Rí, which 

Tagore praised as “they very thing I have been longing for in my school for boys.”515 

Tagore produced An Rí in a double bill with his own play The Spring Festival at an open-

air festival at his school.516 Tagore and Pearse — both poets, educational reformers, and 

advocates of independence from Britain for their respective nations —  posit different 

relationships between youth and death. Giolla na Naomh is a martyr: he willingly 

sacrifices his life, and through his death, saves his people. Amal, the central character in 

The Post Office, is a messenger: the clarity and wonder he manifests in his short life 

inspires others. Despite this crucial difference, both playwrights find meaning and hope 

— not senseless tragedy — in the death of the child: the monks celebrate Giolla’s 

sacrifice with a Te Deum, and Amal’s death brings him spiritual awakening and 

emancipation from suffering.517 

An Rí has rarely been performed after the Abbey performance in 1913. In March 

and April of 2016, the Balally Players Theatre Company performed An Rí in English 

translation under the title The King.518 Geoff O’Keeffe directed the production for Balally 

Players, an amateur drama company founded in 1983.519 Produced with the support of 

Ireland 2016, Dun Laoghaire Rathdown County Council, and the Office of Public Works, 
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the run spanned three venues in the suburbs of South Dublin: the dlr Mill Theatre in 

Dundrum (March 30-April 1), Marlay House in Rathfarnham (April 14-16), and the 

Pearse Museum at St. Enda’s Park (April 22-24). I joined an audience of approximately 

sixty people attending the March 31 performance at the dlr Mill Theatre. 

While the text spoken is faithful to Pearse’s script, director O’Keeffe and music 

director Jacqueline Wall bring a distinctly contemporary sensibility to The King through 

casting, performance style, and design. The air is thick with sandalwood incense, and a 

rough Celtic cross upstage dominates the proscenium set. O’Keeffe cast women in each 

of the three main roles: the King, the Abbot, and Giolla Na Naomh. A dance theatre 

sequence opens the production, as the cast enters chanting in Latin and ringing bells. The 

King (Sharon McCoy) takes up a sword and performs a stage combat dance. The boys of 

the monastery, played by young women, creep forward together, their hands beating over 

their hearts in time to the drums. As Giolla Na Naomh, Aishling Ní Fhoghlú is pale with 

high color in her cheeks under a dark cap of hair. Her white tunic and leggings symbolize 

the character’s innocence. When the King enters, defeated and singing, her face is 

smeared with dirt, and she falls weeping to her knees. The boy without sin is selected to 

be the next King. Giolla struggles to hold back her tears. The monks adorn Giolla with 

the royal mantle, diadem, spear, and shield. Giolla and the former King weep. Giolla’s 

hand on the spear shakes. 

Giolla rides her steed — a large performer pawing the ground with his foot and 

neighing and braying — piggyback, holding spear and shield. The effect is poignant: a 

children’s war game. Giolla falls in battle, and the Abbot (Muriel Caslin O’Hagan) lays 

out the dead child’s body on the altar table. The King’s voice breaks on “this was a very 
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valiant king.” As the King keens, her voice takes on the melody of “Foggy Dew,” the 

production’s first direct reference to the 1916 Rising. “Foggy Dew” was ubiquitous 

throughout Ireland in 2016. It is a political ballad set to the tune of “The Moorlough 

Shore” by Canon Charles O’Neill. He attended the first sitting of the new Dáil Éireann 

(the Irish Parliament) in 1919, after Sinn Féin candidates had swept the general election, 

winning sixty-nine seats, and then refusing to take their seats in the British Parliament. 

Thirty-six of the sixty-nine held their offices from prison. As the roll of elected members 

was called, he heard the “faoi ghlas ag na Gaill” (prisoner of the foreigners) so often that 

he was moved to write lyrics commemorating the rebel soldiers of the Rising.520 The 

song contrasts the deaths of Rising rebels with those of Irish soldiers who fought for 

Britain in the Great War: “’Twas better to die ‘neath an Irish sky / Than at Suvla or Sud 

el Bar.”  

It was England bade our wild geese go 

That small nations might be free.  

Their lonely graves are by Suvla's waves 

On the fringe of the grey North Sea.  

But had they died by Pearse's side 

Or fought with Cathal Brugha,  

Their graves we'd keep where the Fenians sleep 

'Neath the shroud of the foggy dew.  

The full cast concludes the production chanting Patrick Pearse’s poem “Mise Éire” (“I 

Am Ireland”) in Irish and English, punctuated by the King’s rendition of “Foggy Dew.” 
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A question-and-answer session followed the March 31 performance, moderated 

by Joe McPartland and featuring director Geoff O’Keeffe and the curator of the Pearse 

Museum, Brian Crowley.521 A spectator expressed surprise that this was the only script 

by Pearse in Ireland’s theatrical season this year: “You’d have imagined for the centenary 

some Pearse plays would be produced.” O’Keeffe suggested that there was “something 

about the language — the shedding of blood — that’s quite hard to reconcile” with 

contemporary sensibilities, but that producing it allows the artists and audience to 

“examine our history.” Crowley agreed that the play was “fascinating, disturbing, and 

worrying to us now.” He argued that “we don’t have this romantic idea of war now that 

was common in 1916,” suggesting that the image of a child soldier was now associated 

with kidnap and exploitation in conflicts ranging worldwide from South Sudan to Syria to 

Myanmar.  He saw modern sensibilities about childhood reflected in the performance of 

Aishling Ní Ghoul as Giolla Na Naomh: the fear and tears of the “trembling child” 

conscripted into war was a far cry, Crowley argued, from the likely representation in 

1912 and 1913 of a child staunchly meeting his duty, willing to die for his people. The 

Abbot, here, takes on a sinister quality. 

Pearse wrote practical plays that afforded his students the opportunity to embody 

and internalize principles of patriotism, duty, self-sacrifice, and physical prowess. Their 

performances promoted his school and its dual purposes “to restore a national culture 

[and] to restore manhood to a race that has been deprived of it.”522 Conservative 

nationalist and Catholic orthodoxy influenced the construction of gender in Pearse’s 

stories and plays. In Pearse’s Irish imaginary, women are confined to the domestic sphere 

and the family unit, and have no place on fields of action or in centers of learning. 
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Pearse’s An Rí reactivated the blood sacrifice scenario, and the Balally Players adapted 

that scenario further in production. Through the use of gender reversal in casting and the 

performers’ embodiment of affect, the Balally Players’ production of The King subverts 

the text’s participation in what Sisson calls the “remasculinization of Ireland.”523 In the 

conversation following the performance, O’Keeffe remarked that when he first read The 

King, it did not “fill him with joy,” but that it felt “flexible enough to be reimagined.”  

By casting women in central roles, O’Keeffe joined the national conversation on 

women in 1916, paid tribute to the #WakingTheFeminists movement, and created theatre, 

as Pearse did, for his community. Women are negligible figures in the An Rí text, present 

only in their tears: the monks mention women mourning the King’s losses, and women 

enter at the end to keen Giolla’s death. But in the 2016 production, women led 

monasteries and armies, and a girl’s tears accompanied her agreement to sacrifice her life 

for the nation in battle. Representing women in these positions contributed to Ireland 

2016’s contemporary project of establishing a more inclusive understanding of Irish 

citizenship.  

Casting women as the Abbot and Giolla also intervened in the ambiguous erotics 

of the play, which is deeply invested in the beauty, purity, and innocence of the young 

male body. Through his creation of and praise for homosocial environments, Pearse 

participated in the widespread “Edwardian cult of athleticism (including military 

endeavour) and its corresponding eroticization of young men” and boys. Sisson discusses 

the ambiguity of Pearse’s “loving imaginings of the boys of ancient Ireland,” at times 

sensuous, at times childishly mischievous.524 She argues, 

Pearse’s dedication to boys, his love of boys’ culture and his poetic declarations 
of desire for the young male body certainly suggest homoerotic tendencies, but 
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they do not indicate any sexual activity between him and his pupils which would 
have made him a paedophile. It was the sublimation of Pearse’s sexuality that 
produced such a remarkable interweaving of discourses on aesthetics, martyrdom, 
masculinity and nationhood[.]525 

Sisson warns, after Foucault, that the “impulse to ‘name’” or claim Pearse as homosexual 

is an ahistorical and essentializing act, “as if to know the details of a person’s sexual 

behaviour is to have access to ‘the most real’ aspect of his or her identity.”526 

Through cross-gender casting, the Balally Players sidestepped an anxious 

controversy over a national hero. The company’s casting and performance choices also 

estranged the production from its textual origins and historical referents, diluting the 

play’s insistence on the necessity and glory of the shedding of blood — particuarly the 

blood of children —  to redeem and save the nation. Spectators may respond to the 

Abbot’s proclamation that “Freedom is not purchased but with a great price” with sorrow 

or horror, rather than patriotic fervor. 527 Giolla’s tears disavowed Pearse’s imagined Irish 

child bravely dying for the nation. 

CONCLUSION 

In 2016, these revivals of the theatrical past—Aeridheacht and The King — 

adapted the blood sacrifice scenario through contemporary theatrical techniques, 

community participation, and non-traditional casting practices. They illuminated how 

nationalist drama and the blood sacrifice scenario structured the understanding of some of 

the Rising rebels — particularly Patrick Pearse and those he inspired — and informed 

their actions before, during, and after Easter week. These productions offered spectators 

new ways to engage with the histories and myths of 1916. Meanwhile, Rebellion, Wild 

Sky, and Rebel Rebel intervened in the patriarchal model of the original Cathleen ni 

Houlihan. Each production reactivated and adapted the scenario of blood sacrifice by 
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recasting women: not as allegories for the homeland, nor as sacrificial mothers, but as 

warriors for Ireland, whose names shall (or ought to) be remembered forever. 

Centenary commemorative productions have reactivated the scenario of blood 

sacrifice through metatheatrical practices of revival, reenactment, adaptation, and — 

most potently — through a persistent theme of gender reversal. As contemporary artists 

investigate the place of art amidst historical extremity, Cathleen ni Houlihan has become 

less of a performance text and more of a performance instrument for considering and 

complicating nation and identity, providing elements of structure, scene, embodiment, 

and once-againness. Through transformations Cathleen ni Houlihan and the scenario of 

blood sacrifice, theatre-makers restore and recuperate women as historical subjects and 

political agents in Ireland.  
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Chapter Four 

Rehearsing the Republic:  

Performance as Participatory Historiography 

Overnight, the post boxes turned red again. Dubliners were perplexed: “Is this for 

the 1916 commemorations or is the UK very gradually trying to take us back, a postbox 

at a time,” wondered Emer Sugrue in a tweet dated March 21, 2016.528 

One of the first acts of the Irish government after independence had been to paint 

the postboxes green. A few days before Easter week 2016, the Irish postal service, An 

Post, painted ten Dublin post boxes red again. The post boxes were a marketing 

campaign for the March 25, 2016 opening of the new GPO Witness History Museum, one 

of the seven “Permanent Reminder” projects of the centenary commemorations. Each 

was located near a key site of the uprising. Anna McHugh, the head of communications 

for An Post, described the inspiration as “the idea of post boxes as witnesses to history. . . 

We were thinking about what our post boxes would have witnessed in 1916, because so 

many of them are in the same position as they were during Easter Week, and in many 

cases the same box is there.”529 Pedestrians could text a word printed on each box to a 

certain phone number and access a video re-enactment of an event that post box had 

“witnessed” in 1916: Margaret Skinnider sniping at British troops from the College of 

Surgeons; a boy stealing fruit from a Grafton Street shop before running from a soldier. 

The An Post campaign defamiliarized the Dublin streetscape through palimpsest, 

overlaying the past on the present. The everyday act of strolling down the street became 

an invitation to “witness history.” Passers-by did double takes, stopped and stared, and 

made jokes about Britain establishing authority over Ireland again. 
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This chapter investigates performances that ask contemporary civilians to 

“witness history” and confront the stark demands of nationalist blood sacrifice. Here I 

consider theatrical reenactments of the historical events of the Rising — itself a 

reactivation of that adaptable, familiar scenario of blood sacrifice — in the 2016 

commemorations. Theatre historian Charlotte Canning demonstrates that some 

performance “foregrounds historiographical operations, making physical, gestural, 

emotional, and agonistic the processes that construct history out of the past.” Canning 

argues that such performance can be productively understood as “historiographical”: 

performances that “reveal the processes of transforming the past into history and that blur 

the boundaries between historiography and dramaturgy.”530 Although “the performance 

of history is not usually held up as a legitimate mode of historiography,” Canning writes, 

Through the connections between the audience and the performer(s), performed 
history can actively place the past in the community context of present time. . . . 
What is at stake for the present is usually painfully clear for the audience, as 
versions of what actually happened are played out before the audience, 
transforming time and place, making the past and present concomitant.531 

In Ireland 2016, historical pageants and site-responsive performances both functioned as 

historiography. Historical pageants featured heavily in national and local commemorative 

programs across Ireland. In this chapter, I address representative historical pageants on 

the educational, regional, and national stages: the Patrician Primary School’s  “The 

Casual Comedy!!” (Innis-Free 1916), the republican celebration Belfast Rising, and 

Centenary, the exuberant spectacle broadcast by RTÉ on Easter Monday.  

Where I most often experienced what director-scholar Mark Hunter calls 

“theatrical wonder” (“a sense of awe and aesthetic appreciation . . . coupled with deep 

feeling and a sense of expanded possibility”), however, was in a set of historically site-
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specific, immersive re-enactments of Rising events.532 These site-specific productions, 

which were prevalent in the centenary commemorations, reactivated the scenario of blood 

sacrifice through scene. Time and again, theatre-makers turned to site-specificity as a 

way to engage new audiences with the past. Their collective efforts demonstrate site-

specific and site-responsive performance as form of historiography and a contemporary 

way of knowing. The previous commemorations of the Rising featured performances at 

historical sites tied to the events of 1916: parade routes marked by speeches at battle 

sites, the laying of wreaths upon graves and in the cells of the executed. But the 

immersive elements of the 2016 theatrical productions implicated ticket-holders and 

passers-by at large in new, participatory forms of embodiment and situated relationship.  

Here I address four examples of this centenary collection of site-responsive 

performance, which represent the wide variety of geographies, sites, and performance 

practices deployed in the commemorations: a melodramatic scene of eviction and 

recruitment at the rural Farming & Country Life 1916 festival in County Galway; a 

reanimation of rebel headquarters Inside the GPO and a tour bus as a time travel machine 

in Beyond Barricades; and the embodiment of an archive of trauma on North King Street 

in These Rooms.  

This chapter argues that historical pageantry and site-responsive performance 

produced a transformed, imagined space and time, “making the past and present 

concomitant”: a 19(20)16 Ireland. In the “now of performance,” these productions “wrote 

history” by adapting the scenario of blood sacrifice for the needs of contemporary artists 

and spectators. As discussed in chapter two, for Marvin and Ingle, “the nation is the 

shared memory of blood sacrifice, periodically renewed.”533 For the centenary 
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commemorations of Ireland 2016, historical pageants and site-responsive performances 

renewed the shared memory of the 1916 sacrifice, by evoking senses of deep connection 

to past events, and deep fellowship with the present bodies performing them. 

PAGEANT MATERIAL 

As discussed in the introduction, the Rising has been interpreted as a theatrical 

performance since its inception, by its participants and eyewitnesses, and by many 

scholars afterwards. We can invent a form of historiography with theatrical production as 

the central extended metaphor, imagining the revolutionaries as directors, stage 

managers, and performers; political and military preparations as production meetings and 

rehearsals; arms dealing and alliance-forming as fundraising and development; the GPO 

as a stage; the armed uprising as a deadly opening night; and the people of Dublin as the 

audience. This interpretation was further developed in discussions connected with the 

centenary commemorations. Theatre director and scholar Marianne Ní Chinnéide gave a 

talk titled “Pearse as site-specific, guerilla performance artist. A master of reception.”534 

Ní Chinnéide applies Richard Schechner’s three-stage model of performance as a time-

space sequence consisting of proto-performance, performance, and aftermath to Pearse’s 

life work. She argues that in performing the Rising that ended with his sacrificial death, 

Pearse became his own most famous work of art. Ní Chinnéide suggests that Pearse’s 

proto-performance of the Rising manifested first in “training” in the Irish language and as 

a barrister, then in “workshop” at St. Enda’s, the “test bed for all he was trying to 

achieve” and a performance workshop for researching and developing the ideas of blood 

sacrifice and child martyrs, and finally in “rehearsal” in his oration at the grave of 

Donovan O’Rossa in 1915. The public performance phase, Ní Chinnéide argues, is the 
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Rising itself. The GPO, although difficult to defend from a military perspective, provided 

a magnificent, centrally located stage set. Pearse went into battle with a sword, which 

was more of a prop than a weapon. Nearly everything else he did over the six days of the 

Rising was theatre as well, especially the monologue performance of the Proclamation. 

After Pearse turned over his sword in surrender, the executions fulfilled the demands of 

the scenario of blood sacrifice. The aftermath of the Rising performance is vast, 

consisting of archives, memories, commemorations, plays, poetry, and other works of art, 

as well as critical responses.  

In a similar vein, the curator of the Pearse Museum, Brian Crowley, argued that 

Pearse “staged managed his life” to make it look like 1916 was the inevitable 5th act.535 

This dramaturgy of autobiography took the shape of the scenario of blood sacrifice. I 

have argued in chapter three that the historical pageants written for and performed by 

Pearse’s students at St. Enda’s reactivated the scenario of blood sacrifice in a 

hypermasculine, syncretic form as a rehearsal for the Rising. After 1916, the Rising itself 

supplied a new variation on the scenario of blood sacrifice, available for adaptation and 

reinterpretation. The particular, recognizable elements of the Rising — its settings, its 

props, its participants and their actions, words, gestures, and biographies — accreted to 

the scenario. The Rising, that is, became pageant material.  

In All Dressed Up: Modern Irish Historical Pageantry (2014), theatre historian 

Joan Fitzpatrick Dean analyzes historical pageantry as practiced in Ireland from the late 

nineteenth century through the present day. Many voluntary organizations and political 

parties have staged these performances, generally featuring large numbers of amateurs 

performing tableaux, songs, poems, and speeches that mediated Irish history for large 
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audiences. Dean demonstrates that in distinction to other English-speaking nations where 

pageants were largely associated with and funded by hegemonic power, some historical 

pageants in pre-Free State Ireland performed subversion and resistance through 

spectacles portraying a “highly selective . . . glorious and noble Irish past.”536 The 

particular fragments of heroic history and mythology staged by Irish nationalists 

supported their visions of a free Ireland: “at the beginning of the twentieth century, Irish 

historical pageants often created aspirational narratives in which a young man came to 

lead a weary, oppressed people.”537 While historical pageantry was largely absent during 

Ireland’s revolutionary decade (1913-1923), the practice returned after the civil war. The 

Free State “deployed pageantry to reinforce its legitimacy, to instill pride in its citizens, 

and to offer the popular imagination an alternative to an oppressive colonial history.”538 

In 1966, several pageants commemorated the golden jubilee of the Rising. Tomás 

MacAnna’s Aiséiri: Glóir-rím na Cásca (Resurrection: The Easter Pageant) was one of 

the highlights of the jubilee, performed five times over Easter week. MacAnna, who was 

commissioned to direct the pageant in March 1965, planned an event covering 

republicanism from the 1790s through the Rising, and “intend[ed] it to be an 

overwhelming experience to both audiences and participants.”539 Early blocking 

rehearsals required his son’s toy soldiers, and the pageant featured over 600 military 

costumes marking revolutions and uprisings over the centuries.540  

Historical pageantry played a role in the centenary commemorations of the Rising 

as well. These contemporary pageants served multiple functions; the primary function 

was generally determined by the nature of the performers and audience. For instance, 

some pageants served the educational purpose of introducing young people to Irish 
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history and citizenship. The students of Patrician Primary School performed “The Casual 

Comedy!!” (Innis-Free 1916) at the Riverbank Arts Centre in Newbridge on May 31 and 

June 1, 2016. Advertised as a “respectful telling of the 1916 story,” The Casual Comedy 

alternated ballads associated with the Rising (“A Nation Once Again,” “Foggy Dew,” 

“Grace”) and eight original compositions from teacher-directors Francis T. Kirke and 

James Tooher. Dozens of students between the ages of eight and twelve years old 

performed comic and dramatic scenes representing the uprising, the executions, and the 

aftermath.541 Other pageants, staged by local theatre groups throughout the island of 

Ireland, laid claim to regional connections — however tenuous — to the events of the 

Rising, and therefore to a revolutionary legacy. One example is Brassneck Theatre 

Company’s Belfast Rising, which performed to sold-out crowds at the Lyric Theatre for 

the Belfast International Arts Festival. In the national arena, RTÉ’s spectacular 

Centenary, performed live at the Bord Gáis Energy Theatre on Easter Monday, was the 

most prominent pageant by far.  

These pageants — from those of the Irish nationalists at the turn of the century, to 

those commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the Rising in 1966, to the centenary 

pageants of 2016 — all reactivated the scenarios of uprising and blood sacrifice, making 

“visible, yet, again, what is already there” and contributing to a lasting, shared sense of 

once-againness.542 This sense of once-againness cannot be taken for granted. Roisín 

Higgins argues that in the golden jubilee of the Rising, “the memory of the dead was 

being used to navigate the country through the uncertainty of accelerated modernisation,” 

and that the cyclical narrative of Irish progress required power to be handed over to a 

younger generation — but only “on the condition that young Ireland understood the 
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wherefore of its birth.”543 In 1966, a time when those holding living memories of the 

Rising were aging and dying, “the young represented destabilising presences that 

threatened the redemptive acts which were now the preserve of old veterans and the dead. 

A major gap to be bridged during the jubilee, therefore, was between the old and the 

young. The major challenge was to turn an event which had death at its centre into a 

living example.”544  

The 1966 commemoration organizers turned to performance, and particularly to 

pageantry, as a mode for transmitting cultural memory from the old to the young. Aiséiri 

debuted a special performance for the jubilee’s Children’s Day event.  Director Bryan 

MacMahon “allowed the young to question the dead” in Seachtar Fear, Seacht Lá — 

Seven Men, Seven Days, a pageant commissioned by the Gaelic Athletic Association. The 

cast of 400, including 250 children, were led by a narrator (“I am the caller-up of the 

dead / The Challenger of the living / The Inspirer of the Unborn”) who “calls up” the 

dead signatories so that a young man and woman of 1966 can question them on “the why 

and wherefore of their dying . . . To see them as men of flesh and blood, not effigies of 

history . . . They must be seen and questioned.”545 The signatories came accompanied by 

witnesses signifying their participation in different aspects of Irish life: James Connolly 

with workers, Pearse with students, Thomas MacDonagh with singers. Young men and 

women danced as the signatories gave accounts of their lives and “pa[id] tribute to 

modern Ireland.”546  

The transformations over the years demonstrate the adaptable, accretive nature of 

the scenario. Each reactivation of the scenario alters the way the putative “original” event 

is remembered and understood, as meaning constantly transforms “in the now of 
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performance.”547 Seachtar Fear, Seacht Lá acknowledged an altered situated relationship 

between the youth of Ireland and the scenario of blood sacrifice. And despite the military 

bent of the 1966 Aiséiri, correspondent Bernardine Truden of the Boston Globe noted that 

“the greatest cheers came, not for any of the marching men, but for the strikers of 1913, 

when they burst onto the field with their placards,” reflecting the broader context of 

politicized labor and economic difficulties in Ireland in the 1960s.548 Through the 

bridging of the nationalist struggle with the workers’ struggle by the alliance of the 

Volunteers and the Citizen Army in 1916, the available elements of structure, 

embodiment, situated relationship, and scene in the scenario of blood sacrifice expand, 

meeting the ideological needs of the present audience. 

In 2016, the transmission of blood sacrifice through pageantry varied across 

productions, but in every one I attended, the continuing power of pageantry to engage and 

inspire was visible and audible in audience response.  The Casual Comedy transmitted 

cultural memory from the old to the young by involving pupils in all production aspects. 

The program features two poems and a drawing of Michael Collins by students, and a 

note from writer-director Frank T. Coirc, emphasizing the cultural revival’s impact on 

Irish nationalism and his “great delight” in casting “those who were enthusiastic for the 

part irrespective of whether they were a ‘boy’ or a ‘girl.’”549 The show, which I attended 

on June 1, 2016, begins in the lobby, where young performers, decked out in newsboy 

caps, bowler hats, and one pink Easter bonnet, march in formation with hurley sticks — 

as the Fianna scouts and Irish Volunteers did in drills one hundred years before — and 

give a vibrant ensemble recitation of the Proclamation. A full house of two hundred 

spectators follows the students into the theatre, where we greet the production with 
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fervent cheers, laughter, and applause, sometimes singing along to the familiar songs. A 

black-cloaked figure holding chains enters to the music. She throws off her cloak, 

revealing herself as a tall girl in an Irish Citizen Army uniform. Listed as “Caitlin Ní 

Shúilleabháin” in the program, Saraid Hartnett portrays Ireland as a woman warrior 

reminiscent of the characters in Rebel Rebel and Rebellion.  

