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1.0 Objectives: 

After completing the study of this unit, you will: 

•    Know about the life and works of Brian Friel 

•    Know about the plot and critical perspectives of the play 

•    Learn the minor and major characters in the play 

•    Learn and explore themes in the play 

•    Be able to answer the questions on the play 
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1.1 Introduction: 

 Brian Friel was considered as one of the leading contemporary Irish playwrights 

of the 20
th
 century, Ireland. As a modern master, he has maintained a tradition of 

Irish Literature by addressing local themes which have universal significance. The 

play Dancing at Lughnasa, debuted in 1990, received many awards and was adapted 

to the screen in a film directed by Pat O'Conner. In this play, Friel contrasts the 

controlled respectability and Catholicism within the lives of the Five Mundy sisters 

with underlying paganism. Besides, it also reflects the traumatic histories, dance 

performances which recover repressed cultural and spiritual traditions, the decline of 

village communities, and loss of culture resulting in more frequent alcoholism and 

depression. It also interrogates the status of women working in domestic places. He 

was called a voice of Ireland. His work deals with the spiritual and social upheavals 

of an emerging modern Ireland. Though Friel wrote about Ireland, it could have 

happened in the world. 

1.2 Life and Works of Brian Friel: 

 Brian Friel, an Ulster-born dramatist, was born on January 9, 1929, near Omagh, 

County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland. He was the son of a Catholic schoolmaster, 

Patrick, and a postmistress, Christina (Machoone) Friel. He moved with his family to 

Derry when he was ten years old. His father became the principal there at Long 

Tower School. Friel attended St. Columba's College from 1941 to 1946, and he 

graduated with a B.A. in 1948 from St. Patrick's college. Friel attended St. Patrick's 

School in Maynooth intending to be a priest, but eventually decided against the 

priesthood and went on to become a teacher as his father had been before him. Then 

he worked as a school teacher in Derry for ten years from 1950 to 1960 in 

Londonderry. He began his literary career by writing short stories in the 1950s, and 

he enjoyed considerable success in the genre of short story publishing two 

collections as The Saucer of Larks (1962), and The Gold in the Sea (1966). His some 

short stories were published in The New Yorker. Due to the success of the short 

stories, he left his job of teaching in 1960 to become a full-time writer of short 

stories, radio plays and stage plays. They were produced at abbey Theatre in Dublin. 

 His first play, A Doubtful Paradise, was produced by the Ulster Group Theatre 

in 1960. The play was not well received, leading to a small period of struggle for the 
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young writer. Shortly after the failure of the play, Friel travelled to the States to 

spend six months observing a theatrical season at the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota. In an interview with Lewis Funke in 1968, Friel described 

his experience at the Guthrie as 'a marvelous time', stating that he was 'absolutely 

thrilled and awed by it'. Friel, inspired and invigorated by his experience at the 

Guthrie, returned to Ireland in 1963 and wrote his first theatrical success, 

Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964). The play was produced by the Dublin Theatrical 

Festival and soon was taken to London and New York. Having captured the attention 

of English, American, and Irish Audiences, Friel went on to write The Loves of Cass 

McGuire (1966), and Lovers (1967), both play received positive reviews in Ireland 

and the United States. Friel lived and worked in a tumultuous and rapidly changing 

Northern Ireland, which served as inspiration for many of Friel's most influential 

plays. The Freedom of the City (1973) and Volunteers (1975) were some of Friel's 

most politically charged plays, acting as Friel's commentary on the Troubles which 

shook Northern during his lifetime. 

 Friel married Anne Morrison in 1954, with whom he had five children. Friel was 

known for being shy and rarely made public statements. In his Self Portrait (1972), 

however, the playwright gave the world insight into his views on his own life and his 

future: 'I am married, have five children, live in the country, smoke too much, fish a 

bit read a lot, worry a lot, get involved in sporadic causes and invariably regret the 

involvement, and hope that between now and my death I will have acquired a 

religion, a philosophy, a sense of life that will make the endless frightening than it 

appears to me at this moment’.  

 To learn more about the theatre, he spent six months in 1963 at Tyrone Guthrie 

Theatre in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Nationalism and Catholicism were the formative 

influences on Friel's life, and his status as Northern Irish Catholic nationalist is often 

cited as the dominant factor underpinning the sense of the exile and 

disenfranchisement that permeates his work. His plays deal with the erratic working 

of memory, the complexities of family relationships where identity is often aligned 

with the concept of home. His plays are concerned with the personal, interior world 

of his characters, and how memory or nostalgia facilitates their self-deception. Friel 

has stated that he had 'a strong belief in racial memory', and he explores this idea 

through the interplay of history and the unreliability of recollection. A recurring 

theme in Friel's plays was also the clash between the traditional, religious Ireland of 
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the past and increasingly progressive and secular Ireland of the 20th century. This 

clash and its effects on family ties and community is the centre of plays like 

Translations (1980), Dancing at Lughnasa (1990), Friel worked with Seamus 

Heaney, Thomas Kilroy, Frank McGuiness, and Stephen Rea. In 1980, Friel, along 

with Stephen Rea, founded the Field Day Theatre Company in Northern Ireland to 

provide Irish playwrights with an outlet for works of social and political significance. 