In The Casual Comedy’s reactivation of the scenario of blood sacrifice, the 

scenario’s structure is represented explicitly through the Cathleen ni Houlihan figure and 

the martyrs. General Maxwell is a comic character, dressed in a nightcap and clutching a 

teddy bear, and the death sentence he orders is a laugh line (“Shoot them. Space them 

out. But shoot them”), but when the pageant reaches the crisis point of the executions, the 

students create each death very seriously. Here, due to the casting, a “more expansive” 

vision of Irish martyrdom is represented: girls and children of color sing and die for 

Ireland alongside white Irish boys. In a familiar commemorative trope, the names of the 

executed leaders are read aloud, one by one, before a drumroll and a shot. Over a stage 

littered with bodies, pupil Cory Minihan sings the rebel ballad “James Connolly,” first 

recorded by The Wolfe Tones in 1972: 

A great crowd had gathered outside of Kilmainham, 

With their heads uncovered they knelt on the ground, 

For behind that grim prison lay a brave Irish Soldier,  

His life for his Country about to lay down. 

 By singing a Troubles-era song of nationalist martyrdom in the sean nós style — an 

unaccompanied, highly ornamented form of traditional Irish singing associated with the 

Gaeltacht — Minihan’s performance created an “imagined” space and time, inviting the 
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ghostly sacrificial scenarios of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to coexist with the 

contemporary bodies of student performers and their families. And the crowd went wild. 

In Brassneck’s Belfast Rising, which I attended on October 28, 2016, actors 

performed against the backdrop of the biggest Irish Republic flag I saw in any 

commemorative event. They enacted scenes from the lives of Belfast republicans, 

beginning with the 18th-century revolutionary Wolfe Tone and moving through 1916-era 

cultural and militant nationalists Alice Milligan, Charlie Monahan, and Winifred Carney. 

Early on, a brother and sister argue over a newspaper report about Patrick Pearse. When 

the brother asks “What has Belfast to do with Irish republicanism?,” his sister retorts, 

“sure, it’s the birthplace of Irish republicanism.” This is the blunt thesis statement of 

Belfast Rising. Brassneck eschewed the nuance and perspectival complexity urged by the 

Expert Advisory Group of historians. This was not a show intended to bridge the 

incommensurable republican and loyalist memories of 1916. When I traveled to Belfast, 

my taxi driver, a self-described republican, took interest in my research project. He 

contributed his analysis of the differences in memories of the Rising North and South of 

the border: “In the Republic they commemorate 1916 - they remember it; it’s a state 

affair. Here in Northern Ireland we celebrate 1916 as part of the 800-year uprising.” This 

sense of celebrating one battle in an ongoing struggle was palpable in Belfast Rising: at 

the end of the show, one actor shawls herself as Margaret Pearse. The other actor stands, 

as her son Patrick, awaiting execution. He holds his blindfold carefully. He becomes the 

voice of 1916 asking the contemporary spectators of 2016, “To whom do we owe our 

allegiances today?” In answer, the actors recite Pearse’s poem “Mise Éire / I Am Ireland” 

in Irish and English, and clasp their hands, raising them over their heads in triumph. The 
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audience responds with an immediate standing ovation. In Belfast, celebrating the 

scenario of blood sacrifice through historical pageantry contributed to the post-peace 

process maintenance of republican identity. 

The poem “Mise Éire” also appeared in RTÉ’s Centenary, providing the setting 

for the pageant’s most highly praised sequence: in the middle of the ninety-minute 

production, Sibéal Ní Chasaide, an 17-year-old girl from the Gaeltacht in a long white 

gown, sings Patrick Cassidy’s arrangement of “Mise Éire / I Am Ireland.” Onstage, 

flames engulf a projected GPO, bathing in red light the rebels crouching behind a 

barricade of chairs, ladders, bed frames, and wagon wheels. The Dublin skyline, 

bombarded and burning behind the pillars of the GPO, fades in and out with images of a 

giant press printing copies of the Proclamation. The soldiers watch as a woman in a green 

skirt and white blouse dances with a white flag. This is Elizabeth O’Farrell. She served in 

the GPO during the Rising as a nurse and carried Pearse’s surrender order to the British 

command and the other rebel outposts, walking through the line of fire. In her words, “I 

had to take my life in my hands several times.”550 O’Farrell was buried with Julia 

Grennan in Glasnevin Cemetery. The couple has long been euphemistically described as 

“lifelong companions.” Decades after the Rising, O’Farrell refused to contribute a 

witness statement to the Bureau of Military History on the grounds that “all governments 

since 1921 have betrayed the Republic.”551  

O’Farrell lifts and swirls her flag in front of a projection of a famous photograph 

picturing Patrick Pearse surrendering to Brigadier General Lowe on April 29, 1916. 

Although he is accompanied by Elizabeth O’Farrell, only her feet can be seen in the 

photograph. Later reproductions were retouched, or “eirebrushed,” to remove her feet —
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and, in effect, her historical presence — altogether. This archival revisionism has 

persisted into the present day. However, the repertoire provides opportunities to 

reactivate scenario elements that the archive has expunged. O’Farrell’s dance in 

Centenary is an example of the repertoire intervening in the archive, editing and restoring 

the backstory of a photograph. O’Farrell wraps herself in the flag of surrender and lies 

down as Yeats’s epitaph for the Rising - “A terrible beauty is born” - is projected 

downstage. Throughout, Sibéal sings. In Centenary, women dominate the representation 

of armed conflict and surrender.  

O’Farrell dances back into history twenty minutes into Centenary. The production 

opened with a choreographic sequence titled “Awakening” that placed the Rising firmly 

within a mythic and historical tradition of Irish heroic culture. Preceded by the text 

“stirred by artists and agitators, the spirits and symbols of her past begin to awaken,” 

aerialists descend, tumbling in gauzy dresses, towards slumbering figures on mossy 

ground. The sleepers awaken and dance as men with the heads of stags emerge from the 

forest. Accompanied by a bodhran, a male soloist and backing choir sing “Mo Ghile 

Mear,” an 18th-century aisling poem giving voice to Éire/Ireland as a widow lamenting 

the defeat of her gallant hero. “Mo Ghile Mear” is a precursor to Cathleen ni Houlihan, 

reactivating the sacrifice of uprising and exile, and the personification of the land as a 

suffering woman. The next sequence, Cuchulainn, evokes the St. Enda’s pageants. We 

see the legendary hero as a boy at first, a small dancer in a red tunic darting out with a 

hurling stick. Against a grey and rust backdrop — threatening clouds and single, lonely 

leafless tree, parched rock layers reminiscent of the Burren in the West of Ireland — 

bare-chested men perform an acrobatic fighting dance. The boy crouches behind a rock to 
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watch, then mimics the motions of the fighters’ staffs. He runs offstage to be replaced by 

an adult dancer, the boy grown into a powerful, graceful warrior. The embodiment of the 

adult Cuchulainn by dancer and choreographer Renako McDonald reactivates the heroic 

martyr figure of the scenario of blood sacrifice. McDonald’s physical presence, as a black 

performer in a role deeply representative of Irish identity, demonstrates the expanding 

sense of Irish identity called for in the Ireland 2016 mission.  

This choreography also makes a visual argument about the connection between 

sport, militarism, and Irish identity: the hurling stick, from Gaelic sport, prepares the boy 

to become a warrior as a man, armed with a weapon. The warriors of old are replaced by 

men marching in the uniforms of the Great War. Rifles replace the hurling sticks and 

staffs as the choreography transitions to “Protesting.” The stage fills up with Irish 

pedestrians and their bicycles, prams, and crates. Two unfurl a sign: “WORKERS 

UNITE.” Here, the social and political ferment of turn-of-the-century Dublin: 

suffragettes, labor union activists, Irish language advocates, Gaelic League nationalists 

all sway and clench their fists in time to the strains of the music. A woman pulls a rifle 

out of her pram — and the Rising begins. Men and women in the motley of Rising 

combatants (Volunteers, Irish Citizen Army, Cumann na mBan, civilian clothes) take 

their rifles and march together to their barricades. The pillars of the General Post Office 

drop from the flies. A man with a guitar sings “Foggy Dew.” 

After the battle and surrender comes “Captivity,” a sequence of three songs 

filmed on location in Kilmainham Gaol, intercut with passages from the final letters of 

the men sentenced to die. The “Executions” are carried out in the theatre against a 

projection of the stonebreaker’s yard in Kilmainham. Names and dates are superimposed 
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on the wall while a firing line shoots men with their hands bound, over and over. 

Fourteen men were shot in the yard of Kilmainham jail between May 3rd and 12th, 1916: 

Patrick Pearse, Tom Clarke, Thomas MacDonagh, Ned Daly, Willie Pearse, Joe Plunkett, 

Michael O’Hanrahan, John MacBride, Eamonn Ceannt, Seán Heuston, Con Colbert, 

Michael Mallin, James Connolly, and Seán MacDermott. Thomas Kent was executed in 

Cork on May 9th. After he was convicted of high treason, Sir Roger Casement was 

hanged on August 3, 1916, in London’s Pentonville Prison.  

The sequence “Turbulence” moves us through the War of Independence and the 

Civil War, but here the focus is on the orchestra — drums and flashing lights — while the 

projection shows period footage. The lack of embodied representation may simply 

indicate a desire to save some material for the rest of the Decade of Centenaries, but it 

has the effect of marking the Civil War as unshowable, unknowable. “Turbulence” 

concludes with footage of a ceremonial raising of the Irish flag. This symbol of 

independence grounds the following sequence, “Foundation.” A video of contemporary 

relatives of Rising rebels — Muriel McAuley, the granddaughter of Thomas MacDonagh, 

and Aobh Magan, great-grandniece of The O’Rahilly, the most senior Rising rebel killed 

in action — carry the flag of the Republic of Ireland through an honor guard. The flag 

flies over the four provinces of Ireland: Lissadell House, Connaught; Hook Head, 

Leinster; King John’s Castle, Munster; and Fort Dunree, Ulster. Aobh Magan crosses a 

green field to the inauguration mound on the Hill of Tara. She touches the standing stone, 

the Lia Fáil (Stone of Destiny) and recites the beginning of the Proclamation in a trilling 

child’s voice. Her touch ignites the power of the ancient seat of the High Kings of 

Ireland: light shoots up out of the ritual space to points all over the globe. A series of 
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video clips joins the voices of the Irish diaspora with Irish residents in collectively 

reciting the Proclamation, trading off lines. A schoolgirl in uniform, surrounded by 

classmates, evokes the child-martyrs of St. Enda’s with the line “the readiness of its 

children to sacrifice themselves.” Magan concludes the recitation: the Irish nation must 

again “prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called.” 

The second half of Centenary speeds through the rest of the twentieth century to 

join its audience in the present day. A nation-building dance features circus performers 

on scaffolds and spindles, a 1950s dance hall offers romance and heartbreak as young 

people emigrate, step dancers stomp and twirl as documentary footage of decades roll 

past: development, civil rights protests, rural and urban poverty, a calf being born and 

learning to stand up, gay rights marches, the Special Olympics, and finally Queen 

Elizabeth II visiting the Garden of Remembrance. Imelda May sings Kermit the Frog’s 

“It’s Not Easy Bein’ Green” against footage of gorgeous Irish landscapes. A tribute to 

civic participation and the strength of voluntary organizations in Ireland claims the spirit 

of 1916 and surprises the broadcast audience with a big reveal: the audience in the Bord 

Gáis Energy Theatre are actually members of twenty choirs who join Celine Byrne in a 

rendition of “You Raise Me Up.” Following Colm Wilkinson’s performance of the U2 

song “One,” President Michael D. Higgins gives a speech stressing the centrality of the 

cultural revival to the Rising, and figuring the Rising itself as a great act of imagination: 

Let us continue, then, to imagine and to dream—for that is surely how we best 
make use of our past—to build, together, a just and equal future. Casann an roth. 
The wheel always turns. What generations have created – beautiful, flawed and 
full of promise – we now entrust to the next. We wish them well as they make 
music, and continue to dream.552  
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The final song, “Music Makers,” transforms the theatre into a Dublin club, flashing lights 

and thudding pop music. Having renewed the shared memory of blood sacrifice, passing 

it from one generation to the next, Centenary celebrates the young. 

The reception of Centenary was rapturous. Critics and spectators praised the high 

production values, the skilled execution of the vibrant choreography, and the poignancy 

of the historical and contemporary storytelling — particularly the “Mise Éire” and 

“Foundation” sequences. Centenary strikes a balance between the transmitting and 

transforming the scenario of blood sacrifice. The pageant transmits the deeds of the 

martyred Cuchulainn and the executed Rising rebels to the young children pledging their 

“readiness to sacrifice themselves” in a feat of national memorization, while positioning 

the dreams of uprising as “ours to achieve” through cultural achievement, social justice, 

and civic participation. 

Dean demonstrates that during the 1920s, far more people attended historical 

pageants than ever saw Sean O’Casey’s plays at the Abbey Theatre.553 This relative 

popularity of pageantry over realist and experimental theatre persists, aided by the reach 

and ubiquity of broadcast television and streaming services: 500,000 people tuned in on a 

single night to the live broadcast of RTÉ’s Centenary on March 28, 2016554 — one out of 

nine people in a nation with a population of a little over 4.7 million. In contrast, 

approximately 50,000 people saw the Abbey’s production of The Plough and the Stars 

over the course of two years, between its opening in Dublin in March 2016 and the end of 

its international tour in May 2018.555 Pageantry, although associated with old-fashioned 

aesthetics, has retained a broad audience through mediatization, and remains a central 

repertoire site for the transmission of cultural memory in Ireland. 
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REACTIVATING THE RISING THROUGH SITE-RESPONSIVE REENACTMENT 

Much of the most innovative Irish theatre of the past decade is site-responsive, 

attempting, as I have discussed elsewhere, to “engage with the layers of meaning—

historical, architectural, aesthetic, cultural, residential, and so on—already located in a 

site.” From ANU Productions’ Laundry, set in a former Magdalene Laundry, which 

excavated the lives of women who had been imprisoned there, to THISISPOPBABY’s 

Trade, a devastating encounter between a middle-aged-man and an adolescent rent boy in 

an anonymous B&B room, the productions of several Irish theatre companies use “the 

most public of art forms to penetrate and illuminate the most private of spaces.”556 In the 

centenary commemorations, site-responsive and immersive theatre proved to be powerful 

practices for reflecting upon the multiplicity and plurality of the Rising as history and 

inheritance, and for refiguring the experience of spectatorship as a communion or 

confrontation with history’s ghosts. These productions mark a productive collision 

between the long-standing use of historical sites in commemorative practice and the 

growing popularity of the use of historical sites in contemporary Irish theatre: the former, 

solemn occasions of mourning or honoring, often supporting state claims of legitimacy 

and lineage; the latter tending towards imaginative intervention, playful provocation, and 

investigations into hidden or silenced histories and memories.  

Cultural studies scholar Emilie Pine discusses how “Irish theatre is not merely 

marked by the perpetual eruption of the ghostly figure into the present, but also by its 

tendency to provide a home for these ghosts, in which death and the past, as imagined 

spaces, co-exist with life and the present.”557 The site-responsive commemorative 

performances that are the main subject of this chapter create something like an “imagined 

space” in which the dead of the 1916 Rising co-exist with contemporary spectators living 
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in the present. Unlike in most scripts written for traditional theatre venues, the space itself 

is not imagined — rather, the act of imagination initiated by theatre-makers and 

perpetuated by spectators creates an “imagined time.” When spectators apprehend the 

coexistence of past and present, there arises the possibility of engaging, in Hunter’s 

words, “something profound and powerful beyond the confines of its temporal 

boundary.”558  In what Taylor calls the “now of performance,” the Rising, itself a 

reactivation of the scenario of blood sacrifice, is reactivated once-again in its own scene, 

upon its own ground. These performances ghost the dead alongside the living bodies of 

artist and spectator. As we participate in these performances, do the Rising 

revolutionaries, Irish civilians, and British troops haunt us, the inheritors of and witnesses 

to the consequences of their actions? Can we, in turn, haunt them? 

Taken together, the site-responsive commemorative performances produced for 

the centenary re-enacted the rehearsal (preparations), performance (rebellion), and 

reception (British reprisals, executions, and legacies) of the Rising itself. Farming and 

Country Life 1916 in Athenry, County Galway, was a celebration of Irish rural life and 

history. The largest commemorative event of Ireland 2016 outside of Dublin, the fair 

produced reenactments of several events particular to rural Ireland, including an “eviction 

scene drama” that reactivated a crucial, late-nineteenth-century sacrificial moment in the 

process of political radicalization that enabled the 1916 Rising. Chapter three includes a 

discussion of a reenactment of an “Open Day” at Pearse’s school, St. Enda’s, another key 

site of radicalization.  In Glasnevin Cemetery, costumed actors regularly reenacted 

Patrick Pearse’s oration over the grave of Fenian martyr O’Donovan Rossa, a galvanizing 

event for Irish nationalists in 1915. Moving into reenactments of the Rising proper, 
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Fishamble produced Colin Murphy’s documentary drama Inside the GPO —just what it 

says on the tin. ANU Productions teamed up with the city’s public transportation 

company, Dublin Bus, for Beyond Barricades, a play-meets-bus-tour of the embattled 

streets of Dublin, led by actors in costume and character. ANU also produced Sunder in 

Moore Street, where many rebels, having evacuated the GPO, waited out the final hours 

of the Rising before surrendering. University College Dublin commissioned monologues 

from eight Irish writers for the seven Rising leaders who signed the Proclamation, and 

one for Nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell, and staged the resulting play Signatories in 

Kilmainham Gaol, where the leaders had awaited execution. Fearghus O’Conchúir’s  

Butterflies & Bones / The Casement Project danced the complex life and queer body of 

Sir Roger Casement — imperial functionary, humanitarian, revolutionary — on Banna 

Strand in County Kerry where Casement came ashore and was captured. Finally, ANU 

and CoisCéim co-produced the dance theatre piece These Rooms in a former tenement 

building in North Dublin. These Rooms staged eyewitness testimony on the “North King 

Street Massacre,” embodying the archive in the repertoire and illuminating the effects of 

the Rising on civilians. Here, I discuss Farming and Country Life 1916, Inside the GPO, 

Beyond Barricades, and These Rooms. Butterflies & Bones, and other treatments of Sir 

Roger Casement, I postpone to another occasion. 

Farming and Country Life 1916, a two-day celebration of Irish rural life and 

history, held at Mellows Campus in Athenry, County Galway, was the largest 

commemorative event of Ireland 2016 outside of Dublin.559 The event’s publicity video 

opens with a shot of brilliant green fields and a grain silo, replaced by sepia-toned 

photographs of rural scenes: a child toddling through muck as his family cuts turf into 
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peat logs, a white-washed thatched-roof cottage, a team of massive plough horses, a 

shawled woman spinning wool, a village street thronging with wagons drawn by horses 

and donkeys, a hurling team standing at attention, a dark-haired woman milking a cow 

and fixing the camera with a look of amused dignity.560 Ireland 2016’s keywords overlay 

the photographs (Remember, Reflect, Reimagine), succeeded by a list of event themes (7 

Interactive Villages, The Land, Livestock, Sports & Culture, Farm Mechanisation, Farm 

Family & Rural life, Agricultural Education & Cooperatives, Ireland 1916). A woman’s 

voice announces, “Our deep-rooted connection with the land defines who we are and how 

we express ourselves. On June 10th and 11th, Teagasc will host Farming and Country 

Life 1916, the largest centenary celebration of rural Ireland. Join us in the fields of 

Athenry for this free family event, and experience life as it was.” 

The verbal and visual cues in the video support a long-standing yet contested 

claim about Irish identity – that it is rooted in the land. The phrase “the fields of Athenry” 

accurately describes the location of the event while also referencing the eponymous song, 

written by Pete St. John and first recorded in 1979 by Danny Doyle. The mournful ballad 

describes the plight of the lovers Michael and Mary during an Gorta Mór (the Great 

Famine or Great Hunger). Separated by a prison wall, they remember watching “the 

small free birds fly” in the fields of Athenry. Michael has stolen “Trevelyan’s corn / So 

the young might see the morn” and has been sentenced to transportation to Australia’s 

Botany Bay. The colonial administrator Sir Charles Edward Trevelyan administered 

Britain’s relief efforts in Ireland during the famine years 1845-47. He upheld the 

providentialist perspective that the catastrophe was the “direct stroke of an all-wise and 

all-merciful Providence,”561 and praised the famine as an “effective mechanism for 
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reducing the surplus population.”562 Michael pleads that Mary “raise our child with 

dignity,” and she watches his prison ship sail away, promising to “wait and hope and 

pray.” 

This musical reference to famine, prison, and exile expands Farming and Country 

Life 1916’s claim about Irish identity: while it may be rooted in the land, it is also rooted 

in rebellion, self-sacrifice, and diaspora. These themes echo those sung by the Poor Old 

Woman in Cathleen ni Houlihan. Gender roles operate similarly in the two cultural 

artifacts: both Michaels take action and become martyrs, while the women who love them 

wait alone. A reference to “The Fields of Athenry” does not only cue a gaze into a past 

defined by suffering and want. Its popularity as an anthem for Irish sports fans has made 

it familiar across the international sports circuit, particularly for football supporters who 

have experienced tens of thousands of Irish fans drowning out stadiums by singing and 

clapping for five minutes at a time. 

The development of an ode to the struggles of the rural poor into a globally 

recognized Irish “brand” may have well pleased the organizers of the 1966 

commemorations of the Rising, who renamed the agricultural college in Athenry after 

Liam Mellows. The leader of the Irish Volunteers of County Galway, who took refuge 

there at the “Model Farm” during the Easter Rising, Mellows later fought in the War of 

Independence and then on the anti-treaty side in the Civil War, during which he was 

executed. Historian Diarmaid Ferriter argues that the jubilee commemorations 

“sidelined” both the republican and the labour movements “in favour of a focus on a 

prosperous, modernised and not just agricultural but now also industrialised republic.” He 

writes that when Charles Haughey, as Minister for Agriculture, opened the Mellows 
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campus, he “insisted that the Pearse legacy was of central relevance to rural Ireland: 

‘What finer end could there be for a boy who aspires to become a man according to 

Pearse’s ideal than to follow the calling of the land.”563 Haughey insisted that the Irish of 

1966, and their descendants, “owe it to the men of 1916 to make well organized and 

intelligent efforts to improve the land of Ireland and exploit its resources  . . . The soil is 

our greatest raw material and Pearse asserted the right of the Irish people to hold and 

control the land.”564 

As historian Mark McCarthy argues, both the history and the cultural geography 

of Mellows Agricultural College “made it a natural choice of venue for a significant 

commemorative gesture” in 1966, situated as it is next to Connemara, “the incomparable 

heartland of the west of Ireland.” In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the west 

of Ireland came to represent “true Irishness,” a harsh, “Gaelic… masculine,” landscape 

and way of life relatively unmarked by cultural and linguistic Anglicization.565 Fifty 

years later, Teagasc (Ireland’s Agriculture and Food Development Authority) and the 

Galway County Council welcomed over 60,000 visitors to Mellows Campus on June 10 

and 11, 2016. In declaring that “our deep-rooted connection with the land defines who we 

are,” Farming and Country Life 1916 reactivates this metonymy, in which the rural west 

stands for Ireland as a whole. In inviting guests to “experience life as it was,” Farming 

and Country Life 1916 casts them as re-enactors, encountering “the past” through 

imaginative embodiment. 

Visitors arrived by car or by shuttles from the Athenry train station. The 

popularity of the free event far exceeded the planners’ expectations: when my train 

arrived from Dublin on Friday, June 10, I waited for over an hour for a shuttle, trooping 
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over the tracks and around the station with a crowd that grew in size and perplexity as 

small shuttles filled up and departed and the drizzle turned to rain. Upon reaching the 

Mellows campus, we disembarked into a field and crossed via a “time tunnel” into a 

recreation of a 1916-era town square bustling with costumed performers and surrounded 

by the trappings of Fair Day, Gaelic Athletic Association matches, and a cottage and 

farm. Experts in the fields demonstrated such skills as ploughing, harrowing, hoof-

trimming, and sheep-cock building, with the assistance of livestock of historically 

accurate breeds. Artisans gave lessons in weaving and cobbling and traditional dry-stone 

construction, while athletes competed in hurling matches dressed in 1916 attire. 

Historians presented lectures on many aspects of rural life and the impact of the Rising in 

the region.  

Many fellow guests were farmers from across the island interested in the 

exhibitions on livestock and mechanization of farming. One asked me pointed questions 

about Texas longhorns (the animals, not my university’s mascot) and explained the 

impact of dry and wet conditions on the development of cattle breeds. Irish Times 

journalist Patrick Freyne writes that the event is less a commemoration of Mellows and 

his fellow Galway rebels, and “more accurately a celebration of 100 years of country 

life.” He spoke with “three older farmers…[who] remember a good chuck of that.”   