In 1983, the company began publishing various pieces of literature aimed at the 

academic community on a wide variety of historical, cultural, and artistic topics. 

Friel spent most of his years living in Donegal. He passed away on 2
nd
 Oct. 2015 at 

his home in Greencastle, Co Donegal, at the age of 86. 

 Being a prolific writer, he has produced more than 30 plays in a career spanning 

six decades. His best-known works are like: Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964), The 

Freedom of the City (1973), Faith Healer (1979), Aristocrats (1979), Translations 

(1980), Dancing at Lughnasa(199Q), Wonderful Tennessee (1993), Molly Sweeney 

(1994), Give Me Your Answer Do! (1997), and The Home Place (2005). 

 Brian Friel, widely regarded as 'a national cultural icon' passed away on 2
nd
 Oct. 

2015 at his home in Greencastle, Co Donegal, at the age of 86. 

1.3 Plot of the play: 

 Dancing at Lughnasa is a two-act play by Irish dramatist Brian Friel. The play 

debuted in 1990 and received many accolades, including several Tony Awards. It 

was also adapted into a 1998 feature film directed by Pat O' Connor. The play 

Dancing at Lughnasa is set in the home of the Mundy family. It is two miles away 

from the village of Ballybeg, County Donegal, Ireland, in 1936. The places like 

Mundy Home, Ballybeg and Donegal play important roles as setting in the play. The 

play tells about the human soul, unspoken longings, hopeless dreams and unshaken 

faith through words, silence, movement, music, ritual, dance and memory. It is also 

about passion, paganism, family, marriage, change and escape. In the play, Friel 

contrasts the controlled respectability and Catholicism within the lives of the five 

Mundy sisters with underlying paganism. 

 The play has the form of a memory play, and narrated by Michael, the 

illegitimate son of the youngest of the five sisters. The play is set on a warm day 

early in August 1936. It is the story of that August as Michael remembers it, as an 

adult, thirty years later. It is the story of the summer he was seven, the summer life 
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changed for him forever. Through Michael's eyes, it is seen that his mother and aunts 

struggling to find hope, joy, and escape amidst the difficulties of life during Ireland's 

depression. The women, Kate, Maggie, Agnes, Rose and Chris are trapped by their 

environment, their society, religion, and poverty. Living on the outskirts of town, 

unmarried at a time when women married out of necessity, and with a child born "out 

of wedlock" in a place where the Church was supreme, they were indeed on the 

fringe of their society. Kate, the eldest at forty, is a teacher at the parochial school in 

town, and the only one with any real connection to the outside world. Maggie keeps 

the house; Agnes and Rose take in knitting. Rose is simple, and Agnes is her special 

caretaker. Chris, only twenty-six, is Michael's mother, although all the women raise 

the boy together. They live in the family home, two miles outside the village. 

Michael, now an adult, narrates the story, and watches much of the action. His 

childhood self is present only in memory, as Michael speaks the lines of the boy but 

does not represent him physically. 

 The events of that August are memorable for Michael because of three intruders, 

outsiders who violently disrupt the order of his small world. First, Father Jack, the 

sisters' older brother, returns home, ill and jaundiced, from some twenty-five years of 

missionary work in Africa. His arrival offered his sisters hope, a final chance for 

redemption in the eyes of the village. But Lughnasa addresses the conflict between 

what is real and what is imagined, between the way things are and the way they 

should be - and Jack's reality cannot match the brightness of their imagination. He 

was remembered as "a hero and a saint" by the family he left behind, but they soon 

realize that "he won't [say Mass again]. He's changed [...] completely changed. He's 

not our Jack at all" (60). Sent off as a Catholic missionary to a leper colony in "a 

remote village called Ryanga in Uganda," Jack was instead converted by the African 

peoples and won over to their beliefs (10). At first, he said Mass in his church but 

was soon holding ceremonies in the centre of the village, leading the people in 

offering "sacrifice to Obi, our Great Goddess of the Earth" (58). He spoke Swahili 

while in Africa and, back in Ireland, finds the transition to English unexpectedly 

difficult. He cannot remember English words; he cannot forget Ryangan ceremonies. 

Ballybeg's "own leper priest" is too African, too pagan, to be accepted back into the 

village's Catholic community. Instead of welcoming him with the promised "civic 

reception with bands and flags and receptions" (72), the local parish priest marks 

Jack's return by firing Kate from her teaching position. Jack was sent home by his 
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superiors; he will be dead in a year. His presence should restore wholeness to the 

Mundy family; instead, they are already on the fringe, and the return of the "Irish 

Outcast" marks them all as too subversive for full community membership. Their 

hopes - and their family - begin to crumble. 

 The family's instability is reinforced when Gerry Evans, Michael's father, visits 

for the first time in Michael's memory. A Welsh drifter recently turned ballroom 

instructor and unsuccessful travelling gramophone salesman, Gerry visits twice over 

the summer, staying only long enough to dance with and propose to Chris, tell a few 

stories, fiddle with the radio, and promise Michael a bike. At the end of the summer, 

he will leave to fight in Spain with the International Brigade; in the next years, he 

will visit three or four more times before disappearing altogether. In the mid-1950s, 

Michael will receive "a curt note from a young man of [his] own age and also called 

Michael Evans," letting him know that their father died peacefully in his "family 

home" with his wife and children (73). Gerry's presence in the Mundy family's life is 

fleeting and ultimately apart from his "real life" in Wales, but it is as close as any of 

the sisters will come to a marriage, and his visits offer Chris a hope that she realizes, 

even then, is illusory. August 1936 is also marked by the sisters' new Marconi radio: 

"our first wireless set ...well, a sort of a set; and it obsessed us" (9). Michael 

describes how the "sheer magic of that radio" - a radio that piped in American pop 

music as well as Irish tunes - led his carefully Catholic mother and aunts to dance, 

laugh, and scream "like excited schoolgirls," and how its music was the background 

for his parents' most intimate communication, their dancing (10). These dances, 

however, are not the beginning of a bright future, but the last outburst of joy and 

hope, passion and ecstasy. These women are spinsters, and their dance marks the 

Lughnasa of their lives, as well - the autumn, the last fling before the bleakness of 

winter. What follows for them is not a carefree, youthful festival, but the tragic, 

dismal breakup of the family. Within the first two pages of the play, Michael makes 

us aware of all this, and notes: 

 Even though I was only a child of seven at the time I know I had a sense of 

unease, some awareness of a widening breach between what seemed to be and what 

was, of things changing too quickly before my eyes, of becoming what they ought 

not to be. That may have been because Uncle Jack hadn't turned out at all like the 

resplendent figure in my head. Or maybe because I had witnessed Marconi's voodoo 

derange those kind, sensible women and transform them into shrieking strangers. Or 
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maybe it was because during those Lughnasa weeks of 1936 we were visited on two 

occasions by my father, Gerry Evans, and for the first time in my life I had a chance 

to observe him. 

 There is also another intruder that summer: the Industrial Revolution. By fall, all 

home knitting will be replaced by a factory in a nearby town, and Agnes and Rose 

will be out of work. Ten days after the action of the play ends, the two sisters, 

already unhappy in Ballybeg, will leave for London, where years later they will die 

of exposure, homeless and alone. With this backdrop of hopelessness carefully in 

place, a remembered trace which shapes our understanding of the story, the action of 

the play begins. It is an everyday, peaceful afternoon, and Kate returns home from 

school to tell her sisters that the upcoming harvest dance is all the talk of the town. 

Unexpectedly, Agnes suggests that they all go to the dance this year, as they did 

when they were young; they are nearly able to convince Kate, who finally refuses. As 

talk returns to groceries and cigarettes, Rose tells them what she has heard about last 

week's Lughnasa festival that a boy fell into one of the bonfires and is dying. As this 

line of conversation, too, is quelled by Kate, Jack wanders through the kitchen, lost, 

confused, and cold. Determined to believe that he will be well soon, the sisters return 

to their tasks until Irish dance music is heard on the radio. Defiantly, Maggie begins 

to dance; Rose, Agnes, and Chris join her. Finally, Kate jumps up and dances too, 

alone, until the radio abruptly dies. Without looking at each other, the women catch 

their breath and begin to work again. 

 Only moments later, the sisters are once again thrown into confused chaos when 

they notice Gerry Evans coming up the lane. Nervously, Chris goes outside to talk to 

him, and her sisters watch him, appalled, as "suddenly he takes her in his arms and 

dances" (42). Just as suddenly, he is gone. As if to cut the tension, Jack reappears, 

trying to remember the strangers who are his sisters and make them understand the 

value of his African ceremonies. To Kate's great shock, he is pleased to discover that 

"Michael is a love-child," and hopes that his sisters have other children like him (51). 

The act ends with Jack in the garden, dancing to the rhythm he makes with two of 

Michael's kite-sticks, as Michael describes his parents' dancing. 

 Three weeks later, Jack's vocabulary has improved enough for him to describe 

and enact his favourite Ryangan ceremonies, the harvest festivals of the New Yam 

and the Sweet Casava. Gerry is back, flirting with Chris in the garden. And after 

picking bilberries with Agnes, Rose has disappeared to go through the back hills and 
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out on Lough Anna with Danny Bradley, the man she is in love with, and who she 

believes can love her, now that his wife and children have left him. When Rose 

returns, Michael describes how she and Agnes will leave, ten days later, and how 

they will die - and, too, how Jack and Gerry will die. With only ten pages left, which 

will close the play with a beautiful, if distorted, picnic in the garden, Michael 

reminds us how hopelessly it will all end. But he does not leave us there: in his 

memory, dream and reality blur into an illogically enchanted reminiscence. His most 

vivid memory of that summer is based, not in the bleakness of facts, reality, or 

words, but atmosphere and nostalgia. Michael brings the play to a close-by 

describing the way what he remembers that summer as dancing: 

 And so, when I cast my mind back to that summer of 1936, different kinds of 

memories offer themselves to me. 