 [L]ooking at a horse-drawn ridger, [they] recall…what a temperamental machine 
it is. They’ve come up from Co Kerry to, in Michael Scanlon’s words, ‘see the old 
stuff we used before the horse went out of fashion’. . . . ‘I remember cutting banks 
with a scythe,’ says James Daly, and Scanlon jokes that soon they’ll probably 
farm with ‘drones’.566  

Michel Somers, the artistic director of Farming & Country Life 1916, describes himself 

on Twitter as a “part time farmer, actor, and dogs body. Full time forester.”567 Somers 
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works for Teagasc as a Forestry Advisor, and earlier in 2016 assisted with a production of 

the new Rising commemorative play They Stood by Pearse’s Side.568 While dressed in a 

“vintage priest’s cassock” and “wrangl[ing] a soon-to-be-sheared sheep into a pen,” he 

told Freyne that “the problems that rural communities faced in the past mirror those that 

they face in the present.”:  

We were asked to do something on the rebellion, and we felt that a lot of people 
were doing something about the political side of it, so we decided to explore the 
cultural aspect of it . . . We decided the major cause for rebellion in rural Ireland 
was the land issue, so we’ve basically covered the story of land from 1880 up to 
1930. . . Obviously, emigration never went away,” he says. “During the Celtic 
Tiger people still left rural Ireland. Pubs closed. Schools closed. If there’s a 
message across what we’re doing it’s that there’s continuity in the problems.”569 

Many of the visitors and participants Freyne interviewed expressed ambivalence over the 

changes they have experienced in rural life: they lament the loss of their children to 

emigration, the loss of sociality and interdependence once fostered by “Meitheal,” a 

system of cooperative labor in which neighboring families take turns helping one another 

with the harvest and other seasonal tasks (or drop by to a borrow a cup of sugar). This 

sense of loss infuses the celebration with the bittersweetness of commemoration. Unlike 

the celebrations of the military events of a few days in 1916, these celebrations 

commemorate a way of life that held sway for generations and has not yet passed out of 

living memory.  

Other guests were family groups ready for historical exploration and 

entertainment.  Musicians fiddled and sang on multiple stages, while children could step 

into a replica 1916 schoolroom and take a lesson from a local retired teacher, Dolores 

Coffey. Costumed in in a prim white shirtwaist and black jacket with cape, she taught in a 

schoolroom dominated by a colorful world map, a blackboard with the ABCs, and a 
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black-and-white photograph of King George V in full military dress. I witnessed her 

asking the students geography questions with archaic answers. 570 They could make a new 

kind of mess with inkpots and blotting paper. When Freyne watched the lesson, Coffey 

“parade[d] before a classful of wide-eyed seven-year-olds, showing them old-fashioned 

canes and explaining the concept of corporal punishment: ‘Poor old Johnny had his 

spellings wrong all week, so we have to go for the thicker cane.’”571 For these children, 

the past was represented as a scary time, presided over by British-sanctioned violence 

against children, into which one is fortunate not to have been born. 

Attending Farming and Country Life 1916 was a hectic experience, surrounded 

by the sights, sounds, tastes, and smells — both alluring and off-putting — of a very well 

rendered living museum by way of historical amusement park. In fact, the fair was so 

vibrant and busy, spanning so many fields and buildings, that I searched in vain for Blen 

Diva’s scheduled production of Cathleen ni Houlihan and accidentally watched an open-

air performance of Lady Gregory’s other play, the market-square comedy Spreading the 

News, in its place. Therefore, I cannot speak to the specifics of the Cathleen production. 

Nevertheless, in producing Cathleen ni Houlihan within the context of a country fair, 

Blen Diva joined many other participating groups to offer fair-goers the chance to 

imagine themselves as rural cultural nationalists at the beginning of the twentieth century: 

participating in the revival of Gaelic culture and “de-anglicization” by learning to speak 

as Gaeilge, playing the traditional sports of hurling and Gaelic football, enjoying lectures 

on Irish history and concerts of national songs, listening to seannachí, dancing at céilithe, 

and disporting themselves at feiseanna.572 Theatre scholar Mary Trotter argues that the 

practice of cultural revivalism was itself performance, an act of anti-colonial resistance 



 
 
 

200 

that would inform the practices of nationalist theatre — and their audiences — 

throughout the first years of the Irish dramatic movement”:573  

Playing Irish games, wearing Irish fashion, buying Irish goods, learning and 
speaking the Irish language, were all means of subverting British cultural and 
economic imperialism, while reaffirming Irish civilization as an ancient, unique, 
sophisticated and — most importantly — autonomous cultural tradition of a 
people deserving self-rule. This work was not merely putting on a show, but a call 
to reclaim a culture under real threat after centuries of systematic attempts at 
British enculturation, as well as the devastating impact of famine and emigration 
on the Irish population and psyche only fifty years earlier.574 

At Farming and Country Life 1916, organizers and guests alike similarly performed Irish 

identity, deliberately reactivating turn-of-the-century performances directed by such 

revivalist organizations as the Gaelic League and Gaelic Athletic Association. “By 1908, 

the height of the popularity of the cultural nationalist revival,” historian Fearghal 

McGarry notes, “there were 800 GAA clubs and 671 Gaelic League branches in Ireland, 

with hundreds more based among expatriate communities abroad.”575 Many of the 

League branches held “play contests and offer[ed] Irish and English-language 

performances as part of their cultural national agenda,” which became “staples of Gaelic 

League events.”576 The most common genres to develop through these League feiseanna 

were the peasant play, “realist dramas glorifying the Irish peasants and their way of life,” 

and plays dramatizing Irish myths, “proving that Ireland had possessed a rich cultural 

heritage centuries before the encroachment of British imperialism.”577 Cathleen ni 

Houlihan, which introduces the mythologically-inspired, supernatural Poor Old Woman 

into a peasant cottage in the west of Ireland (represented by a romanticized Killala, 

County Mayo), combines these genres.  
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Returning to Diana Taylor’s scenario theory, Blen Diva’s production of Cathleen 

ni Houlihan reactivates the scenario of uprising through blood sacrifice by way of 

alternative elements of scene and situated relationship: rather than the Dublin premiere, 

the Farming and Country Life 1916 setting evokes the amateur productions of the play 

performed throughout the country in the years between 1902 and the Rising. Situating 

Cathleen ni Houlihan in a rural context emphasizes what Artistic Director Michael 

Somers terms the “land issue”: the Old Woman’s distress over the loss of her four green 

fields resonates with the agrarian conflicts that had raged off and on between tenants and 

landlords since Oliver Cromwell’s brutal campaign (1649-52) destroyed the previous 

system of landownership in Ireland,578 and continued into the twentieth century:  

Despite successive agrarian campaigns, which resulted in increasing numbers of 
tenants purchasing their own farms, large numbers of smallholders remained on 
farms that were either too small or unproductive to provide a decent standard of 
living. The resulting agrarian tensions initially provided much of the impetus 
behind the Volunteer movement in the west.579 

A production of Cathleen ni Houlihan before 1916 in County Galway, home to a 

“militant minority” of agrarian radicals, would have had every likelihood of playing to 

some audience members who remembered being evicted from their lands in the 1890s, or 

even “sticking peelers” (attacking policemen) themselves.580 The 2016 audience 

embodied and took on the situated relationship of rural Gaelic League members and 

sympathizers: compared to their Dublin counterparts, closer in location and perhaps 

origin to the romanticized west of Ireland (Killala is one county north of Athenry), and 

perhaps more likely to identify with the particular concerns (small-town social hierarchy, 

working the farm, loss of ancestral lands) of the Gillane family and the Poor Old Woman, 

but equally concerned with cultivating and performing Irish identity. 
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Farming and Country Life 1916, in addition to inviting local drama groups to 

perform the work of well-known Irish playwrights, produced reenactments of several 

events particular to rural Ireland. Festival guests had the chance to participate in an 

“American wake,” a traditional community gathering to sing, dance, celebrate, and 

mourn — not a death, as with a traditional wake, but the emigration of a son or daughter 

of the village.  Students from Holy Rosary Secondary School staged a “Hiring Fair,” an 

event common throughout Ireland in 1916, and in Northern Ireland through the 1950s. 

And Farming & Country Life 1916 commissioned a reenactment of a historical eviction 

in Co. Galway from director Sinead Hackett. Hackett and her ensemble of performers, 

representing several regional drama groups, devised a performance piece en promenade 

based on a series of photographs documenting the eviction, archived at the National 

Library of Ireland.581 

The widespread eviction of peasant tenants in the late nineteenth century 

contributed to the radicalization of the Rising generation, particularly in the countryside. 

Postcolonial literary critic Declan Kiberd shows how instrumental demonstrations against 

evictions were in transforming Augusta Gregory’s political perspective. While in Cairo 

with her husband Sir William in 1881, Augusta recorded that she “tumbled into a 

revolution,” as both Gregorys took up the cause of Arabi Bey after the Revolt of the 

Colonels: a constitutional bill of rights and limited Egyptian home rule.582 She tumbled 

into love at the same time, with political fellow traveler Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. England 

crushed Bey’s revolt eventually. Back in Ireland, Lady Gregory was at first “quite 

unimpressed” by Parnell’s Land War and demands for Home Rule, believing that good 
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landlords, as she understood her husband to be, ideally suited the Irish people. But her 

lover disagreed:  

Blunt had been sickened by an eviction he witnessed in Ireland: ‘a brutal and 
absurd spectacle, 250 armed men, soldiers in all but name, storming the cottage 
one after the other of half starved tenants, and faced by less than half their number 
of women and boys . . . The houses were ransacked, the furniture thrown out, the 
fires quenched, and a bit of thatch was taken possession of as a token in each case 
that the landlord had reentered his rights. Then the inhabitants were turned adrift 
in the world.’583 

Blunt was arrested speaking against evictions at a banned Land League meeting; he 

ended up serving two months’ hard labour, “making him perhaps the first Englishman to 

go to prison for the Irish cause.”584 Gregory was horrified and began to reevaluate the 

colonial position in Ireland. Kiberd argues,  

Augusta Gregory . . . was one of the first Irish aristocrats to make the link 
between the Irish case and the wider challenge posed by the anti-colonial world. 
At first she sympathized with distant rebels in Egypt and India, only later to make 
the scandalized discovery that the trouble-makers at her estate gates were hardly 
very different. That recognition led to her transformation from a colonial wife to 
an independent modern woman; and, in the course of that transformation, she 
emerged as a major artist.585 

Tenants did not rely on aristocrats to fight their battles: many joined the Irish National 

Land League to demand the “three Fs” (fair rent, fixity of tenure, and free sale), joined 

rent strikes, and resisted evictions by both non-violent and violent means. The “Land 

War” — an extended period of agrarian civil unrest between 1878 and 1909— resulted in 

the passage of successive Land Acts that made it possible for most tenants to buy their 

lands, lowered rents for others, and broke up large estates. One of the most effective 

strategies — the boycott — took its name from a Land League campaign of social 

ostracism against land agent Charles Boycott, but was applied to “land-grabbing” tenants 
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who took over farms from which others had been evicted as well. Historian Joseph V. 

O’Brien chronicles an example of tenant resistance in 1886 “so great that it took one 

whole day to evict one family”:  

Bailiffs dodged buckets of boiling water, gruel, and hot lime, but the tenants 
finally surrendered to the threat of a bayonet charge. The excitement mounted 
during the following weeks in which bayonets, scaling ladders, and crowbars 
were pitted against billing water and swarms of bees. But gruel and hot lime do 
not a revolution make! The resistance was invariably confined to the tenants 
whose homes were under attack, and they could expect little assistance from the 
rustic onlookers beyond groans for the ‘peelers’.586  

Nationalist activists invited politicians, journalists, and photographer to witness evictions, 

garnering international attention through emotive photographs. In her article “The 

Eviction Photograph as Shifting Trace,” Gail Baylis demonstrates that the “Irish eviction 

photograph . . . cannot be disassociated from the construction of identity and nation in the 

late nineteenth century.”587 Baylis analyzes the “politicization of the image” through 

postcolonial theory:  

If, as Anne McClintock argues, Irish difference was signified in nineteenth-
century imperial discourses by domestic dishevelment . . . what the eviction 
photograph does is reverse this trope, wherein the cause of Irish distress becomes 
not innate atavism but outside imperial aggression.588 

The stark content of these photographs—well-appointed landlords conferring with police; 

battering rams bashing in the doors of tiny one-family cottages; a family group or a 

widow in a black mantle, backs to their ruined home, all they owned in the world piled at 

their feet and Irish landscape for a backdrop—helped activists, as Baylis writes, 

“visualize the meaning of struggle. . . .Eviction photography as an oeuvre produces a 

sense of ‘mass unhoming,’ where the Irish domestic environ is ‘defined by broken walls 

and a disturbed hearth.’”589 
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The eviction drama at Farming and Country Life 1916 activates this photographic 

archive as repertoire, and, more subtly, reenacts the means by which the archive was 

created: embodying the process of “unhoming” before a crowd of witnesses that, in 2016 

as in the nineteenth century, included journalists, politicians, and international visitors — 

many snapping photographs of their own. I wander into the crowd surrounding the 

eviction scene on my visit, and join the audience on a promenade journey. We follow the 

action, moving from the doorstep of a traditional thatched-roof white-washed cottage, 

around the corner to a neighboring home missing the physical “fourth wall,” presenting 

an interior setting, and over to a cart forming a platform in the town square. The 

performance begins with a happy family scene outside the cottage:  a white-haired 

woman in a black mantle playing the accordion while younger women do handiwork, 

young men dig post holes, and children and chickens play around their feet. But the 

father of the family arrives and announces that as he has no money for his daughter’s 

dowry, she will marry a neighbor willing to pay one hundred pounds for the privilege. 

The young woman wails and clings to her mother, but her father drags her through the 

crowd and muddy road to the neighbor’s home, where a brother and sister live. Her new 

sister-in-law-to-be thinks little of this arrangement, and sets her to hard housework 

immediately, which she performs sullenly, crying. 

Back at the cottage (pictured in Illustration 11 below), time has passed: despite 

the sale of his daughter, the father is out of money again and several months behind on 

the rent. The landlord gets up in his face to threaten eviction, which he promptly carries 

out: three men in vests and rolled-up sleeves heave thick ten-foot wooden poles through 

the audience. 
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Illustration 11: Tenant cottage and spectators, eviction scene drama, Farming and 
Country Life 1916, June 10, 2016. Photograph by the author. 

The spectators gasp and duck and the family members run outside carrying pans and 

clothes and domestic treasures, shrieking. The eviction crew knocks down the door and 

some of the stones of the house. The children cry. The family hurls abuse at the men 

destroying their home. Some audience members join in before we are corralled to the 

town square by a group of uniformed men, women, and children. An actor representing 

the Proclamation signatory Éamonn Ceannt leaps onto a red cart and makes a speech, 

calling for Volunteers willing to defend the Irish people from oppression. The two young 

men of the family step forward, followed by eight or ten spectators. They form up and 
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march off, an Irish insurrectionary force bridging two centuries, as performers in the 

uniforms of the Irish Volunteers, Cumann na mBan, and Fianna Éireann alternate with 

visitors in hoodies and baseball caps. 

After the main action, the neighbor’s sister provides a subjective summary of the 

narrative, helpful for spectators who missed part of the performance as it moved to and 

fro. As she kneads dough for soda bread in her kitchen, she explains the “awful 

shenanigans” to her visitors:   

[T]here’s a family below and none of them are any good. They none of them were 
ever any good. The father and the grandfather and the great-grandfather before 
them, they were demons for the drink, god help them. . . . The landlord must have 
caught up with him, and he went down. Your man must have drank the hundred 
pound. Because they had months and months of rent owing. And down he went, 
and he got the b’ys down with the poles and they knocked down the house, 
women and children and everything flying out of it! And they knocked it down 
and left them . . . on the street. 

She can’t quite remember the name of the organization Eamonn Ceannt belongs to — 

“the Republican Volunteers?” — but thinks he’s “a fine man. If I were a bit younger . . .” 

She is ambivalent about his “shouting and roaring” recruitment:  

And what did the poor old woman do? Only the two sons went up and 
volunteered, and left her on her own. She’s there now with two small mites, 
they’re that high. And a little girleen, I’m sure she’s the next to be sold. . . . Aye, 
’tis a sad day. Now the only thing about it is — I sent the brother off the 
Volunteers as well. I have the house to myself now. Peace and quiet. Little thanks 
I get.590  

By succeeding an eviction with a scene of recruitment for the Irish Volunteers, the 

production abandons strict historical accuracy (the historical eviction preceded the 

founding of the Irish Volunteers by thirteen years) in order to make a claim about the 

process of radicalization in rural Ireland. The mistreatment and eviction of Irish tenants is 
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here shown to produce revolutionaries. But the neighbor’s interpretation of the eviction 

and recruitment complicates this claim, representing the diversity of social and political 

opinion in turn-of-the-century Ireland. Her gossip upholds the status quo (i.e., the 

landlord-tenant system is reasonable) by providing an unsympathetic backstory for the 

family’s financial precarity: generations of alcoholism. And she perceives the future of 

the “poor old woman” as abject: betrayed by her husband, cast out by the landlord, and 

abandoned by her sons. In the eviction scene drama, the scenario of blood sacrifice 

resurfaces with Éamonn Ceannt playing Cathleen, two sons on the road to martyrdom, 

the mother figure left worse off than Bridget, and the maidenly Delia figure sacrificed to 

patriarchal lust, addiction, and corruption. 

An experience that begins as an outdoor promenade becomes immersive at the 

moment when spectators are invited to practice the transition from witness to participant. 

Whether relinquishing their roles as witnesses and photographers in favor of pledging to 

fight for Irish freedom, or by choosing to hang back and not participate in the march, 

spectators of the eviction drama in 2016 perform the cultural memory of witnessing a 

turn-of-the-century eviction and nationalist recruitment speech, “reactivated in the now of 

performance.”591 In providing spectators with the opportunity to march, the production 

makes space for spectators to rehearse — or refuse to rehearse — a revolutionary act. 

The eviction scene drama produced by Farming and Country Life 1916 performed 

one experience of the process of political radicalization in Ireland in the years leading up 

to the 1916 Rising, and claimed the revolution as a nation-wide movement, with origins 

in the romanticized west of Ireland. Fishamble’s production of Inside the GPO, by Colin 

Murphy, performed the fulfillment of that radicalization in the capital city, through a 
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energetic reactivation of the scenario of blood sacrifice as performed at rebel 

headquarters in 1916, in Dublin’s General Post Office. 

The GPO was a site of mild contention in 2016. The political party Sinn Féin 

proposed to stage a “son et lumière” spectacular projected on the facade of the GPO in 

April 2016, but was rebuffed by An Post, based on its policy against events organized by 

political parties.592 Prevented from laying claim to the legacy of 1916 at the headquarters 

of the uprising, Sinn Féin relocated 700 yards north to the Ambassador Theatre on 

Parnell Square, where the party hosted a museum exhibit, “Revolution 1916.” The exhibit 

courted some criticism for including a display on republican hunger strikers of the 1970s 

and 1980s.593 The criticism of Sinn Féin’s exhibit, and the displacement of its 

performance from the scene of the General Post Office, illustrate the ongoing dispute 

over the ownership and meaning of 1916.  

The exhibit featured a re-enactment of one of the most theatrical moments of the 

1916 Rising: Pearse’s recitation of the Proclamation. Every day at noon for a period of 

some months in 2016, a uniformed actor stood on a wooden box and pronounced the 

Proclamation, flanked by two more performers toting rifles. I witnessed the performance 

on March 30, 2016, a sunny crisp day (see Illustration 12, below). I was drawn in by the 

sight of a crowd of seventy people awaiting the recitation. The crowd photographed and 

filmed the actor’s performance, and cheered him at the end: “well done!” By reenacting 

Pearse’s 1916 speech to a 2016 audience primed to participate in remembrance, Sinn 

Féin’s performance produced a historiographical transformation. It collapsed the past and 

present to “get it right this time,” offering Pearse’s ghost the tribute of an audience that 

received his proclamation of national independence, not with the “bemusement” reported 
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by eyewitnesses to the 1916 speech, but with recognition, applause, and perhaps 

gratitude.  

 

 

Illustration 12: Re-enactment of the Proclamation, March 30, 2016. Photograph by the 
author. 

That same evening, I attended a preview of Inside the GPO down the street. 

Fishamble advertised the production, which ran from March 29 through April 9, 2016 as 

an “unprecedented documentary drama” and a “once-in-a-century opportunity to 

experience the Easter Rising, in the main hall of the GPO itself.”594 This language blurs 

the distinction between past and present, history and performance. The queue wrapped 

around the corner of the General Post Office as we waited to enter the space. Now a fully 

refurbished, working post office, the GPO continues to serve the nation. For the play, 

three rows of chairs circled the central octagonal pedestal in the main hall, which was 

covered with a red cloth and centerpiece of branches and flowers. The first characters to 
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enter the space are the Norways: the Secretary of the Post and his wife. They ask us to 

“please be upstanding for the national anthem.” We stand — and they begin to sing “God 

Save the King.” A frisson of shock jolts the room, followed by gasps and laughter. I see 

spectators looking around, making faces at each other. This still matters. Cast members 

dressed in 1916 street clothes sing along, as do a few bold spectators, including a man in 

his seventies to my right. I glance at him, and his eyes twinkle mischievously. 

This song reactivates a different scenario entirely: a scenario of empire. Response 

to song creates a spectator-driven framing to the piece: at the end of the performance, as 

the rebels prepare to evacuate the GPO, they sing “A Soldier’s Song,” their voices strong 

and then breaking with grief. The audience listens with set, strained faces. I see rapid 

blinking, futile attempts to fend off silent tears, and spectators mouthing along with the 

lyrics: “Soldiers are we, whose lives are pledged to Ireland.” This ballad, with lyrics by 

republican rebel and Abbey stagehand Peader Kearney, was sung in the GPO in 1916 

during the Rising, banned by British authority during the War of Independence as 

seditious, and adopted as the Irish national anthem in 1926. In this moment, the audience 

joins the production in reactivating blood sacrifice, claiming a situated relationship as 

soldiers for Ireland, too, alongside the 1916 rebels.  

Secretary Norway gives a speech on centenary commemoration that is at once 

humorous and unsettling — it has been 100 years since the GPO was built in 1816, and 

he is proud to have refurbished the place to greet the “age of communications!” Soldiers 

burst into the GPO, striding with high energy, shoving out civilian women and a British 

soldier. Winifred Carney (Orla Fitzgerald), Irish Citizen Army member and secretary to 

James Connolly, narrates. Connolly, Clarke, the O’Rahilly, and Pearse stride in, their 
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voices roaring and echoing the big hall. The audience warms to Pearse (Ronan Leahy) 

immediately: his fervor is infectious, even adorable, and the audience laughs fondly. A 

second woman enters, breaking in past contemptuous male guards, securing Cumann na 

mBan’s place in the revolution.  

The production, directed by Jim Culleton, brings the space alive, rushing urgent 

energy through the four aisles and up to the balcony, depicting the passion, 

determination, and wild confusion of those embattled days in the GPO. Rumors and 

propaganda drift through: “the Germans have landed at Kildare!” (There’s no coast at 

Kildare.) Some of the moments are funny — Swedish and Finnish sailors on shore leave 

temporarily join the Rising; while The O’Rahilly, gruff and skeptical of the military 

wisdom of the rebels’ plan, teases Pearse’s invocation of Cuchulainn: “Oh, is he 

coming?” Others are poignant — a woman sings a lilting song in Irish; Pearse kisses a 

former student, an Irish speaker who performed in plays at St. Enda’s.  

In 1916, the rebels had expected swift, harsh reprisals from the British army, but 

the response was slow, and little happened on Monday. Four of the lancers mounted on 

horses, sent to investigate the rumors of riots near the GPO, were killed by rebel fire.595 

Infantry units sent out on reconnaissance reported rebel positions. Brigadier-General 

Lowe arrived early Tuesday morning by train and took command. The British army 

called in reinforcements from the rest of the country, and from England. The army 

shelled republican positions at Boland’s and Liberty Hall, and reduced most buildings on 

Sackville Street to smoldering ruins. On Friday the GPO took a direct shell hit, and over 

the next few hours, fires on the roof spread rapidly down through the building. Pearse 
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ordered the garrison to evacuate their blazing headquarters. They retreated, under fire, to 

a house in nearby Moore Street, carrying a dreadfully wounded James Connolly. 

Inside the GPO, in 2016, the women insist on staying to the bitter end. They quote 

the Proclamation, and suggest that they “won’t be the first to die for theatre,” but Pearse, 

after shaking their hands, orders them to evacuate. The men soon follow. Throughout, 

Murphy’s play gives voice to the multiplicity of motivations for joining the uprising, and 

the conflicting dreams for the future free Ireland.  

This reactivation of the scenario of blood sacrifice, as mediated through the 1916 

Rising, depends upon the embodiment of contemporary actors ghosting the 1916 rebels 

once-again in the scene of their uprising. The situated relationship of the spectators 

transforms over the course of the production: from British subjects standing for “God 

Save the King” to citizens of an Irish Republic that have inherited the fruit of the rebels’ 

sacrifice. After Mrs. Norway tries to have the final word, describing the Rising as a 

“horrible chapter in the history of Ireland,” Pearse reappears, vivid and fresh again, in his 

swirling greatcoat and sword. He starts writing something, testing it out, and notices the 

audience. He moves from bank to bank, rehearsing the entire Proclamation, a direct 

appeal to the spectators, to these “Irishmen and Irishwomen.” He repeats the clause 

“cherishing the children of the nation equally” twice, choking up. He is the spirit of the 

GPO, a ghost haunting the birthplace of the Irish republic. And then the other rebels 

sweep in, rehearsing, repeating, reactivating their first scene. Connolly growls, “Well, 

Pearse, will we have our Republic now?” and Pearse turns, beaming, ready to begin once-

again. 
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 While Inside the GPO reactivated the central scene of 1916’s blood sacrifice, 

Beyond Barricades transformed all of central Dublin into the temporal scene of uprising 

through an innovative, hybrid medium: site-responsive performance art meets mobile 

tourist attraction. ANU Productions collaborated with public transportation company 

Dublin Bus to offer a 1916-themed bus tour guided by costumed actors portraying 

various historical figures. The production ran between February 2016 and January 2017, 

and embarked from 59 O’Connell Street, a few steps from the GPO. I attended the tour 

on March 16, 2016. 