 But there is one memory of that Lughnasa time that visits me most often; and 

what fascinates me about that memory it that is owes nothing to fact. In that memory 

atmosphere is more real than incident and everything is simultaneously actual and 

illusory. I that memory, too, the air is nostalgic with the music of the thirties. It drifts 

in from somewhere far away — a mirage of sound - a dream music that is both heard 

and imagined; that seems to be both itself and its won echo; a sound so alluring and 

so mesmeric that the afternoon is bewitched, may be haunted, by it. And what is 

strange about that memory is that everybody seems to be floating on those sweet 

sounds, moving rhythmically, languorously, in complete isolation; responding more 

to the mood of the music than to its beat. When I remember it, I think of it as 

dancing. (72-73) 

1.4 Character in the Play: Father Jack Mundy: 

 Father Jack Mundy, fifty-three years old man, is the brother of the Mundy 

sisters, and uncle of Michael. He is a retired Catholic missionary and army Chaplain 

returned from service in Uganda. He has lived as a missionary for 25 years in a leper 

colony in a remote village called Ryanga in Uganda. He has difficulty with his 

memory. He struggles with the English language. He has been speaking Swahili for 

twenty-five years. The character of Father Jack highlights Friel's theme of paganism. 

While living in Uganda, he has adopted cultural and religious aspects of his host 

community and consequently, turns away from the tradition of the Catholic Church. 

Jack professes a broad admiration for the pagan beliefs of the native people of 
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Africa. Jack has also forgotten the family's Catholic faith and adopted the theological 

beliefs of tribes in Africa. Jack never says another mass after his return to Donegal. 

He has 'gone native' and abandoned much of his Catholicism during his time there. 

He has changed his outlook about Catholicism. He has accepted beliefs regarding 

African traditions and customs. He has an interest in the African stories. He causes 

Kate to lose her job and shame on the family. 

Michael: 

 Michael is the storyteller of the play. He is also called as the protagonist of the 

play. He functions as a narrator. He narrates his memories of the summer of 1936. 

The other characters think that he is an invisible boy. He is adored by his mother and 

aunts. He is the illegitimate child of Chris Mundy and Gerry Evans, and only he sees 

his father about once a year. He has an easy relationship with his aunts. In nutshell, 

Michael acts as a narrator, not only dictating the action as it goes on but reveals the 

future of the other characters in the play. 

Gerry Evans: 

 Gerry Evans, 33 years of age, is Welsh. He is a charming, but unreliable, 

dishonest and always clowning. He tries to deceive others with his charm. He uses 

his charm as a defence mechanism to avoid unpleasant realities. He is selfish and 

self-absorbed. He tells stories to impress others, especially Chris. He drifts from job 

to job. Though he enjoys different jobs, his career is not successful. He is an 

irresponsible father of the illegitimate son, Michael, whose mother is Chris; Chris 

and Gerry were never married. He continues to visit Chris and Michael every year. 

He makes promises only to break. He has a spirit of adventure. He eventually leaves 

Ireland and joins the international Brigade and goes to fight in the Spanish Civil War. 

He is wounded in Spain by falling off of his motorbike. After Gerry's death, Michael 

learns that his father had a wife and three children in Wales, throughout all those 

years, unbeknownst to Christ. 

Chris Mundy: 

 Chris, 26 years of age, is the youngest of the Mundy sisters. She is an unmarried 

mother. Chris is a strong and independent woman in many ways but her weak point 

is that she could not understand Gerry's deceptive nature and her continued love for 

him. She is frequently deceived by Gerry; but when he comes at her door, she tries to 

be cool. When he begins to dance with her, Chris happily becomes a victim of him. 
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She always wants to look good-youngest. She has life-loving and free spirit. She 

likes to dance but hides her desire to go to a dance. She does not worry about the 

opinions of the Catholic Church. 

Kate Mundy: 

 Kate Mundy, 40 years old, is the eldest of the Mundy sisters. She behaves as a 

Mother figure in the family. She is a national schoolteacher. She is the breadwinner 

and the support of the family. She tries to impose her rights and thoughts on her 

sisters. She is proud of religion and family. She behaves like a boss in the home but 

her sisters do not like it. She thinks that her sisters should behave properly with 

etiquettes. She does not want her sisters to go beyond the traditions and customs of 

the society. She is a religious and Catholic figure. She is conservative and morally 

upright. She is not happy with Jack's references regarding the pagan rituals in 

Ryanga. Despite her deep conservatism and religiousness, Kate loses her job at the 

school because of Father Jack's losing his faith, reputation, and becoming a different 

person, as he changes his attitude about Catholicism. 

Maggie Mundy: 

 Maggie, thirty-eight, is the second oldest of the five sisters, and works as the 

cook, housekeeper, and peacemaker of their family instead of pursuing a career. She 

is the one who suggests naming the new wireless radio, Lugh. Michael describes her 

as 'the joker of the family'. She tries to keep everyone together and happy. She 

changes the subject when arguments start in the family. Her nature is easy-going. She 

is the first one to get up and dance wild. She leads the pagan dance and names the 

radio. For personality, Maggie is not as elegant as her other sisters are. She had some 

hidden passions. She is an avid smoker and is partial to Wild Woodbine brand 

cigarettes. Maggie was interested in Brian McGuiness, a local boy, in her teens. 

Agnes Mundy: 

 Agnes Mundy, thirty-five, is the middle of the five sisters. She, quiet and 

contemplative, is a knitter for a local shopkeeper in town, Vera McLaughlin. She is a 

special caretaker and protector of Rose. She is patient, lovable, gentle, tolerant, 

persistent and kind. She is knitting gloves with Rose. She is deeply concerned with 

Rose. She does most of the housework. She has high ideas about herself. She is more 

welcoming to Gerry than other sisters. She is shy but has secret longings for Gerry 

Evans. She resents Kate's imposing nature. She suggests all sisters go to the harvest 
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dance. After losing her job of a knitter and due to her sense of parental regard for 

Rose, she emigrates with Rose to London, breaking off, all contacts with the family. 

She eventually becomes homeless and Agnes dies in dire circumstances in the 1950s. 

Rose Mundy: 

 Rose Mundy, 32 years old, is a knitter like Agnes. She knits gloves to sell in the 

town. She is 'simple' and behaves much younger than her years. She behaves like a 

child. She relies on Agnes. Rose is in love with Danny Bradley, a married man with 

three children. Her sisters do not like it. She thinks that her sisters have jealous of her 

love with Danny Bradley. Agnes has a great love for Rose. Rose is stubborn, 

independent and rebellious. She is always optimistic and ready for fun, singing and 

dancing. Though she is stubborn and arrogant, she cares for Michael and loves him. 

1.5 Themes in Dancing At Lughnasa: Dance: 

 Brian Friel, in his interview, says, 'When you come to the large elements and 

mysterious of life, they are ineffable. Words fail us at moments of great emotion. 

Language has become depleted for me in some way; words have lost their accuracy 

and precision. So I use dance in the play as a surrogate for language
’
. Brian Friel uses 

a variety of dance techniques to convey the significance of dance as a projection of 

universal and primal desires to which everyone is submissive. The play Dancing at 

Lughnasa has a dance background. The significance of dance and its effect n the 

audience is echoed throughout the play with different circumstances. The pages like 

20 to 23 of the play highlights how all sisters dance in unity. 

 "She (Chris) switches the set on and returns to her ironing. The music, at first 

scarcely audible, is Irish dance music —'the Mason's Apron', played by the ceili 

band. Very fast; very heavy beat a raucous sound. At first, we are aware of the beat 

only. Then, as the volume increases slowly, we hear the melody. For about ten 

seconds ~ until the sound has established itself — the women continue their tasks. 

Then MAGGIE turns round. Her head is cocked to the beat, to the music. She is 

breathing deeply, rapidly. Now her features become animated by a look of defiance, 

of aggression; a crude mask of happiness. For a few seconds, she stands still, 

listening, absorbing the rhythm, during her sisters with her defiant grimace. Now she 

spreads her fingers [which are covered with flour], pushes her hair back from the 

face, and pulls her hands down her cheeks and patterns her face with an instant mask. 

At the same time, she opens her mouth and emits a wild, raucous 'Yaaaah!' - and 
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immediately begins to dance, arms, legs, hair, long bootlaces flying. And as she 

dances she lifts - sings - shouts and calls, 'Come on and join me! Come on!'. For 

about ten seconds she dances along - a white-faced, frantic dervish. Her sisters watch 

her. 

 Then ROSE's face lights up. Suddenly she flings away her knitting, leaps to her 

feet, shouts, and grabs MAGGIE's hand. They dance and sing - shout together; 

Rose's Willington pounding out their erratic rhythm. Now after another five seconds 

AGNES looks around, leaps up, and joins MAGGIE and ROSE. Of all the sisters she 

moves most gracefully, almost sensuously. Then after the same interval CHRIS, who 

has been folding Jack's surplice, tosses it quickly overhead her head KATE cries out 

in remonstration, 'Oh, Christina --!'. But her protest is drowned. AGNES and ROSE, 

CHRIS and MAGGIE, are now all doing an almost recognizable dance. They meet - 

they retreat. They form a circle and wheel round and round. But movements seem 

caricatured; and the most recognizable dance is made grotesque because - for 

example -instead of holding hands, they have their arms tightly around one another's 

neck, on another's the waist. Finally, KATE, who has been watching the scene with 

unease, with alarm suddenly leaps to her feet, flings her head back, and emits a loud 

'Yaaaah!'. 

 KATE dances alone, totally concentrated, totally private; a moment that is 

simultaneously controlled and frantic; a weave of complex steps that takes her 

quickly round the kitchen, past her sisters, out to the garden, round the summer seat, 

back to the kitchen; a pattern of action that is out of character and at the same time 

ominous of some deep and true emotion. Throughout the dance ROSE, AGNES, 

MAGGIE and MAGGIE and CHRIS should - call - sing to each other. KATE makes 

no sound. 

 With this too loud music, this pounding beat, this shouting - calling - singing, 

this periodic reel, there is a sense of order being subverted, of the women 

consciously and crudely caricaturing themselves, indeed of near-hysteria being 

induced. They must stop abruptly in mid-phrase. But because of the noise, they are 

making the sisters do not notice and continue dancing for a few seconds. Then KATE 

notices — and stops. Then AGNES. Then CHRIS and MAGGIE. Now ROSE is 

dancing her grace dance by herself. Then finally, she, too, notices and stops. Silence. 