 

 

Illustration 13: Beyond Barricades bus, ANU Productions and Dublin Bus, June 7, 2016. 
Photograph by the author. 
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When the driver opens the door of the double-decker bus on March 16, steam swirls out 

into the air. One of the seven spectators, a thin, white-haired man who works for Dublin 

as a driver himself, asks, “Is the bus on fire?” The driver grins: “Well, it’s the Rising!” 

He tells us that everything we will hear on this tour is “accurate” and that we should 

remember the password (“Limerick”) before ushering us on board. As we pass the 

driver’s seat, we enter a space of grey and brown darkness, the interior of the lower floor 

shrouded in smoke. The walls are plastered with 1916 newspaper pages, advertisements, 

leaflets, and an Abbey Theatre poster. On a small shelf I see tin cans with food labels and 

fuses poking out, and a single battered woman’s shoe. A woman ushers us up the steps to 

the upper deck of the bus. It has been refurbished, based on research in the Transport 

Museum, with brass hand railings, maroon bench seating, and a wood-paneled ceiling. 

We sit, meeting strangers’ eyes with bemused smiles. Throughout, sound cues underscore 

the play with the sounds of crowds, explosions, and shots. Recorded voices occasionally 

narrate events and recite historical speeches, but live actors deliver the majority of the 

text of the show. Two actors, one woman and one man, take on different historical 

characters and guide us through the world of the production. Aisling O’Mara, one of the 

performers who developed the piece with director Louise Lowe, explained in an 

interview that “getting your balance” on a moving vehicle was the first challenge in 

rehearsal, followed by keeping “spirits high” and “creat[ing] an environment” for a 

disoriented audience emerging from smoke into a time capsule city bus.596 The 

production script was itself adaptable and flexible, with scenes and recordings played for 

different lengths of time depending on traffic and audience response. The performers 

used landmarks in the cityscape as visual cues for moving onto the next scene.  
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The bus takes off, but we are soon commanded to shut the curtains for safety. We 

all rush to comply, blocking out our view of the twenty-first century. The movement of 

the bus through the city is far less important and noticeable than the temporal movement 

into the performance of the past, and the movements of the actors within the bus. Our 

first guide is Helena Molony. “Is this to be the start of our Irish Republic?” she asks, 

telling us of looting and rioting over shoes and an impoverished girl decked in finery and 

shrieking “Look at me now!” in the streets. “Can you believe it?” She hands a pair of 

brass binoculars to the young woman and asks her if she’ll look out for Tommies. “Yes,” 

she agrees.  She hands out copies of the Proclamation, with the instruction: “Memorize it. 

Destroy it. Pass it on.” This document doubles as dramaturgy and program. Helena looks 

at me with recognition and says I look familiar. “Do we know each other?” she wonders. 

I say probably not, and introduce myself: “I’m Katie.” “I’m Helena.” We shake hands. 

She is sure we do know each other though -- or maybe I have one of those faces -- but 

surely she knows me. “Where from?” I ask. She asks if I go to the Abbey. Helena is 

joined by fellow rebel actor Seán Connolly, and they perform sections of ANU’s play 

Rebel Rebel, discussed in chapter three. When the bus arrives south of the River Liffey, a 

new character, Christina, asks for our help in hiding her from British soldiers, and leads 

us in a huddle off the bus and to the bandstand in St. Stephen’s Green. In 1916, 

commandant Michael Mallin’s garrison dug trenches in St. Stephen’s Green and suffered 

great casualties from a British machine-gun mounted on the roof of the Shelbourne Hotel. 

Private Andrew Barry, a young Irish soldier in the British Army, chases her off. Barry 

returns to our group when Christina eludes him. 
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Each of the performers in the rehearsal process — four women and four men — 

took on a different role and developed the blocking for that character. O’Mara, for 

example, blocked the role of Helena Molony, while Katie Honan took on Christina 

Hayes. Alex Conlon staged the role of Nora Connolly, the daughter of James Connolly, 

who speaks of her father’s final hours at the arch of Dublin Castle. Her segment is 

followed by a scene between Ned Daly, the youngest commandant of the Rising and 

nurse Julia Grennan, the “lifelong companion” or lover of Elizabeth O'Farrell, who 

negotiated the surrender. Daly has been awake for days and is exhausted; Grennan asks a 

spectator to look after him, to hold a washbasin as he tries to shave. Leanna Cuttle 

blocked the role of Julia Grennan. The performers observed each other, watching “like a 

hawk” before transferring the performance into their own bodies. For the tours, which 

took place eleven times a week, they alternated, each taking on all four female roles when 

they were scheduled to perform, and rotating through the schedule as the men did the 

same. O’Mara recalls the challenge of “working with four different lads, and . . . 

Knowing their rhythms. . . .It’s been incredibly interesting to be able to adapt the same 

role with someone else all the time.”597 

Throughout the production, the actors skillfully weave the trademarks of a bus or 

walking tour into their monologues and scenes, posing questions to the spectators and 

praising us when we know an answer. For the Irish folks on the bus, this is often. For 

instance, in St. Stephen’s Green, Pvt. Barry tells us that both sides, every day, agreed to a 

ceasefire at 12:15pm. Why, he asks? A child pipes up: “To feed the ducks!” That’s right, 

Pvt. Barry says — the combatants let the groundskeeper into the park to feed the ducks. 

Barry pulls a packet of two oat crackers wrapped in oil paper and string, and offers one to 
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the child with the right answer, so she can feed the ducks in the pond. Two seagulls 

swoop down on the cracker first. This educational technique combines with audience 

participation devices, familiar from immersive theatre, which engage the spectators’ 

sympathy and complicity. The characters shake our hands, ask (and remember) our 

names, pretend to recognize us from various Dublin organizations and activities, ask us if 

we know the password (“Limerick!”), and incorporate our conversations into their 

dialogue.  

 

 

Illustration 14: Spectators and actors playing Pvt. Barry and Nora Connolly, Beyond 
Barricades, ANU Productions and Dublin Bus, October 30, 2016. Photograph by the 
author. 

Once Pvt. Barry has restored us to the bus, he asks our help to write a letter to his 

sweetheart Elsie. How, he wonders, can he convince her not to come to Dublin without 
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letting her worry about his safety? We spectators acknowledge how difficult the task is, 

and debate every word of the letter (“Dear Elsie or Darling Elsie?” “Dear!”) I suggest 

citing martial law.  (During the Rising in 1916, Lord Wimbourne, the Lord Lieutenant of 

Ireland, had declared martial law in Dublin, and the Cabinet followed suit, declaring 

martial law throughout Ireland and appointing General Sir John Maxwell as military 

governor. Lowe issued orders that “every man found” in any house “from which fire has 

been opened . . . Whether bearing arms or not, may be considered as a rebel.”598)  

“That’s a good idea,” Pvt. Barry says, writing it down. Others suggest romantic 

phrases: “I miss you,” “you are in my heart.” In the process of collaborating on a letter, 

we learn Elsie works at the post office in Monkstown just south of Dublin and that Pvt. 

Barry is a Dublin boy: he could see his ma’s washing hanging out across the Liffey while 

he fired on rebels. “Some of the lads are starting to put crosses in,” he says, obscurely. 

“Should I?” After we determine that he means signing off a letter with an “x” or “xx” — 

a kiss — we discuss the matter. I ask if he has kissed her for real. “Yes, of course,” he 

responds in surprise. “Then it’s fine,” and we share a grin. Another woman cautions: 

“Only one x, though — don’t go overboard!” Private Barry reads the letter out to us for 

our approval, and tells us that he and Elsie will be married when he gets back from 

France. He will come back, he says with some swagger: “I know what I’m about.” My 

eyes meet those of a lady from County Galway — we are worried about this young 

soldier. Pvt. Barry leads us off the bus at Dublin Castle, seat of British authority in 

Dublin. He asks a spectator to post the letter to Elsie on his behalf — on one occasion, he 

asks me (see Illustration 15, below, for a reproduction of the letter to Elsie). The simple 

act of assisting a young, somewhat bashful soldier in the British Army in writing a letter 
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to his sweetheart in the middle of a battle is remarkably effective in broadening the 

sympathy the bus tour group had at first bestowed wholeheartedly on the rebel characters. 

Pvt. Barry, too, represents what it meant to be Irish in 1916.  
 

  

Illustration 15: Pvt. Barry’s letter to Elsie, Beyond Barricades, 2016. From the collection 
of the author. 

The spectators I spoke with had, by and large, not expected to be the audience for 

a play on the move. They were surprised by the theatricality of the presentation, and by 

the relative unimportance of the sights of Dublin. One man from Belfast said, “That was 

good! But unexpected. I thought we’d go from site to site and learn about them.” The 

spectators praised the actors and the opportunity to interact — with the letter, or by 
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shielding Christina from the eyes of enemies — and several collected autographs after the 

show was over. O’Mara found the audience responsive “in a brilliant way,” especially 

with a full house of 36 spectators. “It’s really hard doing it for two. It’s just really 

uncomfortable. . . . I like a full house. Because you can bounce off it.”599 Even with a 

house of seven, as I experienced it, Beyond Barricades was an urgent, surprising, 

persuasive historiographical performance. In Beyond Barricades, the performers and 

spectators collaborated to reactivate a new form of embodiment and situated relationship 

to the scenario of blood sacrifice, transforming themselves from republican rebels to 

loyalist soldiers and back, collectively imagining the past into the present. The production 

offered spectators the opportunity to engage with history by imagining their own possible 

participation in it, while (re)structuring their understanding of the city of Dublin through 

time travel on wheels. 

Theatre maker Louise Lowe and visual artist Owen Boss founded ANU 

Productions in 2009. ANU’s hybrid immersive, site-specific performance installations 

produce what critics praise as “intimate confrontations with the dark corners of history” 

with a “superbly well-judged mixture of the almost unbearably real and the 

mesmerisingly poetic. [ANU’s] hyper-real insistence on conjuring history melds with the 

magic of illusion to create something genuinely extraordinary.”600 ANU rose to 

prominence shortly before the Decade of Centenaries commenced, and the company’s 

skill in excavating hidden histories through performance made it an ideal partner for a 

commemorative program focused on reflection and inclusivity. In 2016, ANU became a 

ubiquitous presence in the commemorations, presenting hundreds of performances of 

three full-scale and five satellite productions. While Beyond Barricades engaged the 
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whole city of Dublin as a public space of revolution, These Rooms dug into the historical 

invasion of private, domestic space.  

These Rooms, co-produced by ANU Productions and CoisCéim Dance for the 

Dublin Theatre Festival, is an immersive dance theatre production based on one of the 

bloodiest single incidents of the Rising, when the South Staffordshire Regiment swept 

through private homes on North King Street, killing fourteen civilian men and two 

sixteen-year-old boys. These Rooms sourced its text from the eyewitness testimonies of 

38 women, and from findings of the British military investigation that followed the 

massacre. The records of that investigation, which exonerated the soldiers, were 

immediately sealed and only released in 2016. Anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot 

demonstrates how “silences enter the process of historical production at four crucial 

moments”: the making of sources, archives, narratives, and “the moment of retrospective 

significance.” He writes, “[A]ny historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences, the 

result of a unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences will 

vary accordingly.”601 In unwrapping the silences bundled around the North King Street 

massacre, These Rooms re-embodies the disembodied witness testimonies, and re-

members the bodies hidden under official seal. 

In its attention to the cost of war for civilians -- measured in fear, pain, death, 

dispossession, displacement, and unending grief -- These Rooms continues the theatrical 

inquiry begun in Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars ninety years before. Although 

the majority of people killed during Easter Week were civilians, they have received little 

attention off O’Casey’s stage. (The influence of O’Casey’s play in the 2016 

commemorations is the subject of the following chapter.) One of the civilian casualties 
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was Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, a famous and popular pacifist and feminist who was 

arrested on Tuesday while he distributed leaflets discouraging looting. Captain J.C. 

Bowen Colthurst ordered his troops to shoot Sheehy-Skeffington and two other prisoners. 

He was later court-martialed for the murders and found “clinically insane.”602 Civilian 

casualties persuaded Patrick Pearse to surrender his rebel forces at the end of Easter 

Week, but the deaths of the unarmed and uninvolved have offered an unsettling challenge 

to the heroic legacy of blood sacrifice and revolutionary redemption claimed as the 

founding narrative of the Irish state. Most often, that challenge has been overlooked. For 

example, while Glasnevin Cemetery was inundated with the bodies of the civilian dead, 

the headstone marking the mass grave makes no mention of non-combatants, 

memorializing only those “members of the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army 

who fell fighting for the freedom of Ireland.” 

But a major theme of the centenary commemorations was the restoration of 

forgotten stories and silenced voices. The state-funded Ireland 2016 program prompted 

artists and citizens to engage with history in more nuanced and self-reflective ways under 

the slogan “Remember. Reflect. Reimagine.” The broadcaster Joe Duffy’s account of the 

40 children killed in the Rising topped the non-fiction charts, and These Rooms extended 

its run by four weeks due to its popularity. 

When I arrive at the address on my ticket, I notice a small plaque next to the door: 

Sean O’Casey was born in the building that used to stand here. But it’s not North King 

Street. ANU Productions is known for its “historical and critical reflections of inner-city 

Dublin” through site-responsive excavations of hidden histories, as in the 2011 Laundry, 

staged at the Gloucester Street Magdalene Convent. For These Rooms, the production 
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team learned early in its eighteen-month research rehearsal process that the original site 

of the murders had not been preserved. Those demolished houses represent another 

silencing of the past. Compared with historical sites that have been preserved, such as 

Kilmainham Jail where the Rising leaders awaited execution, the derelict lot on North 

King Street provides further evidence of which lives and deaths are deemed worthy of the 

effort, expense, and ideological labor of state remembrance, and which are not. In 2016, 

the Stoneybatter and Smithfield History Project dedicated a commemorative plaque to the 

civilians killed on North King Street in 1916 (see Illustration 16, on the following page). 

We’re on Dorset Street, but a poster for The Go Lucky Four lists the address as 

O’Rourke’s Pub, 177 North King Street. In here, it’s 1966. Black-and-white news 

coverage of the 50th anniversary of the Easter Rising crackles on a small television. This 

display of the “exclusively military and male” state ceremony hints that These Rooms is 

exploring how a nation remembers, as well as what it has forgotten. As co-director Louise 

Lowe and performer Úna Kavanagh write of their work, “Commemoration is often 

viewed as offering one version of nationhood and national sovereignty. In fact, the act of 

commemoration is in itself a discourse in time and space, fragmented and positioned 

between the now-then-now.”603 

In the now-then-now of 1966, spectators fill up the high and low barstools and 

join in the dart game. Two young men enter lugging some tremendously heavy thing 

wrapped up in a duvet. One mimics a truck, “beep beep beep,” as he backs through the 

crowd. “That better not be what I think it is,” warns Mrs. O’Rourke, the landlady tending 

bar. But it is! The lads peel away the duvet to reveal the pockmarked head of a granite  
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Illustration 16: Plaque commemorating the civilians killed on North King Street in 1916, 
dedicated for the 2016 centenary commemorations of the Rising by the Stoneybatter & 
Smithfield People's History Project. Photograph by Edward Bourke, contributed to the 
Irish War Memorials digital collection, inventory #1070. Used with permission.604 
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statue, the younger muttering “I thought you said she’d like it.” She doesn’t. She howls, 

“Are you fucking serious? Get it fucking out now!” They trundle it to the dumbwaiter. 

It’s Admiral Nelson’s head. In 1966, Irish republican activists blew up Nelson’s 

Pillar, a symbol of British military might that towered 134 feet above Dublin’s main 

thoroughfare for over 150 years. Art students stole the decapitated stone head from a 

municipal storage yard and exhibited it at parties, in women’s underwear advertisements, 

and concerts of The Dubliners, raising money to pay off a Student Union debt.  

Eric Burdon’s voice rises on the speakers and electric guitar chords beat out the 

measures in “Inside-Looking Out,” a 1966 hit by The Animals. As Burdon begs the 

listener to “be his reaper,” the dancers burst into happy, vivid choreography derived from 

1960s social dancing, jumping off the walls, wriggling down the load-bearing pillar, 

sweeping their arms into the air, spinning. One by one they find alcohol. The final chord 

of the recording buzzes and lengthens into a woozy tone. The dance slows, and the 

dancers gaze at their drinks in wonder and delight, movements slurring like drunken 

speech. They caress their necks and faces and chests and arms with the bottles and 

glasses, and balance them on the napes of their necks, or pin them under their chins. 

Finally the landlady clears them out of her pub. 

A spectator’s face reminds her of someone. A corporal, a kid, the “snot dripping 

down his face,” blubbering that he was “sorry from the heart, he didn’t want to do it, he 

was made to do it.” He liked Paddy Beale, spent hours together, ate and prayed together. 

He couldn’t shoot him face to face. He sent him down the stairs. Then. Bang. Mrs. 

O’Rourke was paraded in front of the battalion - a “big hoo-hah” and told to pick them 

out, the men who killed him. “Pick them out from where? They weren’t there. I 
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remember faces. That’s why I’m a good landlady.” That is our cue to leave. Our group is 

split, some led up, some led through a corridor, some down into the cellar. In these rooms 

and corridors, now crowded with performer and spectator bodies evoking the tight 

quarters of Dublin tenement life, now deserted until the next haunt drifts or runs or creeps 

through, the women and men from the bar re-enact and re-member the massacre and its 

long aftermath.  

Lowe and Kavanagh write that These Rooms “explores the female body as a post-

trauma political site. Their physical bodies betray them. The women are within and 

watching at the same time, confronting themselves though the point of view of the 1966 

commemoration and, ultimately, each other.”605 I attended These Rooms four times, 

following different tracks. I saw different things each night, but I doubt I saw more than 

half of what was made available. In committing my memories to writing, I inscribe these 

reactivated, unresolved re-membrances of trauma: 

Mrs. Walsh boils water for tea. She offers us Bovril and cookies. Mrs. Hughes 

enters. She asks, “What color socks was your husband wearing?” Mrs. Walsh says 

“green,” and wails. Her friend asks me to help her sit. I take her arm, but her body resists. 

I meet Mrs. Hughes’s eye, worried that I’m doing this wrong. She nods forcefully, and I 

take on that force as I support Mrs. Walsh’s shuddering back and transfer her weight into 

a chair. 

Two coffins rest on chairs. Mrs. Walsh asks for help to cover the mirror with a 

black cloth, and asks if we’ve ever thrown potatoes during a wake. A spectator from 

Edinburgh is shocked: “No!” Mrs. Walsh’s brothers once threw potatoes until one hit the 

corpse. She asks one lady to sit with the dead men: she doesn’t want them to be alone. 
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On the stairs to the third floor, Mrs. Hughes stands with a cup of tea, looking up 

to the landing. “Where’s my husband?” she asks, again and again. And: “You wouldn’t 

kill a woman, would you?” A bayonet fixed to a rifle emerges over the bannister, 

thrusting forward slowly until it touches her ear. She sidles down the stairs at bayonet-

point. 

Mrs. Hickey leads us down a hallway. She asks me, “What color socks was your 

husband wearing?” and gestures for me to look inside. I peep through a hole bashed in 

the door and see poppy wallpaper, a portrait of Queen Victoria on the mantelpiece, a 

symbol of a unionist home -- and an old man lying face-down, blood pooled under his 

head. “Come quick, it isn’t safe.” We head upstairs. I feel dreadful, thinking of trying to 

identify my father or my boyfriend by the color socks he was wearing that morning.  

On the staircase, a man grasps and slides up and down in a graceful dance of 

death. “Do you hear the birds?” he asks. “Why did they shoot me? Forgive the men who 

shot me.” And “Get me a priest.” I clasp his hand. I don’t know where to find a priest. 

Mrs Hickey holds out a silver watch dangling on a long chain. Her son Christy 

can’t believe it: it’s his. He takes it, opens the face, admires it. He tells a woman: “Ask 

me what time is it?” She does—he says 6am—and rushes as though shoved through the 

tunnel to tell the story of the soldiers coming, forcing their way in. He jumps knees to 

chest and bangs his shoe into the wall, very high up, very loud. His last words: “Oh don’t 

kill father!” He dies on the floor with long shuddering gasps. 

Mrs. Hickey leads me and two other spectators down the first set of stairs and into 

a small room off the pub. Boxes are stacked fantastically to the ceiling, marked “1916 

NKS” -- these are records, of the investigations, of the property claims. Mrs. Hickey lists 
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her losses: an enamel watch, looted. Two quarters of beef, looted. On and on. She asks 

one man if they shot her husband and son and took their watches. “Yes,” he says. Or, she 

asks me, if they were quite respectable, they’d have taken the watches, then shot them. 

“Yes,” I say. “I just want their watches back,” she says. 

Up on the third floor, the soldier who killed Paddy Beale sits heartsick over the 

massacre he participated in. He is “sorry from the heart.” He asks the spectator to smack 

his hand. Hard. As hard as you can. This scene is hidden, hard to find, almost but not 

quite sealed. 

In the cellar, the landlady eats bread and jam with Paddy Beale--and me. They’re 

hiding. He wishes he could return to his miserable mining town in the country. It’s a love 

scene: “you’ve a warm heart,” he says, and then his face collapses in bashful panic. “Did 

you bring this down on us?” she asks. “This is a loyalist house.” She hides his gun on her 

person. “They won’t search a woman.” He goes up the stairs. We hear shots and he falls 

down the steps, and lies there, dying. 

I see Christy Hickey out the window. He’s alive again, on the rooftop, hiding from 

the soldiers. He puts his fingers to lips, shushing us. They play a cat-and-mouse game, 

the soldier charging around corners, Christy leaping from railing to windowsill to hide. 

Christy leans in a backbend over the windowsill, putting his hand out to me. I grab it and 

he levers himself inside. The soldier returns and levels his rifle at Christy. I feel an urge 

to step between the gun and the boy. I start forward, then stop, thinking, this is a play, 

and a meticulously choreographed one at that, and what would be the point exactly other 

than making a show of myself? But I do wonder if this could be a moment of embodied 
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training, or of embodied contemplation: how should one behave when witnessing state 

violence? 

The men are throwing darts again in the pub, but now they are real projectile 

weapons, thrown at the walls and landing with thunks as they describe their wounds in 

detail, tracing out the paths the bullet stake through their bodies. It’s a death spasm echo 

of the first group dance. Mrs. Walsh proclaims that her husband who was killed spent ten 

years in the British Army. Her brothers were killed in France and on Constitution Hill by 

nationalist rebels. Where’s her invitation to the Grand Parade? Where’s her VIP ticket? 

She points to the other women: or yours, or yours? “Let’s have a party,” she says. “I 

don’t even like this commemora-shite.” As Mrs. Walsh and Mrs. Hughes dance, the 1966 

commemoration footage flickers and the militaristic Irish national anthem plays: 

“Soldiers are we, whose lives are pledged to Ireland.” The dance turns frantic. On the 

final strain of the anthem, Mrs. Walsh dips Mrs. Hughes and kisses her gently. The 

women hold each other, and collapse to the floor. The landlady unbars the doors. “Safe 

home,” she says as I pass her. 

These Rooms slips between the time frames of 1916, 1966, and 2016; and 

between the perspectives and physicalized agonies of civilians, rebels, civilians, and 

soldiers. This structure embodies historical ambiguity and unknowability, and invites the 

audience to commit their own bodies to completing gestures of the past: come, sit vigil at 

a coffin, help a widow dress for her husband’s funeral, pull a boy through a window 

before the soldier sees him. By staging the historical trauma of one hundred years ago on 

present-day bodies moving within the clothing and interior decoration of the 1960s, 

These Rooms uses the now-then-now of commemoration to invite spectators to read the 
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invasion and atrocities as occurring not only in 1916 but also fifty years ago. The bodies 

and contemporary clothing of the spectators, implicated as witnesses and participants, 

invite us also to imagine that this is happening now. If not in Ireland, somewhere. 

Imagine that members of a state security force are invading homes, tearing families apart, 

and shooting people with impunity. Now. Then. Now. 

CONCLUSION 

For the centenary commemoration of the Rising, many theatre companies created 

new pieces of performance for the repertoire by embodying the archive. In 1916, the 

Rising bore “the weight of accumulative repeats” of the scenario of blood sacrifice, and 

gave over its own weight to that scenario. Productions of pageants and site-responsive, 

immersive theatre reactivated the Rising in “the now of performance.” The historical 

pageants functioned as acts of transfer between generations, renewing the memory of 

blood sacrifice. Fishamble, ANU, and Farming and Country Life 1916 “made visible, yet 

again, what [was] already there”: ghosts of rural tenants and landlords, rebels and 

civilians, Abbey actors and British soldiers haunting the present time and space of the 

rebuilt GPO, the former tenements, the bustling Dublin streets, and the fields of Athenry. 

These site-responsive performances functioned as participatory historiography, inviting 

spectators to temporarily inhabit the constructed past. By engaging in acts of affective 

solidarity—join the Irish Volunteers; sing the national anthem; help a private write a love 

letter; hide a child from the soldiers—spectators become witness-participants implicated 

in the scenario of blood sacrifice. 