For some time they stand where they have stopped. There is no sound but their 

gasping for breath and short bursts of static from the radio. They look at each other 
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obliquely; avoid looking at each other; half-smile in embarrassment; feel and looks 

slightly ashamed and slightly defiant" (20-23). 

 Each description or outburst of dance involving the characters gives the 

audience an insight to not only their true personality but also the strains of their 

current situations. All characters share their dances and express true and raw feelings 

in their minds. The writer has used the juxtaposition of native tribal dancing and 

localized northern Irish dancing with the use of Father Jack. Dancing as a whole is 

seen to give the sister the ability to let go and forget about who are they. It is a 

representation of paganism in the play and it can show the volatile nature of 

believing in these traditions. Throughout the play, the Mundy sisters burst into fits of 

sporadic dancing multiple times. They dance with Chris's lover, Gerry, and Uncle 

Jack even introduces Ugandan forms of dance to their home. Kate, the eldest sister, 

scorns and resists the drinking, dancing and revelling of her sisters but eventually, 

even she comes to terms with the family's keen pull to ancient rituals. 

Order is Disordered/Change: 

 In Dancing at Lughnasa, Friel explores the complexities of a society on the 

brink of change. He reflects the dichotomies between pagan tradition and the 

Catholic religion; rural lifestyle and increased industrialization; and outward 

propriety against inner longing and instinct. It also reflects the tension between pagan 

tradition and catholic religion. Modernization or industrialization poses a threat to 

the rural simple lifestyle. The theme 'Order is disordered' deals with the rules which 

are not followed, and faith is lost. It indicates the struggle, conflict and tension 

between restriction and liberty, Catholicism and paganism, patriarchy and 

individualism etc. 

 As the play opens, Michael narrates that during the summer in 1936, the family 

bought their wireless radio. All sisters discussed too much regarding the naming the 

radio. They wanted to give the name to wireless radio as 'Lugh' after the pagan God 

of the upcoming Lughnasa Harvest Festival, but Kate, who is very staunchly catholic 

disapproved it. She says that it would be sinful to christen an inanimate object with 

the name of God. All sisters except Kate want to attend the Lughnasa dance. Despite 

all the trouble insights and bravura performances, all sisters express their desire to 

attend the harvest dance at any cost at the annual Festival of Lughnasa. This idea is 

rejected by Kate saying that Ballybeg is in Frenzy over the festival. She scolds the 
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sisters for talking about the festival and tells them that it is an insult to the 

Catholicism. Jack has also forgotten the family's Catholic faith and adopted the 

theological beliefs of tribes in Africa. Jack also goes with changes and against the 

order restricted by the family and society. Jack represents change. He has changed 

his outlook about Catholicism. He has accepted beliefs regarding African traditions 

and customs. He turns the swap into a non-catholic ceremony as well as referring to 

Uganda as his home. 

 As a staunch Catholic and the head of the family, Kate opposes the traditional 

pagan Irish celebration of Lughnasa, refereeing inhabitants as 'savages'. She is the 

most resistant to the changes taking place around her and is especially critical of the 

'pagan' singing and dancing that the radio has brought into her household. She is a 

religious and catholic figure. She is conservative and morally upright. She does not 

like anyone to go against church teachings and morals. She thinks that the people 

who participate in the rituals of Lughnasa, they are savages and she also hates them. 

In nutshell, Kate is a symbol of order, authority and catholic belief which are refused 

to follow; it means her 'order is disordered'. Kate loses her control over her family 

though she looks confident, strong and authority figure. 

Tragic Homecoming: 

 With various themes, the play Dancing at Lughnasa also deals with the theme of 

tragic homecoming which is related to Father Jack. The Mundy sisters live together 

in their home with Michael, the illegitimate seven year-year-old. The sisters' 

uneventful lives are disrupted on the return of their beloved brother, Father Jack, who 

has lived as a missionary in a leper colony in a remote village called Ryanga in 

Uganda. He is suffering from malaria and has trouble remembering many things, 

including the sisters' names and his English vocabulary. It becomes clear that he has 

'gone native' and abandoned much of his Catholicism during his time there. Father 

Jack returns home in a state of mental confusion after some unspecified 

transgression, and the sisters' efforts of maintaining their respectable lives in the 

village are upended by their brother's return. 

Marriage and Family: 

 Marriage is an important issue in the play. The play gives a big part for the 

romanticized (re)encounter of Gerry and Chris. The play pinpoints the Mundy's 

struggle to survive all the obstacles of that harsh life, also fact that the Mundy 
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women are getting old and destined to end their lives alone. Michael's illegitimacy is 

also a counterpart as it is provocatively and systematically developed by Friel as a 

break of the rules, Michael was born outside marriage. Michael is the good and the 

bad family after all because he is young and brings life to Mundy sisters. With this 

information, it is seen that how this family (Mundy family) struggles in such a 

conservative Irish Society because they all need at all times to preserve their dignity 

and cover what has been evaded. 