In 2016, the Dublin streets were a commemorative stage for official parades and 

memorial services, and for professional theatre productions, all of which reactivated the 
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scene of blood sacrifice. The streets also hosted spontaneous acts of street performance. 

The night before Easter Sunday, the stretches of O’Connell Street in front of the GPO 

were cordoned off in preparation for the military parade the following morning. As I 

passed through to my hostel, a tall young man stood in front of the statue of trade union 

leader Jim Larkin, and two yellow-jacketed Gardaí leaning against Larkin’s pedestal. He 

howled, at the statue, at the police, in a Belfast accent: “We don’t have the Republic 

Pearse died for! We have De Valera’s fucking Republic!” The productions addressed in 

the next chapter stage this howl, taking stock of the Republic of Ireland (the only one we 

have) in light of the ideals of 1916. 
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Chapter Five 

 “Was it for this?” 

Commemoration as Critique 

In 2016, shops and street vendors throughout Dublin and Ireland offered Rising-

branded keepsakes suitable for nearly any budget. Chocolate bars stamped with the faces 

of the seven signatories and green t-shirts printed with the Proclamation sold for a few 

Euro in department stores and stands along O’Connell Street, while gleaming Grafton 

Street windows displayed limited-edition silver tableware and watches. Decobake, a 

baking shop along the Liffey, exhibited “1916 Edible Art”: a fondant GPO, a Jacob’s 

Biscuit Factory garrison made of biscuits, and a macabre confection of James Connolly at 

his execution, blindfolded with buttercream.606 The Souvenir Shop at 13 North Great 

George’s Street, Dublin 1, opened on April 24th, 2016. This pop-up shop sold 

commemorative goods with a difference: tins of Rise Up baking soda and Black & Tan 

boot polish, bars of Imperial Palaver and Lady Lavatory soaps, balaclava tea cosies 

settled over teapots with eyes painted on, Unite Ireland sewing kits, and packets of Seeds 

of the Revolution, in sixteen varieties. 

Rita Duffy’s installation The Souvenir Shop offered a playful investigation into 

the contested memory of the Rising and the commodification of history and violence. 

Most of the objects in the shop were for sale. On my June 9th visit I bought two 

souvenirs. “Make Your Own Markievicz” is a paper-doll representation of Madame de 

Markiewicz with two costumes: a ball gown suitable for attendance at an upper-class 

Anglo-Irish evening, and her Rising military uniform, complete with black cockade hat 

and revolver. “Kathleen Ní Hooligan” (pictured below as Illustration 17) is a tea towel 



 
 
 

234 

printed with Duffy’s modification of John Lavery’s portrait of his wife Lady Lavery, a 

youthful beauty in a mantle, leaning on an Irish harp against a Connemara landscape. 

Duffy’s reactivation of the Cathleen ni Houlihan element of the blood sacrifice scenario 

ages Lavery’s face: this old woman has not yet been rejuvenated by the blood of the Irish 

martyrs. Or perhaps she has, already, but that was a long, long time ago. 

 

 

Illustration 17: Rita Duffy, “Kathleen Ní Hooligan,” tea towel, sold in Souvenir Shop, 
2016. Photograph by the author. 
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The physicality of the shop referenced layers of Irish history: located in a dilapidated 

mansion dating from imperial Dublin’s Georgian heyday, The Souvenir Shop evoked 

Thomas Clarke’s tobacconist shop on Great Britain Street (now Parnell Street), which 

was looted soon after its Proclamation signatory owner went into battle. Duffy enlisted 

women from the Irish Countrywomen’s Association to collaborate on the crafts, and 

arrayed the souvenirs on shelves (pictured below in Illustration 18) scavenged from a 

shuttered draper’s shop in the border county of Cavan.607  

 

 

Illustration 18: Shelves in Rita Duffy’s installation Souvenir Shop, 2016. Photograph by 
the author. 
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The goods in the shop manifested connections between object, ideology, and 

histories, personal, national, and contested. A sewing kit labeled “Putting my grandfather 

back together” represented Duffy’s own knowledge of her grandfather’s battlefield death 

in World War I. He fell in the Battle of the Somme, one of many republican Catholics to 

die fighting for Britain. A collection of prayer candles depicted republican heroes, 

inviting the viewer to draw a familiar association between political martyrdom and Irish 

Catholicism until an unexpected face — the Unionist Edward Carson, whose founding of 

the Ulster Volunteers helped create the conditions for the Rising — destabilizes the 

expectation. In addition to consumable goods, the installation featured paintings and 

mixed media work by Duffy. 

The Souvenir Shop invited shoppers in Dublin from April 24 to June 11, 2016, 

and toured other venues in Ireland later in the centenary year. For instance, the shop 

popped up in “O’Neill’s old sweetshop on Townshend Street” for the Skibbereen Arts 

Festival in West Cork, where visitors happily browsed for hours, according to volunteer 

“shopkeeper” Robert Harris of the Roaringwater Journal blog. The Shop offered an 

experience that is both warm and challenging, first enveloping visitors in the tactile and 

psychological pleasures of browsing and shopping and nostalgia. As Harris writes, “The 

initial impression is . . . a rosy-hued look back on our remembered past. Then we all start 

looking more closely at what is on the shelves and we are jolted out of our reveries.”608 

By simultaneously critiquing and participating in the fetishizing, profit-seeking, and 

materialist aspects of public commemoration, Souvenir Shop revealed gallery visitors as 

consumers while inviting them to critique their own habits of consumption. 
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Duffy’s installation was a very funny exhibition of the unease palpable in Ireland 

around the centenary and the remembrance of the Rising. Over the century, as myth and 

material culture have risen up, commodification and critique have complicated 

commemoration. This chapter examines performances that critique the Rising itself, its 

historical legacies, and how it has been remembered and forgotten. These performances, 

like those reanimating Cathleen ni Houlihan and the historical events of the Rising, are 

also reactivations of the blood sacrifice scenario. But they are not adaptations of the work 

of Gregory and Yeats, nor re-enactments of the events of Easter Week, but reactivations 

of Sean O’Casey’s 1926 commemorative protest play The Plough and the Stars and the 

counter-protests staged by a radical group of republican women. In this chapter I argue 

that theater makers used the public platform of the centenary commemorations to shine a 

spotlight on the presence and needs of marginalized people, past and present. Their 

productions appropriated the national celebration of the revolutionary and established 

Irish state and its origins in order to critique and protest its failures. 

I examine performances of social and historical critique within — and in 

opposition to — the centenary commemorations of the 1916 Rising. The first section 

focuses on productions that reimagine or respond to Sean O’Casey’s original 

performance critique, The Plough and the Stars: the Abbey’s 2016 productions of the 

play and of Ali White’s Me, Mollser, a retelling of Plough for youth audiences performed 

from the perspective of the play’s youngest character. The second section, “I Refuse to 

Commemorate 1916,” examines performances that made use of the public attention on 

the commemorations to amplify the perspectives of historically marginalized individuals 

and groups. THEATREclub’s It’s Not Over adapts Plough into a four-and-a-half-hour 
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durational piece of postdramatic performance that “refuses to commemorate 1916” on the 

grounds that on the still-partitioned island, the Irish revolution is not yet over. Gays 

Against the Free State draws parallels between Rising-era politics and contemporary Irish 

disputes over gender and sexuality, social equity, and political economy. Finally, Ireland 

Shed a Tear? mustered Traveller performance traditions to commemorate a much more 

recent tragedy, and to bring attention to the deep social injustices suffered by the 

Traveller community in Ireland. 

The Plough and the Stars is the final installment of O’Casey’s Dublin trilogy, 

which explores the Irish experience of revolution and civil war with provocative 

irreverence from the perspectives of Dublin tenement-dwellers. In each play, melodrama 

and farce give way to tragedy as political violence invades the tenements.  The Shadow of 

a Gunman, produced by the Abbey in 1923, is set just three years earlier, as Ireland 

struggled for independence in guerilla warfare between the Irish Republican Army, and 

the British Army and the ‘Black-and-Tans’: auxiliary police reinforcements notorious for 

brutal retributive violence.  The Abbey followed Shadow with its 1924 production of 

Juno and the Paycock, set in 1922 as former rebel comrades tear each other apart in the 

Irish Civil War. The first two plays enjoyed an enthusiastic reception from a public all 

too familiar with — and weary of — the events they depicted. But, as theatre historian 

Nicholas Grene writes, the 1926 premiere of The Plough and the Stars “more directly and 

polemically challenged the self-images of the post-revolutionary nation” by taking on the 

Easter Rising, which — ten years on — was felt by many to be the sacred origin of the 

newly founded Irish nation-state.609 
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Cathleen ni Houlihan was a performance and a commemoration of a militant 

republican uprising in 1798. The 1916 Rising was a militant republican uprising, but also 

a commemorative performance of past uprisings. In the tenth anniversary year of the 

1916 Rising, the Abbey Theatre staged O’Casey’s tragicomic Plough, an unromantic, 

anti-heroic critique of the actions and ideologies of the Rising leaders and followers. 

Through the writing and performance of The Plough and the Stars, O’Casey and the 

Abbey company reactivated and adapted the uprising scenario by staging a debate over 

nationalist blood sacrifice with the memory — and with the silhouetted presence — of 

Patrick Pearse.  

Although the opening night met with a largely warm reception and positive 

reviews, this critical reactivation outraged many in the audience — particularly a radical 

group of republican women who had lost loved ones in the fighting at Easter Week and 

had, in some cases, fought in the Rising themselves. The protests they organized were 

doubly significant: in staging a theatrical objection to the Abbey’s theatrical critique of 

republican militancy, the protestors simultaneously commemorated those republican 

militants.  The so-called “riots” at the fourth performance of The Plough and the Stars 

became inextricably linked with the play’s reputation.  

O’Casey dedicates The Plough and the Stars, “to the gay laugh of my mother at 

the gate of the grave.”610 This “tragedy in four acts” explores the lives of residents of an 

inner-city Dublin tenement between November 1915 and Easter Week 1916 against the 

backdrop of the Rising. The rebel experience of political meetings, recruitment, drilling, 

mobilization, and intentional urban warfare occurs primarily offstage, while the working-

class citizen noncombatant experience is foregrounded: they find respite from poverty 
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and fatal illness in sex, gossip, and alcohol, and, as the fighting breaks out and Dublin 

burns, they loot shops before huddling together as British troops invade their home. Sean 

O’Casey served as Secretary for the Irish Citizen Army after its founding by Jim Larkin 

in the wake of the 1913 Lockout.  For O’Casey, the alliance between the socialist ICA 

and the nationalist Irish Volunteers led to a betrayal of the workers’ plight and of Larkin 

and Connolly’s ideals. He later described the Rising to Lady Gregory as “a terrible 

mistake.” Theatre historian Christopher Murray argues that “in O’Casey’s reading of 

events the Rising was the primal error which was to cause the civil war of 1922-23.”611  

Act I of The Plough is set in November 1915, at the flat of Nora and Jack 

Clitheroe: the “front and back drawing-rooms in a fine old Georgian house, struggling for 

its life against the assaults of time, and the more savage assaults of the tenants.”612 Jack is 

a bricklayer and a Commandant in the Irish Citizen Army. Nora aspires to more than her 

current cramped existence, sharing two rooms with her husband, her uncle Peter Flynn (a 

laborer), and Jack’s cousin The Young Covey (a fitter). The charwoman Mrs. Gogan 

scorns Nora’s “notions of upperosity,” insinuating that “her skirts are a little too short for 

a married woman.”613 Mrs. Gogan’s consumptive young daughter Mollser haunts the 

tenements, ghostly before her time. Bessie Burgess, an Irish Protestant street fruit-vendor, 

is proud of her son fighting in “th’ threnches.” The men and women both engage in 

skirmishes at the boundaries; the women along the delicate sedimentary layers of class 

difference in a slum, the men along the splintered factions of socialism, nationalism, and 

Catholicism. Jack Clitheroe holds himself aloof from the fray at first, having given up the 

Citizen Army at the demand of his “little, little red-lipped Nora.” But when he discovers 
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that Nora burned the letter from James Connolly appointing him to the rank of 

Commandant of the ICA, they have a terrible bitter fight and he leaves to join his troops. 

In Act II, the action moves to a pub. The antics of Fluther, Mrs. Gogan, Bessie 

Burgess, and the young prostitute Rosie Redmond provide ironic contrast to a nationalist 

political meeting in the street, where an anonymous “Figure in the Window” gives an 

incendiary speech glorifying blood sacrifice.  

It is a glorious thing to see arms in the hands of Irishmen. We must accustom 
ourselves to the thought of arms, we must accustom ourselves to the use of arms . 
. . . Bloodshed is a cleansing and sanctifying thing, and the nation that regards it 
as the final horror has lost its manhood. . . . Our foes . . . think they have pacified 
Ireland; think they have foreseen everything; but the fools, the fools, the fools! — 
they have left us our Fenian dead, and, while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland, 
unfree, shall never be at peace!614 

The Figure’s words are a pastiche composed primarily of verbatim selections from 

Patrick Pearse’s writings and speeches between 1913 and 1915, including one of his most 

famous, the oration over the graveside of O’Donovan Rossa.615 Rosie mourns that her 

usual customers have become a “noble army of martyrs . . . thinkin’ of higher things than 

a girl’s garthers.”616 When Fluther defends the meeting outside by recalling his own early 

encounters with the uprising scenario and Cathleen ni Houlihan, Rosie’s seductive skills 

lure him away from the nationalist assembly and into her arms. 

Jack Clitheroe, accompanied by an Irish Citizen Army captain and an Irish 

Volunteer lieutenant, enter the pub. They converse over glasses of port in language 

ritualized with an incantatory cadence; the speech of men enchanted by the promises of 

Cathleen ni Houlihan: 

Lieut. Langon: Th’ time is rotten ripe for revolution. 

Clitheroe: You have a mother, Langon. 
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Lieut. Langon: Ireland is greater than a mother. 

Capt. Brennan: You have a wife, Clitheroe. 

Clitheroe: Ireland is greater than a wife. 

Lieut. Langon: Th’ time for Ireland’s battle is now—th’ place for Ireland’s battle 
is here.  

[. . .] 

Capt. Brennan: Imprisonment for th’ Independence of Ireland! 

Lieut. Langon: Wounds for th’ Independence of Ireland! 

Clitheroe: Death for th’ Independence of Ireland!617 

In Acts III and IV, the spell cast over them by the Figure in the window and repeated as a 

toast will come true. 

By Act III, Easter Week 1916 has come to Dublin and the tenements. Nora has 

been searching all night to drag Jack home from the fight. Peter and The Covey witness 

Pearse proclaiming an Irish Republic outside the GPO, and the gunboat shelling Liberty 

Hall. Bessie belts out “Rule, Britannia” from her attic window, gloating: “Oh, yous are all 

nicely shanghaied now!”618 She and Mrs Gogan overcome their ancient enmity to join 

forces and push a pram to the shops to fill up with stolen goods: Dublin’s adversity is 

their opportunity. Fluther carries Nora home. Before going into premature labor, she 

attacks the gender politics of the blood sacrifice scenario: “My Jack will be killed! . . . . 

He is to be butchered as a sacrifice to th’ dead!619 . . . An’ there’s no woman gives a son 

or a husband to be killed — if they say it, they’re lyin, lyin’, against God, Nature, an’ 

against themselves!”620 Nora will not even grant the rebels’ heroism. To her, they are 

cowards, motivated more by the vulnerability of their masculine self-images than by any 

greater cause.  
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Act IV is set a week later in Bessie Burgess’s attic room. Fluther, the Covey, and 

Peter play cards next to a coffin that holds Nora’s “dead-born kiddie lyin’ there in th’ 

arms o’ poor little Mollser.”621 The Covey makes perhaps O’Casey’s most persuasive 

case for the betrayal of the working-class, mourning that Mollser “never got any care. 

How could she get it, an’ th’ mother out day an’ night lookin’ for work, an’ her 

consumptive husband leavin’ her with a baby to be born before he died!”622 Nora is 

devastated by her miscarriage and hallucinating, under Bessie’s care. Brennan enters to 

deliver the news that Jack has been killed. He believes that “Mrs Clitheroe’s grief will be 

a joy when she realizes that she has a hero for a husband,” but his heroic formulation of 

Jack’s death is revealed as hollow and vapid. 623 

Corporal Stoddart and Sergeant Tinley of the Wiltshires arrive and round up the 

men in the tenement, under suspicion of lending aid to the rebel snipers. Bessie pushes a 

distraught Nora away from the window and catches the rifle shots meant for Nora. She 

dies cursing Nora and singing of a much older scenario of blood sacrifice: “I do believe, I 

will believe that Jesus died for me.”624 Outside, artillery booms and the sky turns red as 

the General Post Office burns. A troop of British soldiers marches past, singing “Keep 

the Home Fires Burning.” As Bessie’s body grows cold, Stoddart and Tinley pour tea and 

join in the chorus. 

The Plough and the Stars reactivated the blood sacrifice variation on the uprising 

scenario through adaptation and resistance. The play refuses the cyclical structure of the 

blood sacrifice scenario as it is represented in Cathleen ni Houlihan and in Pearse’s 

propaganda. The Poor Old Woman sings of a sequence of actions proceeding seamlessly 

from the martyr’s sacrifice to the renewal of the (allegorical) nation and the call for new 
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martyrs. In Plough, however, sacrifice renews nothing, and by the end of the play, there 

is nobody left free and alive to answer the call. O’Casey insists that his audience attend to 

the material reality of war and bloodshed. What happens after Michael leaves Delia 

weeping? In the place of renewal and rebirth, we find despair and death. 

O’Casey privileges the domestic sphere over the political—and insists on their 

separation. As James Moran writes, in The Plough “the realm of hearth and home is 

always preferable to that of the bullet and the barricade.”625 The hunger for the glory the 

Poor Old Woman promises (“their names will be remembered for ever”) is revealed as 

irresponsible vanity in the conflict between Nora and Jack. For Jack, his political 

conviction, hollow and pride-based as it is, outweighs the sensual love and procreation 

Nora prizes and offers. There is nothing heroic in the actions of the rebel soldiers: Jack 

flings his pregnant wife to the ground, and Brennan later abandons the wounded Jack to 

save himself. Bessie Burgess — a Protestant loyalist — emerges as the only hero of the 

Rising in these quarters, giving her life to save a Catholic woman she despises. 

Nora does everything she can to prevent Jack’s death, but Jack insists on making 

his sacrifice. The soldiers’ toasts in the pub foreshadow the sacrificial toll: Ireland is 

“more than a mother” and “more than a wife,” and will claim civilian mothers (Bessie 

Burgess, lost to a British bullet) and wives (Nora, lost to madness) along with the Rising 

martyrs. Nora’s experience transforms the blood sacrifice scenario into a personal 

psychological trap. As described by Bessie, the horror of losing her family is “ [c]rushin’ 

her thoughts . . . together . . .in a fierce . . .an’ fanciful . . .idea that dead things are livin’ 

and’ livin’ things are dead.”626 The Rising — the sacrifice at Easter — is meant to give 

birth to a new state in which “all children are cherished equally,” but in The Plough and 
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the Stars, youth joins in the sacrifice and the representatives of the next generation — 

Mollser and Nora’s stillborn baby — are dead before the final curtain. 

The Plough and the Stars is a consistent audience favorite and box-office gold—

and a consistent focus of protest and debate. Between 1926 and 2016, the Abbey Theatre 

staged The Plough and the Stars more often than any other play in its repertoire: fifty-

seven times.627 Despite the play’s popularity, suspicion of The Plough and the Stars as 

pernicious revisionism persisted among many nationalists. In 1966, the Irish government 

was keen to control representation of the Rising. Taoiseach Seán Lemass’s Fianna Fáil 

party designed an “elaborate” and ostentatiously masculine ceremony of commemoration 

that occluded the presence and contributions of militant republican women while 

featuring “marching troops and rifle salutes,” and “trumpet fanfares and swooping 

planes.”628  Historian Mary E. Daly argues that Taoiseach Seán Lemass’s government 

aimed to “present an image of Ireland as a modern, prosperous state” while “play[ing] 

down” historical violence.629  

Republicans and socialists laid claim to the Rising leaders, their ideals, and their 

legacies, challenging the Irish state’s legitimacy. The heavily featured presence of the 

Irish military in the official ceremony legitimized the state’s capacity for violence while 

undermining support for contemporary anti-partition violence. In addition, the 

government banned the sale of Easter lilies—Rising memorabilia that had become 

associated with the modern IRA—and “the playing of rebel songs about the 1916 period 

on sponsored programmes on Radio Éireann.”630 The official committee organizing the 

jubilee commemoration of the Rising wished to approve all commemorative radio and 

television programs. On the committee’s behalf, Lemass requested that the minister for 
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posts and telegraphs “take this matter up with the [Radio Éireann] Authority both for the 

purpose of getting their ideas formulated and submitted soon, and to ensure that these 

programmes will be suitable. (This means in particular no O’Casey.)”631 The Abbey 

Theatre, too, was instructed that “an O’Casey play during the period of the celebrations 

would not be in keeping with the spirit of the occasion.”632 While there was no official 

policy of censorship, both the government-funded radio and television authority and the 

national theatre fell in line.  By instituting a public ban on a variety of public 

performances (wearing Easter lilies, broadcasting rebel songs, and playing O’Casey), 

Lemass’s government regulated inconvenient aspects of the uprising scenario in order to 

promote Ireland as peaceful and prosperous. 

By the 1990s, however, The Plough was understood has having lost its power to 

provoke: theatre historian Patrick Lonergan argues that it had been “largely sanitised by 

its classical status,”633 and theatre critic Peter Crawley notes its transformation into “a 

cosy slab of heritage drama.”634 Critic Fintan O’Toole mourned that the play had been 

“so blunted by whimsical charm that it barely scratched the surface of living 

humanity.”635 Theatre historian Brian Singleton describes this process in language 

reminiscent of scenario theory: “an unchallenged tradition of sentimental accretions.”636 

In 1991, Garry Hynes challenged this tradition, marking the 75th anniversary of the 

Rising—and the debut of her brief tenure as artistic director of the Abbey (1991-1993) — 

with a powerful, disruptive production of The Plough and the Stars.  

If O’Casey’s representation of Ireland’s past seemed too challenging to Ireland’s 

present in 1966, in 1991 Hynes made the comparison explicit, “insist[ing],” in 

Lonergan’s words, “that The Plough should not be seen as an element of Ireland’s 
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heritage, but rather as a statement of where the nation found itself in 1991.”637  1990 and 

1991 were among the deadliest years of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.638 The 

production’s stark aesthetic featured a hollow-faced cast with shaven heads in a bare, 

desolate stage environment, emphasizing the characters’ poverty. An enormous Union 

Jack flag provided a visual frame: covering the raked platform set at the top of the show, 

and drawn as a shroud over the body of the Irish Protestant Bessie Burgess after her death 

at the guns of British troops. Among the most striking aspects of Hynes’s direction was 

her treatment of the pub scene. A huge mirror, in which audience members could see 

themselves reflected, dominated the stage. An audience member in the fourth row stood 

and began speaking as the actors continued their scene, surprising the rest of the audience 

and leading some, at first, to experience a sense of historical déjà vu, speculating that the 

1926 riots were beginning all over again. In fact, the speaker was actor Garrett Keogh 

playing the Pearse figure in O’Casey’s drama, and the “mirror” was a window 

overlooking a nationalist gathering.  

The audience, then, experienced themselves attending a production of The Plough 

and the Stars in 1991 while simultaneously witnessing themselves attending a political 

rally in 1916. Lonergan argues that the “disruptive nature of this act” made it “difficult 

for the Abbey audience to imagine that the people represented by O’Casey were different 

from themselves.”639 The 1991 Abbey production of The Plough was highly 

controversial, but restored the play’s relevance to contemporary events, “including the 

changing role of women in Irish life, the ongoing conflict in Northern Ireland, and fears 

about the erosion of Irish sovereignty caused by the impending transformation of the 

European Community into the European Union.”640 The 2016 production built on this 
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success in order to insist that The Plough and the Stars had as much to say about the 

inequality and betrayal inherent to contemporary Irish society as it did about the hallowed 

past. 

THE PLOUGH AND THE STARS IN 2016 

In 1926, The Plough and the Stars protested the mythologization of the Rising 

and the abandonment of the poor by Ireland’s political elite. This demythologizing 

protest itself spurred protests and spawned myths. Historian Diarmaid Ferriter found 

precedent for the reflection and inclusivity championed in official and unofficial 2016 

commemorative activities in O’Casey, arguing that the Abbey’s 2016 production of The 

Plough and the Stars “provided a reminder that the much trumpeted ‘new perspectives’ 

on the Rising were not all new”: 

What O’Casey dramatised in 1926, was what in many ways was returned to 
ninety years later: ordinary lives as they were lived and lost in 1916 due to a 
variety of different allegiances or none. O’Casey had complicated the Rising’s 
narrative at an early stage, which is precisely why the play was regarded by some 
as subversive.641 

As theatre-makers across the island reactivated the scenario of uprising, O’Casey’s 

subversive complication of that scenario came alive again. In 2016, commemorations of 

the premiere of The Plough and the Stars were staged both within and in protest to the 

centenary commemorations of the 1916 Rising. This section explores the influence of 

O’Casey at the Abbey Theatre in 2016. As in 1926 and 1991, the anniversary of the 

Rising prompted artists and spectators to turn to the theatre to reflect upon, critique, and 

protest historical insurrection and present-day Irish society. The productions I describe in 
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the following pages further develop O’Casey’s critical engagement with the relationship 

between the Irish revolutionary republic and vulnerable citizens. 

The Plough and the Stars anchored the Abbey Theatre’s 2016 Waking the Nation 

commemorative season, and was once again implicated in protests against the national 

theatre. Although the inclusion of Sean O’Casey’s Rising play in a Rising 

commemorative year had been contentious in 1926 and 1966, the 2016 production itself 

did not provoke outrage. Rather, the inclusion of The Plough risked shrugs (the word 

“inevitable” came up time after time),642 and O’Casey was now read not as a radical 

challenger of cherished assumptions but as member of the status quo: a white male 

playwright with a firm standing in the canon. Diarmaid Ferriter argues that “The Abbey 

Theatre’s role in 2016 . . . became more associated with the drama offstage . . . as a result 

of what the theatre did not do: include enough women in its centenary programme.”643  

The Olivier-award-winning director Sean Holmes is known as “a bracingly modern 

auteur with a penchant for defamiliarising the everyday.”644 He is also British, and for 

him, the #WakingTheFeminists movement “rightly” gave voice to concerns about gender, 

and incidentally granted him a reprieve from anticipated attacks on his nationality 

(despite his claim to diaspora status through his Irish grandfather):  

We’re absolutely doing the play, but it’s filtered through my own aesthetic, and 
through the team. So I don’t know what people are going to think. They might get 
very, very cross that some English bloke has come over and desecrated a classic . 
. . . [I] was a little bit nervous when it was announced I was doing it. And then, of 
course, nobody gave a toss about my nationality. All anyone was rightly exercised 
about was gender. What turned out to be more interesting is that the society is in a 
very different place. People’s concerns are about other things.645 

The show began previews on March 9, 2016, and opened March 15 for a 50-performance 

run in Dublin before touring throughout Ireland, the United Kingdom, and the United 
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States. By March 2018, over 50,000 people had seen the Abbey’s 57th production of The 

Plough and the Stars.646 I attended three performances in 2016: on March 18th and 28th 

in Dublin on the Abbey Theatre main stage, and on May 24th for the first night in 

Galway’s Town Hall Theatre. Ticket prices ranged from €20-40.647  

The production opens with Mahnoor Saad as the teenaged Mollser standing alone 

in front of the curtain. She wears a Manchester United football jersey over a skirt and 

trainers. Mollser sings “Amhrán na bhFiann” (“The Soldier’s Song”) as Gaeilge (that is, 

in Irish) — but she can’t finish the song. She coughs and coughs, spattering blood onto 

the lyrics page of Ireland’s national anthem. The curtain rises on the full cast in tableau, 

staring directly at the audience. Mollser’s hair-raising curtain raiser ghosted the 

consumption and poverty of the early twentieth century across the vulnerable children of 

contemporary Ireland: children experiencing homelessness, economic migrants and 

asylum-seekers.  

Set designer Jon Bausor represents O’Casey’s tenement building as a modern-day 

tower block, insisting on the parallels between housing precarity in 1916 and 2016 

Ireland. A towering metal scaffold staircase and landings signifies the tenement: too 

many people and too little furniture in one space, with no walls to provide privacy 

between the staircase and the dwelling spaces. One reviewer commented that this “one-

room accommodation” was “familiar from recent footage of Ireland’s housing crisis.”648 

This visual device provides an extra level of irony to Nora’s employment of Fluther to 

install a lock on her door. On the back wall of the theatre, painted a deep green, lights 

pick out a constellation: the stars of the Plough.  
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The costumes, like the set, mix elements of the past and the present. Fluther wears 

a bowler hat and suspenders, while Nora enters with a pink and grey tracksuit jacket over 

her dark blue cleaner’s apron. She changes in front of three men, 7th-grade-locker-room 

style, into a pink shirtdress. Jack comes home from work in a construction helmet and a 

reflective yellow jacket. The Young Covey’s brown and orange uniform indicates not 

factory or dock labor but a fast food or other service industry job  — the new working 

class. Uncle Peter’s Fenian uniform, however, is a resplendent 19th-century costume, a 

bright green jacket with gold-fringed labels and a ruffled white shirt front, white knee-

breeches, black boots with spurs that clink when he walks, topped with a black hat with a 

green band and giant white feathers. When Jack is called back into service with the Irish 

Citizen Army, he pulls an ICA uniform out of his drawer complete with leather belt and 

ammunition sash that could have come straight from a display in the new GPO Witness 

History museum. The juxtaposition of past and present in the costumes draw parallels 

between the situations of the economically disadvantaged in 1916 and 2016. 

Holmes’s direction owes much to the genre mixing O’Casey revels in, borrowing 

from broad music hall comic turns, epic theatre, and what Irish Times critic Crawley calls 

“brash postdramatic devices.”649 The characters frequently shattered the meticulous 

realism of the tenement scenes by tossing objects through the invisible “walls” of the 

scaffolding and directly addressing the audience in speech and song. For example, in the 

first act love scene between Nora and Jack, their intimate, playful foreplay takes on a 

cabaret dimension when Jack grabs a microphone from stage left to insert an Elvis 

impersonation into his love song “When I First Said I Loved Only You,” strutting and 

thrusting, splitting his attention between Nora and the audience. The song concludes with 
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tender final lines in his own accent, kneeling astride Nora.  The pub scene, too, features 

estrangement techniques. Rosie takes the mic for her songs (“dancing a jig in the bed”), 

and the characters use a remote to change the channel on the television above the bar.  

The “Figure in the Window,” or Patrick Pearse, delivers his speech on television, 

the flickering television light playing over listening faces. Rosie channel-surfs to a sexy 

music video, and the Young Covey, in alarm, switches to a sports channel. When the 

three soldiers enter, they bring the “news of the day” inside. One of the soldiers wears the 

Irish flag wrapped around his shoulders like a cape, a contemporary sartorial performance 

of allegiance familiar from the streets of 2016 Dublin. This gesture doubles down on one 

of the elements of the 1926 Plough to which some spectators objected: bringing the 

revered flag of the Irish Republic into a pub alongside a drunken Fluther and a Rosie on 

the catch. The television broadcast of Pearse’s demands (“We must accustom ourselves 

to the thought of arms, we must accustom ourselves to the use of arms . . .. Bloodshed is a 

cleansing and sanctifying thing, and the nation that regards it as the final horror has lost 

its manhood”) unsettle the 1916 Rising from its historical temporal location, reminding 

us of the very present horrors of war and of contemporary worshippers of violence and 

arms. 

The characters’ struggles, whether comic or tragic, are physical and material. 

When Bessie Burgess and Mrs. Gogan fight over the pram, Bessie pulls the basket off the 

frame. They both run to the shops carrying a bit of the pram, laying the groundwork for 

collaboration. The Covey returns from the looting spree carrying a washing machine on 

his back. As he struggles to open the tenement door, his legs slip and slide into a split, the 

machine weighing him down. Uncle Peter lounges on a chair, refusing to help, his white-
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trousered legs crossed at the knee like a lazy Oscar Wilde. The broad physical comedy of 

the looting scene is soon juxtaposed with Langon’s wounded body dragged across the 

stage, leaving a bloody smear. Nora reaches under her skirts and her hand comes out red. 

She can’t walk with the pain of the miscarriage, and Bessie carries her home. Hilda Fay 

performs the revelation of Bessie’s courage and kindness by trading in her Union Jack for 

a white plastic bag as a flag of peace and safe passage as she runs through the war-torn 

streets to fetch a doctor: terrified, ducking, brave. 

As British artillery bombards central Dublin, the scaffolding topples over in a 

dizzying agony of slow motion. Lights flash on each floor with a strobe effect. The stage 

is empty of people, the staircase the only “actor” as the stage world, literally, is turned 

upside down. The staircase scaffold tips over on its downstage edge until it lies 

lengthwise on the bare stage: warfare destroying an urban landscape and creating a new 

environment of rubble. The Young Covey drags in a particleboard coffin, Mollser’s 

jersey a red stain on top. 

The performers play out the final act of Plough on top of the scaffolding, playing 

cards and dying atop what had been the side wall of their tenement. Nora crouches below 

like a prisoner in a cell, shaking and mumbling inside the cage her home has become. She 

uses the microphone to call out for Jack. Throughout the production, characters have 

taken up the microphone and the technology amplifies something beyond the sound: 

music, self, pain. Throughout the production, the performers have attended to lengths of 

time it really takes to do something — pulling out the sofa bed to have sex, putting on 

clothes, drinking a pint in one go. When Bessie takes a bullet dragging Nora from the 

window, she dies slowly. Her protracted death — met with a jump, gasp, and moan from 
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the audience — is followed by English soldiers singing “’til the boys come home” and 

drinking tea. The final stage picture surrounding them is a toppled staircase, a battered 

armchair, strewn milk crates, and green and white and orange lights creating the Irish 

flag: a ruined Ireland at its birth. As the soldier raises his tea to his lips, the lights go out 

and the audience responds with immediate, fervent applause. 

The audiences in Dublin and Galway responded audibly to many moments in the 

production. Much that engaged them was the comedy: lots of laughter for the bickering 

brawling tenement-dwellers; Fluther puncturing a beer can by accident and drinking from 

the spray, the bartender lifting a kicking Covey, Mrs. Gogan leaving her baby on the 

barroom floor. The audience also responded to the melodrama: a long “ohhhh” rose in the 

audience on March 28th when Nora’s concealment of Jack’s promotion was revealed. 

However, spectators also reacted strongly to symbols of nationalist and unionist struggle: 

that is, to the production’s reactivation of aspects of the scenario of uprising. For 

instance, on both March 18th and 28th, Bessie unfurled her Union Jack and the audience, 

almost as one, gasped at the sight of the British flag. A woman seated behind me 

whispered along with Pearse’s voice: “Ireland unfree will never be at peace.” After the 

show on the March 18th, a fellow audience member—an Irish father accompanied by his 

teenage son—mused that “a production like this, now, might have caused people to riot in 

1966. I think there’s no danger of that. Fifty years ago it was different — I was around 

for that, and it was almost a religious experience. Now I think people are more relaxed, 

but more anxious about being open to other viewpoints.” He smiled: “bleak ending, isn’t 

it? We hope to make better out of the real world.”650 
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Peter Crawley of The Irish Times articulated the central question most critics 

brought to the 2016 Abbey production of The Plough and the Stars: “Does a play this 

well-known have anything left to reveal?”651 And most critics, approving of the 

“vigor”652 and “high-energy”653 of Holmes’s staging, agreed that Holmes’s interpretation 

did reveal a new Plough: an intentionally “impoverished” design aesthetic mixed 

contemporary and historical signifiers to illuminate “the poverty of our era.”654  Emer 

O’Kelly of The Irish Independent, often a contrarian voice, disagreed, arguing that 

Holmes’s production “den[ies] a new generation any opportunity of identifying with the 

reality of Dublin in 1916” on the grounds that the intermingling of modern and historical 

dress and postdramatic flourishes, like Jack’s striptease microphone serenade, “drap[ed] a 

sanitised cloak over the darkness of the blood, sweat and tears” of 1916.655 Holmes, 

though, was more interested in staging devastating parallels between the realities of 

Dublin a century ago and Dublin now.  Literary scholar Conrad Brunstrom finds that the 

play’s searing lessons about the toll of conflict on the most vulnerable “are certainly not 

shop-worn or outdated in a twenty-first century context.” Brunstrom calls for spectators 

to aim their anger not at the Holmes production (which some audience members followed 

O’Kelly in decrying as a “desecration of a classic”) but at “the gap between the 

Proclamation and its realisation”: 

The most productive anger concerns housing, nutrition, gainful employment and 
the freedom to live and love one another in warm and safe and sociable 
surroundings. Putting flesh on the abstractions as proclaimed. Forcing a 
conversation between Padraig Pearse and Mollser’s cough. Indeed, Plough and 
the Stars is a rare play insofar as fits of coughing from the audience constitute not 
an annoyance or an interruption of the performance — but rather a valid and 
eloquent engagement with it.656 
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Based on its recurrence in reviews (and my own memories), Mollser coughing blood as 

she sang the Irish national anthem was the production’s most salient image. 

If The Plough and the Stars reenacts the scenario of uprising (with the uprising 

itself firmly offstage, just as it is in Cathleen ni Houlihan), partly in order to stage a 

debate with Pearse over blood sacrifice, the Abbey’s 2016 reenactment of uprising 

suggests a debate over the martyrdom of children. In Pearse’s play An Rí, the young boy 

Giolla dies in battle, a “willing sacrifice” whose death renews his nation. In The Plough, 

Mollser dies of consumption, an unwilling sacrifice to social injustice whose death 

further impoverishes her nation.  

The Abbey Theatre staged a companion piece to The Plough and the Stars. In Me, 

Mollser, a one-woman show written by Ali White and directed by Sarah Fitzgibbon, 

Mollser tells her own story within a theatre for young audiences framework. White 

developed the script as the first in the Department of Community and Education’s new 

“Priming the Canon” series. The series, inspired by Tim Crouch’s plays — I, 

Peaseblossom (2006) and I, Malvolio (2010) — invites young audiences to discover the 

Irish theatrical canon from the perspective of young characters. Mary-Lou McCarthy 

originated the role of Mollser, touring with a facilitator to primary schools throughout 

Ireland between 2012 and 2014. For the 2016 commemorations, the Abbey fielded three 

teams of performers and facilitators, visiting over 150 schools. Mise, Mollser, an Irish 

language translation by Pearse O’Caimoh, toured Gaeltacht areas. In the fall of 2016, Me, 

Mollser, with McCarthy playing the role, joined The Plough and the Stars on tour in the 

United States, playing libraries in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. In all, the Abbey 

presented 286 performances of Me, Mollser at 65 different venues. It was seen by over 
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18,000 people in 2016.657 Me, Mollser reactivates O’Casey’s contentious debate with the 

blood sacrifice scenario. Unlike the Abbey’s 2016 Plough revival, it does so not to 

unsettle a nation’s commonplace sense of progress and achievement, but to prepare 

children to advocate for themselves.  

Me, Mollser was the odd one out in the Abbey’s “Waking the Nation” season. It 

was the lone play written by a woman, so its presence in the season prevented scrupulous 

advocates of the #WakingTheFeminists movement from making a claim of total erasure. 

Irish drama scholar Carole Quigley, for instance, argues that “[t] the message portrayed 

by this programme was blatantly clear for the theatre makers of Ireland—women and 

their artistic work do not belong on the national stage, and they do not represent a part of 

the nation deemed worthy of ‘waking.’”658 For Quigley, Me, Mollser did not quite count, 

as it “was never performed on either the Abbey Theatre’s main stage, or its smaller stage, 

the Peacock. This meant that the commemorative season would not present any writing 

by women in the theatre building itself.” This claim is not entirely true — Me, Mollser 

was performed on the Abbey mainstage on Easter Monday 2016 as part of RTÉ and 

Ireland 2016’s “Reflecting the Rising” event. Still, Me, Mollser tended to be dismissed in 

press coverage of the “Waking the Nation” controversy on various grounds: it was a 

touring production, it was theatre for young audiences, it was an adaptation of a canonical 

play by a man. As #WTF developed its own mythology, the existence of Me, Mollser was 

erased entirely in some accounts. For instance, historian Brian Singleton, writing in 

Theatre Journal, describes the birth of the #WakingTheFeminists movement as a 

“campaign began out of outrage by the announcement of the 2016 program of the Abbey 

Theatre—in which not one woman writer or director was included, instead featuring 
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plays mostly with roles for men.”659 But one woman writer (White), and three women 

directors (Fitzgibbon, Annabelle Comyn, and Vicky Featherstone), were, in fact, 

included.  

The #WakingTheFeminists movement effectively drew attention to—and caused 

change in—a crucially important and long-standing failure of Ireland’s national theatre(s) 

to serve and represent the entire nation. But the movement’s rhetorical dismissal of Me, 

Mollser did a disservice to a remarkable production written, directed, and performed by 

women. This reflects a sad irony: while women have been routinely dismissed and erased 

from Irish history and theatre historiography and practice, theatre for young audiences 

has also been routinely ignored. Theatre scholar Tom Maguire argues that theatre for 

young audiences has developed “into one of the most innovative and flourishing fields of 

contemporary theatrical practice across the island of Ireland,” with “a strong aesthetic 

identity, dedicated venues and a deep connection with Irish audiences.”660 However, he 

writes,  

these achievements remain obscured in Irish theatre history and historiography. 
Few scripts are published and even fewer studied in formal educational settings, 
despite a substantial legacy of new writing . . .TYA may have come of age, but it 
remains a hidden gem.661 

Me, Mollser is aimed at students in the 5th and 6th classes (10-12 years old), and consists 

of a pre-show introduction, the performance, and a workshop and talkback session. I 

attended a show in County Longford on June 8, 2016, hosted by the Backstage Theatre 

for several school groups in the area. In the pre-show, the drama facilitator, dressed as a 

1916 lamplighter, asks the students what they know about the time: what sorts of jobs did 

people do? Did they have toilets in their houses? Who ruled Ireland 100 years ago? 

“Youse all have shoes on,” he notices. “Where’d you get your shoes?” The students call 
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out their answers. They seem to have been studying the time period. The lamplighter 

concludes, “One hundred years ago, young people had no shoes. When they got sick, they 

stayed sick,” and asks, “One hundred years ago — did young people have rights?” The 

students answer, in a chorus, “No.” 

The performance takes place in another space — usually a classroom or library, 

but for this large group, we move into the auditorium. The lamplighter knocks sharply on 

the stage. Mollser, who has been hidden under a white sheet, leaps up, frightened. The 

students jump and gasp. The set is simple, a few boxes and props, the white sheet. 

Mollser is disoriented. Where is she? Who are these kids? She doesn’t think she’s 

supposed to be here. She delivers her monologue directly to the audience, at first 

suspicious of them: “Are you from the British Army? How’d youse get here anyway?” 

Once they assure her that they are not British soldiers, she recognizes them as fellow 

kids, and rushes at them with the “po” (the chamber pot): “smell that! Sniff sniff!” She 

describes traipsing through the Dublin streets, causing trouble. Mollser sees a gorgeous 

dollhouse in a shop window. It is a gracious Georgian mansion — just like the tenement 

building she lives in, absent the decay, crowding, and rats. When she peers longingly into 

the far distance, most of the students turn to look if there is a dollhouse back there. 

Mollser constructs her own dollhouse with the cardboard boxes, placing totems inside 

representing other people who live in her tenement - a bouquet of flowers for Nora, 

whom she idolizes; a ruler for Fluther, who protects her. There is someone missing from 

the house, though. Who is it? The students shout out, “You!” Yes, “Me, Mollser,” she 

agrees. She searches for her missing object, scooting off the stage into the house to root 

through the students’ book bags, suspicious of theft. 
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Mollser imagines walking through Dublin in marvelous raiment from the upscale 

department store Arnott’s, and commands students in the audience to compliment her: 

“Say, ‘you’re looking well!’ Say, ‘You’ve gone to the devil for style!’” Now, she says, 

she is coming home to make supper for her husband and five kids. But the hard truths of 

her life — poverty, illness, violence, war — puncture her fantasy of the future. She sees 

ghosts of people in the house who died “long before they were ready,” and coughs up 

blood. “If you have the money,” she explains, you can go to the sanatorium, where 

there’s a good chance you will get better. She discovers that the lamplighter has had her 

doll the whole time, and finds a small coffin with her name and dates on it. She shows it 

to the students. “I think I’m remembering where I’m supposed to be,” Mollser says. The 

students are still and stunned.  Mollser hands her doll to a girl in the front row: “Would 

you hang on to that for me? It was nice talking to youse.” Mollser exits stage right. The 

lamplight fetches the coffin, and opens it in front of the girl holding the doll. She places it 

inside. He puts the coffin onstage, takes his cap off, and bows his head. 

When Mollser re-enters and the students applaud, the lamplighter asks, “What did 

I ask you to think about before the show?” They remember: “do children have rights?” 

The performance is generally followed by a workshop. The students are split into groups, 

with Mollser and the facilitator joining them, and they discuss differences between 1916 

and today. Mollser and the facilitator teach the students about the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified by Ireland in 1992, and that Ireland has an 

Ombudsman for Children and a National Children’s Office. The students learn that they 

have resources if they believe their rights are being infringed in any way. 
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While Me, Mollser was aimed at eleven- and twelve-year-olds, according to 

Mary-Lou McCarthy, it played well in a number of different settings. “Ali White did a 

magnificent job,” she recalls, “because there is room to change the pitch of the show, 

without changing a hair on the text.” In a library in Tallaght, she performed for retired 

citizens, and recalls, “they loved the show, because for them it was recent history. . . 

They were crying, and they said in their family that was something they still talked about 

when they were growing up, the tenements and what life was like. And for them it really 

hit a nerve. And suddenly we realized that the show worked for young children and also 

for older adults. So that was like finding a whole new audience.” It was “fascinating,” she 

said, “to find a show that can speak to two very different audiences.”662  

Me, Mollser found a third very different audience in the United States. McCarthy 

has warm memories of her 2016 tour to Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. Students 

there taught her the word “kicks” for shoes (“Mollser doesn’t have any kicks”), squealed 

over her accent, and asked whether “people in Ireland had died from gone-off potatoes.” 

However, McCarthy was shocked by one student’s reaction to Mollser’s story. After 

Mollser’s line, “I get home and me mum clatters me round the back of the head with a 

wooden spoon,” McCarthy recalls a “sad reaction”: 

I remember in one show in Philadelphia, a girl saying “Same.” She just kind of 
blurted it out . . . She was like, “yeah, I get hit across the head with a wooden 
spoon, yeah.” . . . I didn’t realize until we were researching for it, Me, Mollser in 
the US, that corporal punishment is not illegal, and it’s very different in certain 
states . . . So that was kind of shocking.663 

In preparing for the U.S. Tour, the Me, Mollser team learned that the United States is the 

only country in the United Nations that has never ratified the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child. This treaty enshrines many rights for children, including the 
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rights to life, a name and a nationality; freedom of expression, conscience, thought, and 

religion; freedom of association and peaceful assembly; health care, social security, 

education — and play.664 While the United States took part in the treaty negotiations, and 

signed it under President Clinton in 1995, ratification would require a two-thirds majority 

in the Senate. Some Republican senators and conservative, libertarian, and Christian 

organizations have strongly opposed it on the grounds “that the treaty undermines U.S. 

Sovereignty in matters of law, and parental sovereignty at home.” For example, the 

Family Research Council opposes it “out of concern that it might force U.S. lawmakers to 

recognize rights of same-sex parents, provide teens access to reproductive-health 

services, and override parental desire to use corporal punishment.”665  

The Me, Mollser team chose to change the content of the post-show workshop for 

the U.S. tour. The workshops in the United States focused on theatre making, and on the 

historical similarities and differences between Ireland and the U.S. In McCarthy’s words, 

“we can’t stand up there and say ‘what are your rights?’ and then ‘You don’t have any.’ 

It’s too dark . . . That was shocking.”666 While the Me, Mollser production team had 

much to exchange with American children, the performance, dislocated from its national 

context, could not fulfill one of its central objectives: to teach children about their rights 

and how to advocate for themselves. 

Both Abbey productions of O’Casey’s work in 2016 — the playwright’s The 

Plough and the Stars and Ali White’s adaptation Me, Mollser — urged audiences to 

center the well-being of children when considering the state of the nation. Indignant 

spectators and reviewers criticized the hybrid temporality of the Abbey’s Plough with 

rhetoric about historical accuracy, yet over 2,000 children were experiencing 
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homelessness in Dublin in 2016. The production, with its modern army uniforms, an 

underclass characterized by recent migration and not necessarily made ‘free’ through 

national independence alone, and children suffering from neglect, illness, and housing 

precarity, denied spectators the anti-nostalgic satisfaction of placing trauma, inequity, and 

poverty firmly in the past. 

“I REFUSE TO COMMEMORATE 1916” 

In this section, I explore performances that drew attention to deep social injustices 

in the past and present of Ireland. These productions either “refuse to commemorate 

1916” or make pragmatic use of the fervent — and funded — commitment of the state 

and public to commemorative activities in 2016. The Rising commemorations became a 

platform for queering Irish history, calling for a repeal of the Eighth Amendment’s 

constitutional ban on abortion, commemorating forgotten tragedies, and enacting protests 

against the contemporary Irish state and its foundational mythology. 

As contemporary nationalism has gained momentum in Europe and the United 

States, the Brexit referendum has undermined the cohesion of the European Union and 

the hard-won peace on the border between the Republic and Northern Ireland. The 

persistence of this border informs It’s Not Over, a postdramatic adaptation of The Plough 

and the Stars produced by the Dublin performance collective THEATREclub. It’s Not 

Over contests the contemporary Irish state and its public commemorations. The 

production explores the history of the Troubles in Northern Ireland in the latter half of the 

twentieth century, refracted through O’Casey’s play, and heavily weighted towards the 

narratives of the republican movement and the Provisional IRA. It’s Not Over claims the 
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scenario of blood sacrifice as a legitimating framework through which to understand 

republican violence during the “Troubles” of the twentieth century. 