Marconi and Music: 

 Dance, music and songs go hand in hand in the play. Music works as an agent of 

the identity of Friel's plays. The action of the play centres on 'Marconi'. It is a symbol 

of music and dance. The radio 'Marconi' remains in a play as a character. The music 

and songs come from the radio also remain significant in the play, as 'a member of 

the Mundy family'. The Mundy sisters' dialogue tends to reflect this personification; 

Agnes remarks that 'how old and useless it is' and Maggie addresses the radio as 

'Marconi, my friend, you're not till asleep, are you? As 'Marconi' is a major element 

in Mundy sisters' everyday lives, they reveal much more complex emotions. When 

Chris sees Gerry dances with Agnes, she becomes understanding jealous. She 

eventually responds by angrily shutting the wireless off, declaring that she is 'sick of 

the damned thing'. In Act-I, when Gerry first visits Chris, Agnes acts out of the same 

confused romantic tension, but oppositely- she refuses to turn off the radio even 

when Kate asks her to. The wireless first plays directly following Maggie's long and 

emotional speech about Bernie O'Donnell, a former friend whose return to Ballybeg 

leaves Maggie visibly upset. In all of these cases, the wireless set connects to strong 

emotion, generally distress of some sort. This serves a twofold purpose. First, turning 

on or off the music becomes a cathartic resolution for the sisters, an avenue by which 

they can easily express their frustration against external events. Though Kate, Chris, 

and Agnes do not themselves sing, they still express themselves in music through 

their interactions with Marconi, turning to the music from the radio to channel their 

own emotions. Friel provides a very specific description of the radio music in the 

stage directions. 

 Besides, the play also deals with development in society, technology (Marconi, 

factory, gramophone), sexual freedom, domestication, and the industrial revolution, 

Paganism versus Catholicism, the clash between traditional Ireland and progressive 

secular Ireland. 
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1.6. Dancing at Lughnasa: Critical Overview: 

 Brian Friel was considered as one of the leading contemporary Irish playwrights 

of 20
th 
century. He was part of the generation of Irish dramatists who came of age 

after Samuel Beckett which include Hugh Leonard, torn Mclntyre, Thomas Kilroy 

and Tom Murphy. Aside from Leonard, who found success on Broadway with hid 

play 'Da', Friel was the most internationally celebrated of his peers. Richard Pine 

praises Friel as a 'modern master' because 'he has maintained a tradition of Irish 

literature by addressing local themes which have universal significance'. Pine goes 

on to describe the thematic concerns of Friel's dramatic settings in Ireland: 

 Friel's Ireland, if it exists at all, is a complexity of loyalties, horrors, hopes, 

confused time sequences, hostilities of the sacred and the profane, a constant probing 

of its role as victim, a continual belief in the restoration of a way of living and 

thinking which was beneficent and provident but which has somehow turned tragic 

and punitive. 

The play Dancing at Lughnasa features dance and music as well as pre-Christian 

spiritual traditions connected to nature. It deals with themes like traumatic histories 

and dance performances which recovers repressed cultural and spiritual traditions. It 

also reflects the decline of village communities and loss of culture resulting in more 

frequent alcoholism and depression. Critics have analysed these tragic in Mundy 

family as signifying Ireland's failure to accommodate single women and address the 

ongoing economic problems in the early Republic. Yu Chen Lin claims that the 

replacement of the gift economy with industrialization marginalized women working 

in domestic spaces. Lin notes that Friel's play interrogates the status of women who 

don't fit the model of wife and mother outlined in the constitution. According to Lin, 

this ideal model was unrealistic due to the economy of Ireland in the 1920s-30s 

which resulted in very low marriage rates and one half of the female population is 

unmarried. 

 Catriona Clutterbuck asserts that Friel treats 'the struggle of the individual to 

achieve full subject status within a communal living situation that is inflected by 

imperialist polities' (1999:101). Clutterbuck prefers to the term imperial rather than 

colonial to describe the historical context of the play because the forces of 

imperialism, more indirect than colonialism, resulting in a marketplace in which 

encroaching industrialization restricts the domestic sphere so that the sisters lose 
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their work making gloves in their home. She ascribes tensions in the play to 

imperialism's construction of binaries between the visionary and the rational as well 

as 'Irish barbarity versus English civilization — territorial politics versus class 

politics and sexuality versus spirituality (105). Richard Cave interprets Dancing at 

Lughnasa as the representation of a society whose ethical code has 'lost all concern 

with spiritual fulfillment and most crucially has in the process come to deny that 

there is any connection between sensual and spiritual awareness (1990:118-19). He is 

too critical of the moral binaries which govern Ballybeg behaviour since natural 

bodily urges expressed in dancing were judged as sinful, pagan and subversive of 

mores. Cave thinks that Friel's play sustains a 'profound and disturbing tension 

between the social crisis of the family and the ageless traditional rituals outside time' 

(115). He describes Kate's skilful dancing as imaging the 'pattern of a very different 

lifestyle which would respect her wealth of emotion, her creativity and zest, her 

capacity for joy - her gifts of exquisite coordination and physical rhythm' (118). 