Documenting the commemorative performances in Ireland in 2015, theatre history 

scholar Ciara Murphy writes, 

The appropriation of funding for arts projects favoring commemoration has been 
the major catalyst in determining the output of the Irish artistic community: in 
effect, the theme of commemoration has been foisted on Irish artists. 
Commemoration in this context is thus state-led, and pursues a predominately 
state-led agenda. Of course, many artists challenge this and chose to explore the 
darker corners of Irish history, and in doing so, also challenge the state bodies 
responsible for these unpalatable moments in Ireland’s past.667 

THEATREclub turned to The Plough and the Stars to challenge what Murphy calls a 

“state-led agenda” of commemoration. The company produced It’s Not Over in the black 

Beckett Theatre at Trinity College as part of the Dublin Theatre Festival. The publicity 

was aggressive, matching the show it heralded. The company’s website began its 

description of the show with a quote from the Green Book, a training and instruction 

manual issued to new volunteers by the IRA: “It’s not an easy thing to take up a gun and 

go out and kill some person without strong convictions or justification.” The website 

continues, 

THEATREclub’s production of Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars – It’s 

Not Over – will bring back rioting like it’s 1926. ‘It will take place in a theatre, but it is 

not a play. It is a campaign. You will watch a re-enactment of the past 50 years of violent 

political conflict. We are working with former IRA Volunteers. It’s four and a half hours 

long. There’ll be a bar and a live band, maybe bingo.’ In a year of revisionism, 

whitewashing, apologies and double speak; We refuse to commemorate 1916. It’s not 

over. It never started. Let’s look at 1966. 
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 Imagine you enter a huge theatre with one hundred fellow spectators. Your 
program contains instructions, in Courier capitals, or “Rules for the Audience:” 

ONE. Take responsibility for your own needs, that means come and go as and you 
need. The toilets are outside. We have a bar. There is a smoking area. Outside. 

TWO. We gave you earplugs. It will get loud. Use them if you wish. 

THREE. INO believe Unnamed IRA Volunteer is a hero. 

FOUR. Do not talk about this. 

This show is being live directed by Barry O’Connor and Grace Dyas who worked 
with XXXXX number of XXXX IRA volunteers. Between nineteen eighty one 
and the present day.668 

There is a proscenium stage to your left and a bar straight in front of you. You find your 

own chair, take it from the stack, and set it up with your fellow spectators, in meandering 

rows facing the red curtains of the stage. One of the directors, Barry O’Connor, speaks 

into a microphone standing amidst these rows of seats. He apologizes: the show is late 

because a busload of pensioners have been stopped at the border and must eat all dairy 

products onboard before being allowed south. He concludes, “I refuse to commemorate 

1916,” and the cast applauds. 

The curtains open and performers act out scenes from The Plough and the Stars, 

but by their costumes and props 1966 seems to inhabit 1916. Mrs. Gogan, for instance, is 

wearing a black balaclava. And, simultaneously with the scenes of O’Casey’s play, 

members of the cast and production team take to the microphone for their own apologies 

and refusals, always claiming that the show hasn’t started yet, and giving more and more 

implausible pointed reasons. An actor claims “It might look like we’ve started but we 

haven’t” because his parents are traveling from Cork and haven’t arrived yet. The 

lighting designer takes responsibility: he doesn’t know how to use the light board. Each 
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apology concludes with “I refuse to commemorate 1916,” and the cast applauds. Soon the 

audience, learning the formula, joins in the applause. Eventually, the team members 

begin to suggest what they would like to commemorate instead. The writer says, “I refuse 

to commemorate 1916. It hasn’t started yet. It’s not over. I’m from West Belfast. I would 

like to commemorate the people of Ballymurphy and the Ballymurphy massacre. A 

mother shot in the face looking for her children. This is where I’m from.” Eleven 

gunshots. Actors fall. 

It’s Not Over insists that the 1916 Rising must not be commemorated because it is 

not over. The national freedom and self-determination the Rising rebels fought for have 

not been achieved. The Rising led to a war of independence and to the partition of 

Ireland. Ireland remains partitioned. By reminding the audience of the suffering and 

deaths of civilians during the Troubles, these artists rebuke official positions on the 

pastness of the past. For instance, in their “statement to inform the development and 

delivery of the commemorative programme” published by the Decade of Centenaries 

Expert Advisory Group, a committee of professional historians and politicians 

emphasized, 

Commemoration should not ignore differences and divisions. The goal of 
inclusiveness is best achieved, not by trying for an enforced common interest or 
universal participation in commemorations for events such as the 1916 Rising or 
the opening of the parliament in Northern Ireland, but by encouraging multiple 
and plural commemorations which remember the past while ensuring, as far as 
possible, that the commemoration does not re-ignite old tensions. 

In contrast, It’s Not Over, seems calculated to re-ignite old tensions. As the performers 

grind through four and a half hours of bewildering, overlapping, occasionally anguished 

material, the spectators are left to ourselves, capturing moments as we wander through 
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the space. These moments vary in effect — some are unsettling and distressing, others 

poignant and reflective, some muffled and incomprehensible, some downright 

frightening.  

The Plough characters infiltrate the audience and play scenes across the bar as we 

try to order drinks, replacing the Figure in the Window’s words with material from 

republican speeches of the 1970s. Meanwhile, members of the IRA train new recruits. A 

band plays Irish folk classics and aggressive republican songs: “Molly Malone,” “Fuck 

the British Army,” “The Bogside Man.” Barry calls out names of the eleven people killed 

in Ballymurphy in August 1971. The regiment was moved from Ballymurphy to Derry, 

“where they murder fourteen more people on Bloody Sunday.”  

Performer Rebecca Guinnane is now a prison guard. She takes off Doireann 

Cody’s coat and dress and tells her, “If you won’t give it to me now, I’ll have to put on a 

glove. If I have to put on a glove, that means I have to put my hand in your vagina. Do 

you understand what that means? Do you think I want to do that?” Neil Keery, in army 

camouflage and a black beret, stands guards over Doireann with a rifle. She is naked. Her 

hair covers her breasts and she is crying. “You’re going to break, Doireann,” says 

Rebecca. “Girls always break. You are not as strong as a man. These are not my words.” 

Jason Byrne’s lines allude to the Dirty Protests: “You’re disgusting. Smearing your filth. 

Get that smile off your face. You’re fucking rank.” Doireann has raised her fists and has 

started marching. Mrs. Gogan takes the mic: “I’d like to commemorate the women of 

Armagh jail.” The actors raise their fists in the air. 

Barry takes on the role of an IRA leader training new recruits. The others ask 

questions: Will I have to keep a gun in my home? If I have an abortion, will I be 
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punished? Will you give a warning before the bomb? Is baking a skill set you’d be 

looking for? Will we be oppressing the Protestants? Doireann is now dripping with 

brown and red liquid down her thighs. Actors carry a coffin into the middle of the space 

and Barry places a tricolor on top. A voice-over informs us that this is the coffin of 

Kieran Fleming, a 25-year-old Provisional Irish Republican Army fighter who drowned 

trying to escape a Special Army Service unit of the British Army. (The voice-over does 

not mention that the SAS was pursuing Fleming after he had planted a landmine in a 

restaurant.) 

An old grey Volkswagen careens into the playing space. The audience scatters in 

genuine fear. Two men are hauled out from the car and stripped. They are wailing. The 

space fills with smoke and an urgent sound like a helicopter. At IRA member Kevin 

Brady’s funeral in 1988, two undercover British corporals — Derek Wood and David 

Howes — drove their civilian car into the funeral procession by mistake. They were lost, 

but the crowd was on edge because Michael Stone, an Ulster Defense Association 

paramilitary, had killed three people, including Brady, at another IRA funeral just days 

before. The crowd interpreted the car as a revived loyalist attack. They beat and stripped 

the soldiers, then shot them with their own weapons. 

Another actor announces, “I want to commemorate Sammy Devenny, an innocent 

man who did nothing wrong. He was the first man to die in the Troubles. Soldiers bashed 

into his house and beat him to death.” The actors stage the scene: Patrick McGrath, a big 

man with a white beard on the ground, pinned down by boots. Doireann, as his daughter 

Anne, sobs and screams and lies on her back on top of his body, arms spread, crying, 

trying to protect him. It is wrenching. Co-director Grace Dyas, as Rosie Redmond, 
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unbuttons her dress as sings “I once had a lover, a sailor.” An actor shoves her face onto 

the coffin by her hair, then pushes her onto the car and sexually assaults her. Bessie calls 

Mrs. Gogan a terrorist, and they have a fistfight.  

The audience is informed that the authorities have received a warning. We are 

herded into one corner of the theatre. Almost too soon, a genuine explosion blows out of 

a small bucket in another corner. This happens again. On the night theatre historian Ciara 

Murphy attended, she noted a “breakdown of civil obedience,” as the audience became 

more and more resistant to these warnings, remaining “seated in their positions”: 

These moments of disobedience become an active performance of resilience. The 
audience refuse to act in response to these ‘threats.’ They refuse to allow these 
‘threats’ to control their movements. It becomes, through audience participation, 
an intentional mirroring of the apathy towards violence in the North as the 
Troubles progressed, with many people refusing to leave their homes in the later 
years of the Troubles despite an ever-present danger of violence. Over the four-
and-a-half hour duration the audience has performed this journey themselves, 
obediently obeying the warnings in hour one, and resolutely staying put in hour 
four.669 

On the nights I attended, the audience did not take the bomb warnings lightly. Murphy 

does not mention live explosions, and I suspect that the company experimented with how 

audience members who would react to bomb threats in the presence and absence of the 

frightening design work of pyrotechnics expert Se Purcell. 

It’s Not Over presents a spectacular, and spectacularly one-sided, account of 

political violence in Ireland over the twentieth century. In refusing to commemorate 

1916, the production instead commemorates the dead bodies that have piled up over the 

century: particularly, the dead bodies of innocent Catholics in Northern Ireland and 

republican paramilitaries. The dead and innocent body onstage is a deer, a real Muntjac 

deer, dead and staring and draped over Ruairi O’Donovan’s shoulders as he performs. I 
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saw the show twice, for the preview on October 11 and closing night on October 16, 

2016. The little deer was missing on the closing night. Ruairi takes the mic to explain that 

he wants to “bring the dead thing in from the van,” but the production team says it is not 

safe. “It’s crawling with parasites, deer ticks. Normally I carry the dead thing in on my 

back,” but the night before, he felt a crawling thing on his shoulder, and found four ticks 

on his own body. “It’s riddled with them. It might carry Lyme’s disease. I want,” Ruairi 

says, “to commemorate the dead thing I killed for this.” Here, a deer is a sacrifice for the 

nation, a surrogate for the body of a nationalist martyr. The sacrifice rots. Parasites thrive 

on it.  

In reactivating O’Casey’s critique of the blood sacrifice scenario, THEATREclub 

provides a pungent critique of O’Casey alongside the critique of Ireland 2016 through 

O’Casey. The show addresses female militancy, through the temporal hybridity of the 

Mrs. Gogan and Bessie characters, the IRA training scenes, and the representation of the 

Armagh women’s dirty protests. It’s Not Over played on the strangeness of staging The 

Plough and the Stars — itself a critique of the Rising — as a commemoration of the 

Rising itself. As alluded to in the promotional material above (the promise to “bring back 

rioting like it’s 1926”), for theatre people, staging O’Casey is a also way to 

commemorate the Abbey riots — that is, to commemorate a moment in Ireland when a 

theatre production was the site of passionate feeling and violent action that spilled off the 

stage. In an indirect way, celebrating and attempting to provoke theatre riot 

commemorates the participants of the Rising and the connections between the Cultural 

Revival and revolutionary action. 
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 Despite THEATREclub’s best efforts, It’s Not Over did not provoke the audience 

to riot. By and large, spectators unwilling to tolerate or endure the provocations — the 

length of the show, the lack of seating and of linear narrative, the live explosions, the 

dead tick-ridden deer, and the aggressive erasure of unionist or pacifist viewpoints — 

simply left. However, It’s Not Over’s durational, postdramatic performance tactics still 

challenged the state-led commemorative agenda. For THEATREclub and their republican 

paramilitary collaborators, “it’s not over.” How, they ask, can we commemorate 

something that is ongoing? “Our volunteers,” the program note reads, “have devoted 

themselves to the interrogation of the past 50 years of violent political struggle on this 

island. Freedom is never free. Freedom is not given. Freedom must be taken . . .. Keep 

questioning if, for you, it’s over or not. That’s all we ask.”670  

Uniquely, in my experience of centenary events in 2016, the production 

advocated for the ongoing necessity of political violence and revolution in the face of 

state violence and oppression. It’s Not Over commemorated the militant actions of 

republican soldiers who have killed and died for a united Ireland — not “long ago” in 

1916, but in living memory. By juxtaposing refusals to commemorate Easter Week 1916 

with the legacy of Ireland’s partition through representations of Bloody Sunday, Civil 

Rights marches, IRA funerals, and security forces murdering civilians, THEATREclub 

accuses the state-led commemorations of hypocrisy, whitewashing, and betrayal. It’s Not 

Over performs the failure of 1916. 

Oisín McKenna’s Gays Against the Free State also questions which battles 

Ireland has finished fighting. On May 22, 2015, Ireland became the first nation in the 

world to legalize same-sex marriage through popular referendum. 1,201,607 voted “yes” 
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on marriage equality. A year later, writer-performer McKenna offered a remarkable 

performance critique of Ireland’s narratives of progress in his Tiger Dublin Fringe 

festival production. Gays Against the Free State ran September 20-24, 2016 at the Smock 

Alley Theatre. “We’re all equal now. We can all get married. We all have rainbow 

colours on our Facebook pictures. Our grannies voted Yes and the Taoiseach is having a 

pint down at Pantibar. All children of the nation to be cherished equally, just in time for 

the 1916 centenary,” reads the blurb.671 However, McKenna argues in the program that 

“what was hailed by some as the apex of queer inclusion in Irish society” was due “in no 

small part to the ability of the Yes campaign . . . To present versions of  [queerness] that 

would appeal to ‘Middle Ireland’ . . . To tell certain versions of our stories, and to talk 

about certain kinds of queer lives.”672  

Gays Against the Free State, directed by Colm Summers, is a live-action parody 

of a political talk show, punctuated by advertisements, game show gags, and backstage 

drama. In the promotional imagery (pictured below in Illustration 19), Oisín McKenna 

poses as a queer, femme Mother Ireland. Shoulders bared in a golden sequined gown, he 

clutches a flag — kelly green, “Republic of Ireland,” as though he had snatched it off the 

burning roof of the GPO — against his chest and gazes into the far distance, into a 

liberated future. The image evokes Gregory, Yeats, and O’Casey: the flag doubles as 

Cathleen ni Houlihan-style mantle, and his eyebrows are bedazzled with golden stars.  

Stephen Quinn stars in drag as “Miriam O’Callaghan” (a presenter for the RTÉ 

current affairs show Prime Time since 1992, and, according to the program, a “living gay 

icon”). Wearing a bright pink off-the-shoulder gown, blond curls, pearls, and a dark 

moustache, she introduces the evening’s theme: “Is Our Work Here Done?” 
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Illustration 19: Oisín McKenna, Gays Against the Free State, 2016. Photographer: 
Matthew Mulligan. Used with permission.673 

According to our host, “The gays of Ireland have infiltrated every institution: from the 

Dáil to the Rose of Tralee.” Her guests debate: Martin Redmond (played by Leonard 

Buckley), in a conservative suit, stands for the conservative Fine Gael party, while Roisín 

Molony (played by Sian Ni Mhuiri), in shiny silver loafers, wears a kelly green jacket 

blazoned with buttons and badges announcing her allyship with every leftist and social 

justice group imaginable. Redmond is featured in a “Say Yes” referendum ad, a 

normative fantasy of urban middle-class white cis gay male romance: he slides a ring on 

his partner’s finger, and they feed swans, kiss, and play leapfrog. For Molony, though, 
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the idea that the LGBTQ+ community’s work could be done with the achievement of 

same-sex marriage is a joke. She makes passionate speeches about the classism, sexism, 

transphobia, and racism in gay spaces, proclaiming that economic austerity is an 

LGBTQ+ issue, that the community is letting down the Travellers, who campaigned for 

gay marriage. 

Their names and affiliations draw parallels between the 1916 Rising and the 2015 

marriage referendum. Martin Redmond is a twenty-first century echo of John Redmond, 

the moderate Irish Parliamentary Party leader who campaigned for Home Rule and 

encouraged Irish men to volunteer to fight for the British in World War I. Roisín Molony 

reincarnates the radical Helena Molony, the Abbey actress who fought for labor and 

women’s rights in the Rising and whose disillusionment with the reactionary post-Treaty 

Free State is detailed in chapter three. Redmond intones the names of the “brave men” 

who died for Ireland. Molony calls for more queer activism in the vein of recent Irish 

street protests: anti-water charges and the Repeal the 8th movement (which sought to 

repeal a 1983 amendment to the Irish Constitution that constituted one of the most 

restrictive abortion bans in the world). But Redmond is anti-protest, claiming that street 

protest is “anti-democratic.” Molony strikes back: isn’t Redmond always eulogizing 

1916? Wasn’t that a militarized, violent protest? Redmond, shocked by this attack on his 

heroes, gasps, “Shame on you!” The debate explodes into a slam poetry rap battle 

between caricatures of the neoliberal prig and the social justice warrior. 

Commercial breaks and features interrupt the hopeless debate periodically. One 

segment explores “Squirting - the latest LGBT craze,” with an amazing vagina model that 

squirts liquid. A disgruntled voter complains, “When we voted yes for equality, we didn’t 
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know we were getting that!” In another segment, boys in school learn about the Rising 

from a priest who demands that they “think of Patrick Pearse when you pray every 

night,” crying, “Was it for this that bits of brain scattered on the ground at Kilmainham 

Jail so that you could have these depraved fantasies?” Later, we are introduced to 

“Middle Ireland” — Eavan Gaffney as a forty-two-year-old schoolteacher from 

Mullingar with bushy red hair. Redmond and Molony compete in a game show called 

“Be My Yes!” — as the host says, it’s “high time Middle Ireland was introduced to a 

gay.” Redmond, eager to impress, begins by asking Middle Ireland “which way would 

you like us to be? Should we be on good terms with all our relatives? Not smoke?       

Should we belittle ourselves, so you can feel right at home? ” Soon, his research becomes 

a cri de coeur: “It still makes me ill to say please meet my boyfriend.” He doesn’t know 

what he is supposed to say to Middle Ireland: “that my boyfriend never fucks me 

ferociously, tenderly? That I take it deliciously? That I go to sleep in love? That this is 

never about sex, only about love?” Middle Ireland has fled. Molony, stern and approving, 

puts her hands on his shoulders. 

Molony gives a speech on misogyny, referring to #WakingTheFeminists — “men 

like that have always told women to wait.” If Ireland ever repeals the 8th, Molony says, 

“It will be thanks to the women.” The host chimes in: “you wouldn’t know there were 

women” in history. She points to members of the audience, “casting” them as women of 

1916 — Helena Molony, Dr. Kathleen Lynch — and other places, other times — Sylvia 

Rivera, “you fought 1916 Stonewall.” Oisín McKenna, who has played a harassed 

television producer, acknowledges that even in this show, the team is selecting elements 

to suit their own narrative: for instance, that Helena and Kathleen would not have called 
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themselves queer. The cast recites names of 1916, mixed with descriptions of people 

facing hardship: “We are all marching with Ireland into the sun.” Following the sound of 

an explosion — huge party crackers, rather than the execution gunshots that have become 

a trope of 1916 commemorations — the cast demands the opportunity to tell shadowy 

queer histories: the shady parts of Phoenix Park, your mother’s voice falling to a hush, 

internal debates over pride versus safety. “But before all of that,” they chime, “we’ll 

come for abortion.” The night I attended—September 22, 2016 — that last line was met 

with an immediate standing ovation. I have never been in an audience in quite that mood 

— they jumped to their feet to applaud wildly, tears streaming down faces. 

McKenna’s production undermines the 2016 government’s attempts to claim the 

legacy of the revolutionary 1916 generation. Gays Against the Free State performs a 

conflation of turn-of-the-century republican-nationalist activism and contemporary queer 

activism to illustrate a pattern: that the most marginalized people involved in a 

revolutionary movement — who make significant contributions in the early stages — are 

often further marginalized as the movement finds success and becomes reformist, 

resistant to critique, or even reactionary. But the production, insistent with what Irish 

Times critic Donald Clarke calls a “bristling sincerity,” also sparked cautious hope in the 

power of the people and the possibility of radical change.674  

Recent events indicate that hope may not be misplaced: Roisín/Helena Molony 

has won another issue at the ballot box. On May 26, 2018, one hundred years after 

women won the right to vote, two-thirds of the Irish electorate — 1.42 million people — 

voted to repeal the Eighth Amendment’s constitutional ban on abortion. Leo Varadkar — 
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Ireland’s first openly gay Taoiseach — called the landslide referendum a “quiet 

revolution.”675 

“Bristling sincerity” marked another production as a father and son took the stage 

at Dublin’s New Theatre in the midst of the centenary commemorations. Ireland Shed a 

Tear? commemorated an event that had happened just one year before: a fire at a 

“temporary” halting site in Carrickmines that claimed the lives of five adults and five 

children, all Irish Travellers. The Dún Laoghaire Rathdown county council had 

established the site seven years previously, in 2008. As an “‘emergency temporary 

halting site’ it was not subject to the same health and safety regulations as permanent 

sites.”676  The Dublin Theatre Festival premiered Ireland Shed a Tear? between 

September 28 and October 9, 2016. The production has since toured in the Republic of 

Ireland and in Northern Ireland, in 2017 and 2018. While not a performance 

commemorating the 1916 Rising, Ireland Shed a Tear? sheds light on the crucial 

question of who is considered worthy of public commemoration and mourning. 

Irish Travellers, who also call themselves the Travelling People or Pavee, are an 

ethnic minority group indigenous to Ireland, with a population of 30,987 according to the 

2016 census.677 Historically nomadic, they face “an alarmingly high degree of public 

hostility” coupled with “almost-unique economic marginalization and pariah status in 

Irish society,” according to sociologist Joel S. Fetzer.678 He cites social policy scholar 

Bryan Fanning’s observation that “What is unusual about [anti]-Traveller racism is the 

vehemence of it and the extent to which it is acceptable in Irish society” — that is, among 

“settled” people of all socioeconomic classes and education levels.679 Travellers suffer 

stigmatization and social exclusion, as well as disproportionate imprisonment, higher 
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infant mortality rates, and reduced life expectancy when compared to the general 

population.  

Travellers also lack access to safe housing, a fact brought to the nation’s attention 

with tragic abruptness in 2015. On October 10, a fire broke out among the caravans of an 

overcrowded halting site in Carrickmines, Dublin. Ten members of two families died. 

Five were children, and one woman was pregnant. The media devoted much attention to 

the tragedy, the Taoiseach and President paid tribute, and vigils were held across the 

country. However, this outpouring of grief and sympathy did not last long — at least not 

close to home. The government set up an emergency shelter for the survivors left 

homeless by the fire. Nearby residents — “settled people” — blocked access to the 

shelter, refusing to share their neighborhood with the Travellers. The council capitulated 

to the residents, and installed the Travellers in a parking lot next to a “decommissioned 

dump.” As reporter Douglas Dalby writes, the site’s “single apparent advantage was 

having nobody living close enough to object.”680 

In an investigative series on failure of local authorities to provide adequate 

accommodation in return for the rent Traveller families pay, Kitty Holland of the Irish 

Times reported that the local authority responsible for the Carrickmines halting site, Dún 

Laoghaire Rathdown county council, along with fifteen other county councils, had not 

spent a single euro of the money allocated in the budget for Traveller accommodation in 

2015. Holland writes of visiting “Traveller housing schemes across the State . . .”: 

. . . which are damp, cold, severely over-crowded, with electric wires trailing 
through pools of stagnant water, with up to 20 people sharing one bathroom, and 
where ill children are sleeping on floors and sharing, sometimes four to a bed. 
These families pay rent to their local authorities for accommodation that breaches 
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their rights under several pieces of legislation, including the Housing and the 
Traveller Accommodation Acts, and, arguably, international law.681 

Holland, other journalists, and activists from the Traveller community hoped that the 

tragedy would spur action to uphold government commitments to the safety and health 

and Traveller families at the national level.682 However, by the premiere of Ireland Shed 

a Tear? a year later, the writer-performer and Traveller activist Michael Collins feared 

that the fire would have no lasting effect on relations between Travellers, the settled 

people, and the state. As critic Casey Philips writes, “The tragedy and its aftermath have 

largely been forgotten by the general public; the question mark in Ireland Shed a Tear?’s 

title suggests that the wider settled community settled back into old prejudiced attitudes 

after the grieving period.”683 

Michael Collins is best known in Ireland for his early career role in the RTÉ 

television drama Glenroe and for founding the Traveller Wagon Wheel Theatre 

Company. For Ireland Shed a Tear, his ten-year-old son Johnny Collins joins him under 

the direction of Anthony Fox. In a two-hander that blends storytelling, song, and poetry, 

the two represent a Traveller family threatened with eviction after the Carrickmines 

tragedy. Lisa Krugel’s set evokes a mobile home with a few scenic gestures: a chain-link 

fence, clotheslines, and a low bench. I attended the show’s first preview on September 

28, 2016. The show opens with Collins — in cowboy boots, black trousers, shirt, and 

vest, silver bracelet, watch and hoop earring, his black and grey hair slicked back with 

pomade — singing Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger’s song “I’m a freeborn man of the 

travelling people.” He delivers a brief lecture on the last fifty years of Traveller history. 

Modernizing forces eroded the Travellers’ culture and way of life, he explains. Ireland’s 

twentieth-century industrialization killed off the traditional trades of the Travellers — 
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horse traders, tinsmiths, farm laborers. Travellers, facing poverty, turned to social 

welfare, for which they were required to obtain permanent addresses. As they flocked to 

cities for housing, prejudice influenced local councils to settle Travellers in fields without 

electricity or sanitation. “Travellers and the settled people were fighting for the same 

resources,” he explains. He transitions into the present, commenting that it has been 

almost a year since the Carrickmines fire. He is glad that the “fellows from the Council,” 

who have “never set foot here” before, are coming to do a fire safety inspection.  He 

describes the deplorable conditions his family and friends have been living in.  

This next scene represents a father teaching his son history, survival, and 

resilience. Johnny comes home from school, where he has picked up unsettling notions 

about his own background. The settled kids are pissing on him and calling him 

“knacker.” His teacher, who is no help, told the class that the Travellers are homeless. “Is 

that true?” he asks his dad. “No,” says Collins, “we always had a roof over our head — 

just nowhere safe to put them.” Collins tells his son stories of his own childhood, making 

and sleeping in tents. His son asks if he wants to go back to that life. “If I had a wagon 

and horse I’d go,” Collins says, “But if you camped in an old Travellers’ camp, the Garda 

[police] would move you along.” Collins punctuates scenes with brusque renditions of 

MacColl’s 1964 song, later expanded by Christy Moore: “The Moving On Song.” 

Born in the middle of the afternoon 

In a horse drawn carriage on the old A5 

The big twelve wheeler shook my bed 

“You can't stay here,” the policeman said 

You'd better get born in some place else 
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So move along, get along, move along, get along / Go! Move! Shift!684 

As it turns out, being “moved along” is not just a thing of the past, for the Travelling 

People. The fire safety inspectors from the council pronounce the family’s halting site 

unsafe, and issue them a notice to “immediately vacate the site.” A state authority that 

has neglected the health and welfare of its citizens for decades is now evicting them with 

no notice. Go. Move. Shift. 

The show concludes with a description of the funeral of some of the Carrickmines 

victims, in Wexford town. Many businesses shut down for the day, and other shops post 

signs reading “Residents only.” The settled community of Wexford town, we learn, 

cannot overcome its anti-Traveller prejudices. Ireland Shed a Tear? concludes with 

father and son repeating a litany “Ireland, shed a tear. The Travellers, shed a tear.” 

Johnny asks, “Now who sheds a tear?” The lights change, including the audience now in 

the performance, and Collins requests solidarity as they name the Carrickmines victims. 

Tara Gilbert, twenty-seven years 

Willy Lynch, twenty-five years 

Jodie Lynch, nine years 

Kelsey Lynch, four years 

Jimmy Lynch, thirty-nine years 

Sylvia Connors, twenty-five years 

Thomas Connors, twenty-seven years 

Jim Connors, five years 

Christy Connors, two years 

Mary Connors, five months 
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By the time the final name of the dead is recited, tears are being freely shed throughout 

the theatre. 

This powerful piece of political theatre blended Traveller storytelling traditions 

with evocative music and Irish theatrical traditions that include Sean O’Casey’s social 

critique and agitprop eviction melodramas. The twenty-first century living conditions 

exposed by Collins’s script have much in common with the 1916 tenements Mollser lives 

and dies in, and the eviction of the Traveller family echoes nineteenth-century tenant 

evictions. The final ritual — naming the dead — is reminiscent of the recitation of the 

names of the executed leaders of the 1916 Rising, a litany of names that has sounded at 

state and community commemorative events throughout 2016.  

The sixteen dead men of 1916 will never be forgotten. But according to a report in 

the Irish Times, at the time of this writing, “the number of Traveller families living in 

unsafe or overcrowded conditions has increased” since the Carrickmines tragedy. At the 

inquest into the Carrickmines fire, the jury recommended that the “exercise of emergency 

powers in Traveller accommodation should be for the shortest period of time practicable 

to ensure the development of well-planned Traveller sites.” As Holland writes, “It’s past 

time this was put into legislation.”685 In 2016, Ireland proved the nation was well able to 

muster funds and interest to commemorate long-dead patriots. And in 2017, Ireland 

finally formally recognized the Travellers as a distinct ethnic group within the Irish 

nation, which may help members of the community challenge discrimination and lobby 

for beneficial social policies. Instead of commemorating the Carrickmines victims with 

oblivion, the nation has an opportunity to answer the litany of the names of the dead by 

repairing the state’s broken promises to the Traveller community. 
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CONCLUSION 

In the centenary year of the Rising, the Republic of Ireland had much to honor 

and to celebrate: from a war of independence against a colonizing power to decades of 

democracy, relative peace along the border, artistic achievements, and an economy 

recovering from the global recession. Many commemorative events provided 

opportunities to perform remembrance, praise, and celebration, from the laying of 

wreaths at Kilmainham Jail and Glasnevin Cemetery, to the spectacular history pageant 

Centenary, to the six Air Corps warplanes flying low over O’Connell Street on the Easter 

Sunday, trailing streams of green, orange, and white.  

The commemorations looked to the future as much as to the past. Across the 

country on March 15, “Proclamation Day,” schoolchildren recited the Proclamation, 

thousands of young voices affirming that their Republic . . . 

 . . . guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to 
all its citizens, and declares its resolve to pursue the happiness and prosperity of 
the whole nation and of all its parts, cherishing all of the children of the nation 
equally, and oblivious of the differences carefully fostered by an alien 
Government, which have divided a minority from the majority in the past. 

In many classrooms, the students wrote new proclamations expressing their own dreams 

for Ireland’s next hundred years.686 Theatre historian James Moran demonstrates that the 

centenary commemorations managed to “reclaim and rearticulate the experience of 1916 

from the perspective of children.”687 For Moran, “the belated recovery . . . of the children 

of 1916 has now deeply affected and enriched our understanding of the Easter Rising.”688 

For example, the major “GPO Witness History” exhibit at the General Post Office 

concludes outdoors with a permanent memorial to the forty children killed in the Rising 

— Barbara Knezevic’s sculpture “They are of us all,” a rectangle of stainless steel, 
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polished as a mirror, laid into the courtyard pavement and strewn with forty pieces of 

black limestone hewn from the ruins of Jacob’s biscuit factory, one of the rebel outposts 

during the Rising.689 The sculpture is hidden from the street but catches the sunlight and 

the rain, its reflective, bleak appearance changing with the weather.690  Knezevic says of 

her work, “The small scale of the stones is intimate and their reflections evoke the 

individual tragedy of the loss of a child as well as the universal nature of grief. As the 

artwork memorialises an aspect of the Easter Rising previously overlooked, the intention 

is to represent the gravity of these bereavements alongside the more public history and 

legacy of the 1916 Easter Rising.”691 Although the memorial pays tribute to children 

killed by the violence of Easter Week, I felt that I saw Mollser’s small coffin reflected 

among the stones as well. 

From the perspective of Ireland’s most marginalized children and adults, the 

promises of the 1916 Proclamation are yet unfulfilled. The Abbey Theatre’s The Plough 

and the Stars and Me, Mollser, THEATREclub’s It’s Not Over, Oisín McKenna’s Gays 

Against the Free State, and Michael Collins’s Ireland Shed a Tear? shone a spotlight on 

places where the Proclamation’s guarantees and resolutions have fallen short. These 

performances reactivate O’Casey’s critical adaptation of the uprising scenario, and insist 

that the nation renew its resolve to “cherish all of the children” — including children 

experiencing homelessness and poverty, economic migrant children, queer children, and 

Traveller children — equally. 
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Final Remarks 

 “Would You Die for Ireland?” 

In March 2016, tourists, students, and workers streamed over the O’Connell 

Bridge spanning the River Liffey. A few hundred yards north stood the General Post 

Office, reconstructed and gleaming. One hundred years after the GPO served as rebel 

headquarters in the 1916 Rising, two men interrupted the pedestrian traffic repeatedly, 

filming hundreds of startled responses to the question: “Would you die for Ireland?” 

For the centenary commemorations of the Rising, visual artist John Byrne took to 

the streets of Dublin to revisit his 2003 project, “Would you die for Ireland?” The 

original project arose from commemoration as well: The Robert Emmet Society 

commissioned Byrne, along with several other Irish artists, to create new responses to the 

uprisings of 1798 and 1803 upon the bicentenary of Robert Emmet’s death. Byrne shot 

the project in the streets of Dublin, Belfast, and Cork in the summer of 2003, by stopping 

pedestrians and asking them the “Question.” He edited the responses into a twelve-

minute digital video, which was projected in a cell in Kilmainham jail, where many Irish 

revolutionaries, including Robert Emmet and some of the leaders of the 1916 Rising, 

spent their final hours. Byrne’s calm, inquisitive demeanor offers a neutral backdrop for 

the responses he gathered from “a wide cross-section of people living in Ireland today. 

From the head of Government to newly arrived immigrants. From Orangemen at the 

Twelfth of July celebrations to Gaelic football supporters at Croke Park, Dublin.”692 

When Byrne and his videographer turned the camera and microphone to me, on 

March 31, 2016 on the west side of the O’Connell Street Bridge, I did not know any of 

this background. I felt startled, in the middle of my own fieldwork, to be posed the 
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central question of the project of Irish martyrdom. “Would you die for Ireland?” Byrne 

asked. I prevaricated: “Well, I’m not from Ireland.” Byrne smiled, “That’s fine,” and kept 

the microphone up. I thought about it, and offered, “I don’t think so. I guess I’d have to 

know a more specific cause. I might die for Irish people, if they were in jeopardy or 

suffering and my death could alleviate that.” Byrne thanked me, and I hurried off to my 

next appointment. 

 Later, in September 2016, I visited the “Would you die for Ireland?” exhibit at 

the Garter Lane Arts Centre in Waterford. Byrne had added some 2016 responses (not 

mine) as a postscript to the 2003 video.  Byrne terms the query “Would you die for 

Ireland?” an “absurd question” that nevertheless “hits the nail on the head”: that’s what 

people did in 1916; they died for Ireland.693 Although some make jokes, the exchange 

prompts many respondents to ponder the question. Would I? If not for Ireland, what 

would I die for? Some of the responses are immediate: the jolly, grizzled man who says 

“no, God, no” while chuckling in disbelief, the teenage boy in a Cork jersey who says 

solemnly, “Yes, I would. No problem,” the woman in glasses who says fervently, “I 

would, I’d die for me country, I would. Definitely,” the young Belfast woman who 

explains, ““I would die for the Lord Jesus Christ. But for no other cause.”  Also in 

Belfast, one man says forcefully, “No, I would kill for Ireland.” Other respondents talk 

through their ideas: “If I felt strongly enough about something, I would either die for it or 

go to prison for it,” muses one Cork man. “But I wouldn’t die for a word. And Ireland is a 

word.” A redheaded woman smiles wryly: “I am dying for Ireland. Bit by bit. It’s taking 

me, every bit of my body.” A young man with long dark hair offers some equivocation: 

”Yes and no. I wouldn’t die for my country. But if my country were being oppressed, I 
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would fight. I’m a part-time patriot.” Two recent immigrants offer counterpoint opinions.  

The mother in Cork articulates a generational difference: “My children would die for 

Ireland, because they were born here. So they have a different idea of what it is to be 

Irish. Even though I have an Irish passport, I would never be considered an Irish person, 

so I don’t think I’ll die for Ireland, no.” The waiter in Belfast explains, “I am far from my 

own country. I am living in Ireland now; the people are very nice. So if I needed to, I 

would die for Ireland.” 

By posing the question of nationalist martyrdom to contemporary residents and 

visitors, Byrne reactivates the scenario of blood sacrifice through rhetoric. Some 

responses situate dying for Ireland as the standard duty of citizens to any nation: “If my 

country called for it” / “if a war broke out” / “everyone would die for his home country.” 

Others, however, reveal the continuing salience and particularity of the scenario of blood 

sacrifice in Ireland: “I’m not going to wrap the green flag around me” / “Die young for 

Ireland, you’re remembered forever in Irish folklore” / “Ireland is for hundreds of years 

under English government, so I would die for Ireland.” And some reappropriate the terms 

of the debate, such as the bleary-eyed man in orange jacket, wilting boutonniere, and 

straw hat: “Die for Ireland? I think I have done, the way I’m feeling now.”694 

The video played on a gallery wall as the centerpiece in an exhibit of Byrne’s 

work on allegiance, identity, loyalty, martyrdom, and the experience of growing up 

Catholic in West Belfast in the 1970s. For example, the installation Peep (2016) is a red 

viewing booth topped by a neon sign (“PEEP”). The visitor inserts a coin into the slot, 

and a window opens to reveal an Irish tricolor flag fluttering as though in a strong wind. 

The Irish national anthem plays. Peep conflates the excitement Byrne felt as a child 
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watching Gaelic sports at Heuston Park in Belfast — the only place he saw the otherwise 

banned Irish flag in the North — with his experience of a peepshow as a teenager. Peep, 

like the rest of the exhibit, is funny and disturbing, provocative and elegant. 

The commemorative performances addressed in this dissertation were, in the end, 

less about Ireland’s past than about its present and its future. As in Byrne’s Would you 

die for Ireland?, performances commemorating the centenary of the 1916 Rising asked 

contemporary civilians to confront the stark demands of nationalist blood sacrifice. My 

dissertation works to understand how theatre-makers transmit and reimagine Irish history, 

cultural memory, and identity. Each in their own way, these productions reinterpreted the 

Easter Rising and the scenario of blood sacrifice in ways that were relevant to the present 

moment. Productions such as Rebel Rebel, Wild Sky, and Centenary, in concert with the 

#WakingTheFeminists movement, recuperated women as political and cultural agents in 

the Irish past and present.  The Abbey production of The Plough and the Stars advocated 

for unwilling sacrifices to social injustice, while Me, Mollser taught children to advocate 

for themselves and their rights. It’s Not Over insisted that the body count of sectarian 

conflict not be ignored amidst commemorations of earlier republicans, and with These 

Rooms, demonstrated that the history of women’s bodies in Ireland is a history of blood 

sacrifice. Gays Against the Free State and Ireland Shed a Tear? demanded full 

citizenship for members of the marginalized queer and Traveller communities in Ireland. 

As the Decade of Centenaries continues, artists will sound the depths of reservoirs 

of pain associated with the Civil War and the partition of the island. I am interested in 

how commemorative projects will balance the tasks of reflecting on history and 

imagining shared futures. The future of the Republic of Ireland and especially of 



 
 
 

289 

Northern Ireland is significantly more uncertain today than was when the Decade of 

Centenaries commenced in 2012. The year 2016 offered a keen irony for observers: 

Ireland commemorated the centenary of a nationalist revolution against the United 

Kingdom, while the United Kingdom — but particularly England — conducted a 

nationalist revolution-by-referendum against the European Union. As of this writing three 

years later, negotiations over Brexit continue, marked by chaos, stalemate, and bitterness. 

Commentators in Ireland garner some pleasure from the spectacle, with editorials titled 

“Are the English ready for self-government?”695 and “Why Brexit Britain should look to 

Ireland for lessons in democracy.”696 But Brexit threatens the open border that is a 

cornerstone of the Good Friday Agreement, and may fundamentally reshape politics in 

Northern Ireland. The postcolonial delight of parodying imperialist rhetoric does not 

dismiss deep concerns over the potential consequences for the Irish border and for the 

lives that are lived on either side and across it. Brexit makes it more difficult to exorcise 

the specter of violence raised in It’s Not Over. 

One lesson from the Brexit debacle is how little many English voters remembered 

or understood about Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, and the relationship 

between those states to and within the United Kingdom. Commemorative performance 

has the potential to engage and inform spectators about difficult histories and enduring 

legacies. This dissertation has focused on the centenary commemorations of the Rising in 

the Republic of Ireland. However, in addition to being embedded in the Decade of 

Centenaries, these commemorations were embedded in a “shared commemorative 

framework” adopted by the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and the UK 

government. Historians Grayson and McGarry argue that the commemoration of the 



 
 
 

290 

Rising and of the Battle of Somme “has become increasingly entwined” through this 

framework, “a process which itself reflects a broader understanding of the interconnected 

nature of these events, along with more pragmatic political considerations.”697  

This inclusive, “shared” process of commemoration did spark controversy. For 

example, at the talkback sessions I attended after Jim Nolan’s Johnny I Hardly Knew Ye 

in Waterford and Kieran Kelly’s Beneath an Irish Sky in Donegal, certain audience 

members decried the Remembrance Wall to be dedicated in Glasnevin Cemetery. The 

wall lists the 488 names of everyone killed in the Rising: rebels, British soldiers and 

security forces, and civilians alike. One audience member in Waterford noted that 

because it listed all names, regardless of partisanship, it was called a monument to 

inclusivity. But “they did not die for that,” she exclaimed, speaking for her ancestor, a 

member of Cumann na mBan. “Will England commemorate the Irish Volunteers?”698 

Another woman in Donegal was troubled that the name of her ancestor, who had been 

shot in the GPO, might be inscribed next to the name of the man who had shot him.699  At 

the interfaith dedication ceremony for the wall, led by President Higgins on April 3, 

2016, a crowd of one hundred protestors gathered outside the cemetery. Some were part 

of The 32 County Sovereignty Movement, an Irish Republican group that has been linked 

to the Real IRA, and has repeatedly denied those links. One of their placards read 

“British soldiers with our patriot dead? Not in my name,” citing Pearse’s oration at the 

funeral of Fenian martyr O’Donovan Rossa. A fifteen-year-old boy threw a firecracker 

and was arrested. The protestors played Irish rebel songs into a megaphone and tried to 

burn the Union Jack.  However, it was rainy and the flag was too wet to burn.700  In the 

broad scope of Irish republican protest, this was a decidedly mild action. However, the 
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interest on the part of dissident republicans in claiming the legacy of Pearse and the 

Rising (“our patriot dead”) on behalf of a contemporary anti-partition project indicates 

the enduring political and affective power of the scenario of blood sacrifice and the 

legacy of 1916. 

Some performances did ask that England commemorate the Irish Volunteers and 

the events of the Rising. For 14-18 NOW, the UK’s arts program for the World War I 

centenary, ANU and CoisCéim reimagined These Rooms to tour to London’s Shoreditch 

Town Hall, “shed[ding] new light on a pivotal moment in British-Irish relations.”701 The 

Globe Theatre produced The Taming of the Shrew, set in 1916 Ireland. Under Caroline 

Byrne’s direction, this all-Irish production reimagined Taming as a ferocious, joyful, 

terrifying tragicomedy, and a feminist one, by staging Kate’s fight for autonomy and 

Ireland’s fight for independence as synecdochal. The prologue with Christopher Sly was 

replaced with a ballad performed by Kate (Aoife Duffin). The ballad, written by 

dramaturg Morna Regan to the tune of the traditional farewell song “Parting Glass,” 

voiced Kate’s demand that women “be numbered in the song.” This framing device 

recurred, to stirring effect, after Kate’s final monologue, which she delivered not as 

submission, but as a fierce protest, and a condemnation of Petruchio’s faults as a man and 

a husband. When she knelt and held out her hand, Petruchio (Edward MacLiam), 

ashamed, tried to drag her to her feet, but she resisted. He submitted and knelt beside her. 

She sang, “rise up and walk along with me,” and the couple was joined by the whole cast 

in a céili drumming and dancing a joyful sean nós jig. 

Concomitantly, performances also asked that Ireland commemorate English and 

unionist losses, and not only at the Glasnevin Cemetery wall. Reactivations of blood 
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sacrifice held sacred to both of the “two traditions” on the island of Ireland took the 

national stage in 2016. In producing Frank McGuinness’s Observe the Sons of Ulster 

Marching Towards the Somme in 2016, the Abbey Theatre staged the “open wound” of 

the Battle of the Somme, one of the bloodiest battles in human history, alongside 

(contested) reflections on the Rising. Observe the Sons, like The Plough and the Stars a 

classic of twentieth-century Irish theatre, also rejects the sacrificial mythology of Pearse’s 

Republic and the British Empire: sacrifice is carnage, sacrifice is waste. But Observe the 

Sons commemorates and celebrates the courage, comradeship, and love between the 

Ulster soldiers, and its passionate, multifaceted characters offer an invitation for the 

South of Ireland to learn something more about the North.  

During its tour through Ireland and the UK, the production hopped the Channel 

for northern France. Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme was 

performed where it is set for the first time, in the shadow of “the Ulster Tower, in the 

midst of the former battlefield . . . in drizzling rain among white birch trees as darkness 

fell.” The actors’ final charge towards the Thiepval woods ghosted the route of the 36th 

Ulster Division one hundred years before. According to the Irish Ambassador to France, 

Geraldine Byrne Nason, all the other nations contributing to the Somme centenary 

offered military commemorations. Only Ireland contributed a cultural response.702 

The productions in this dissertation demonstrate that theatre and performance, so 

central to the imagination of the Rising, remain central sites for the transmission and 

reimagination of Irish identity. If commemoration transmits cultural memory from one 

generation to the next, the children of twenty-first century Ireland are now the keepers of 

the Rising, its memories, and its ideals. In the weeks before the 2016 Easter week 
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commemorations, Shane Byrne and Doireann Cody of THEATREclub collaborated with 

“a group of teenagers they’ve never met”703 — kids and teens ages ten and up from 

Bradóg Regional Youth Service, a community organization serving young people from 

an inner city area of Dublin wounded by poverty and years of city council neglect.704 

They “conspired” to create look-see-RUN, a sometimes walking, sometimes running tour 

of “parts of the city you may never have seen before”: the kids’ home turf in the 

Constitution Hill flats area of Dublin.705 The performance tour was presented as an event 

in Dublin’s 2016 St. Patrick’s Festival, an annual festival that capitalizes on the 

popularity of St. Patrick’s Day around the world — “the one national holiday that is 

celebrated in more countries around the world than any other, St. Patrick’s Day is the day 

when everyone wants to be Irish.” The festival, founded in 1996, aims to promote 

tourism to Dublin and to “project, internationally, an accurate image of Ireland as a 

creative, professional and sophisticated country with wide appeal.”706 As this festival is 

an outward-looking expression of Ireland as a globalized “brand,” I did not expect much 

connection to the centenary commemorations. I attended look-see-RUN in my first week 

of fieldwork because I was intrigued by the description: 

Please note. look-see RUN may or may not contain GLITTER. SCREECHING. 
LOUD MUSIC. SINGING GIRLS. ME. MAN UTD. DOOR STEPS. DOOR 
SLAMS. YOU. BALCONIES. STARS. GLOWSTICKS. Rnb. HEROES. HIM. 
SNOOKER. HER. RAILINGS. CONTEMPLATION. US. RESOLUTION. US. 
REVELATIONS. US. CARS. BRICKS. SKYLINES. LANES. CRANES. 
DANCING. US.707 

On March 19, 2016, a handful of other spectators and I meet the crew on the steps of the 

Hugh Lane Gallery, across from the Garden of Remembrance, dedicated in 1966 to “all 



 
 
 

294 

those who gave their lives in the cause of Irish Freedom.” The poem on the stone wall of 

the monument concludes, 

Rinneadh samhradh den gheimhreadh. Rinneadh saoirse den daoirse agus 
d'fhágamar agaibhse mar oidhreacht í. 

A ghlúnta na saoirse cuimhnígí orainne, glúnta na haislinge. 

Winter became summer. Bondage became freedom and this we left to you as your 
inheritance. 

O generations of freedom remember us, the generations of the vision.708 

The young boy who greets us is a member of a generation of freedom. He is eleven or 

twelve years old, and he remembers the vision: he points down O’Connell Street and tells 

us that he sees Dublin’s crisis of homelessness confronting the GPO every day, that the 

1916 revolutionaries did not fight so that people in Ireland would have nowhere to call 

home. “I want to fix that. That’s a place filled with history where people fought for our 

country. Connolly, Ceannt, Pearse, and others. Like Clarke and McDonagh. And the 

women fought too, of course.” He leads us on a whirlwind tour of Constitution Hill, 

picking up other kids, who pop out from doorways and alleys, as we go. They show us 

their homes in a neighborhood they call a “concrete jungle,” their youth center, the secret 

corners perfect for hiding. Years ago, the city government blocked off a small play area, 

and has not followed through on the promise of a new playground. The kids here play 

football on top of a concrete shed. (In the next weeks, some of the look-see-RUN kids 

join neighborhood protests and win a new playground for Constitution Hill, with an 

official opening of August 5, 2016.)709 They tell us their dreams for themselves, their 

families, their city, and Ireland.  Finally, they sneak us through the courtyard of a Jesuit 
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boys’ school and up to the rooftop, where we find a dance party waiting to begin, music, 

glowsticks, and a conqueror’s view of Dublin.  

These children, dancing, create Dolan’s utopian performative and Hunter’s 

theatrical wonder. They are not pledging to die for Ireland, but to repair it, to fight for it,  

and to dance for it. Their party is this world, but a little better and a little more generous.   

Look-see-RUN concludes with kids dancing with abandon, pulling us into the dance, 

shouting and laughing on a rooftop high above the streets where O’Farrell waved her 

white flag and Mollser coughed and Pearse proclaimed the Republic’s intention to 

“cherish all the children of the nation equally.” With their dance, these kids cherish the 

nation. They cherish each other. 
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