Unfortunately, this creativity, Kate's moments of being other than her mundane self, 

must be repressed in the context of the women's precarious status in Ballybeg. Kate 

gradually realizes how repressive she is about her sisters having fun when she 

comments on Maggie's singing 'If you know prayers as well as you know the words 

of those aul pagan songs! ... She's right: I am a righteous bitch, ain't I? (Friel, 35). 

Yet Kate accurately comprehends the danger of their world collapsing when she 

reflects 'You work hard at your job. You try to keep the home together ...And then 

suddenly you realize that hair cracks are appearing everywhere; that control is 

slipping away' (35). 

 The dance in the play is associated with the ancient seasonal festival, the 

unheimlich other in modern societies. Lughnasa was a typical pre-Christian harvest 

in Celtic Ireland. Originally the cutting of the first year of corn was offered to a deity. 

The festival is still celebrated with storytelling, matchmaking, and music and 

dancing. This essentially pre-Christian custom balanced sensuality and spiritually 

with wild nature in a festival celebrating libidinal energy such as Lughnasa which 

was not shameful. Yet in patriarchal rural Ireland, paganism was a threat to 

controlling women's bodies and paternity of their children. In her article 'In touch 

with some otherness: gender, authority and the body in Dancing at Lughnasa\ Anna 

McMullan states that 'as it is the women who are most corporeally restrained by the 

prevailing religious discipline it is the dance amongst women which subverts that 
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discipline most radically' (1999:22). Clutterbuck mentions the unheimlich connection 

of Irish and Ryangan equivalents in Gerry's polygamy; Michael as love child; and 

Lughnasa as a harvest festival. She sees the challenge for the sisters as a need to 

recognize the intersections between their seemingly normal home life and the 

unhomely experience of dance as 'ritualized or revelatory spirituality' in which the 

women become other than their usual, controlled selves (108). 

 Friel's plays deal with the erratic working of memory, and the complexities of 

family relationships, where identity is often aligned with the concept of home and 

how one remembers this emotional terrain. His plays are concerned with the personal 

and interior world of his characters, and how memory or nostalgia facilitates their 

self-deception. Friel himself has stated that he had 'a strong belief in racial memory', 

and he explores this idea through the interplay of history and the unreliability of 

recollection. At the heart of each play is the primacy of language, the double-edged 

danger of the spoken word, and the fact that what is left unspoken is often just as 

important as the dialogue on the stage. Critics particularly note Friel's use of 

language as a means of expressing issues of Irish nationalism. F. C. MaGrath notes 

that in Dancing at Lughnasa, 'the language ... is intensely lyrical'. Richard Pine 

asserts that 'Friel has provided us with a new language, an Irish-English more 

powerful than English-English, to express ... concepts of Irishness'. Alan J. Peacock 

states that several of Friel's plays 'make exhilaratingly explicit a preoccupation with 

the dubieties, the duplicities, limitations and simultaneous analytical, expressive and 

transcendent qualities of language which is ubiquitous in Friel's drama'. Peacock 

goes on to list some of the thematic concerns addressed by Friel use of language: 

 The power of naming and its political or metaphysical consequences; the 

problematic of self-definition through language and the tyranny of imposed 

definition at a personal, social or national level; emotional inarticulacy at the 

individual level and cultural aphasia at the national; authentic and unauthentic 

narrative — these are kind of themes which insistently feature in Friel's drama. 

 The play Dancing at Lughnasa also deals with Ireland, Nostalgia and 

globalization. Nicholas Grene claims that Friel's much higher profile is a 

consequence of the fact that his plays have tended to confirm for metropolitan 

audiences at home and abroad, in the 'global village', the discursive construction of 

Ireland as the place of the pre-modern other, and this made Friel 'readable' to 

metropolitan audiences, both domestic and international. 
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1.7 Check Your Progress: 

1.   When and where Friel was born? 

2.   What are the titles of Friel's collections of short stories? 

3.   Which is the first play of Friel? 

4.   How many plays has Friel produced? 

5.   When did Friel pass away? 

6.   When was Dancing at Lughnasa adapted into film? 

7.   Where does Dancing at Lughnasa set? 

8.   Who is the eldest sister of the Mundy family? 

9.   Who is the caretaker of Rose? 

10.  Who is Michaels's mother? 

11.  What kind of work Agnes and Rose do? 

12.  Who is the narrator of the play? 

13.  Why was Jack called as 'a hero or saint' by family? 

14.  Which language did Jack speak in Africa? 

15.  What does Gerry promise to Michael? 

16.  With whom Rose was disappeared? 

17.  How many years Jack has lived in a leper colony? 

18.  Which culture did Jack adopt while living in Uganda? 

19.  Why Jack is called 'Gone Native'? 

20.  Which memories does Michael narrate? 

21.  Why Michael is called the illegitimate child? 

22.  Why does eventually Jack leave Ireland? 

23.  What does Michael learn about Gerry after his death? 

24.  Why does Kate try to impose her rights on her sisters? 

25.  How does Michael describe Maggie? 

21 
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26.  In which person Maggie was interested? 

27.  What does Agnes knit? 

28.  Where does Agnes go after losing her job? 

29.  When does Agnes die? 

30.  To whom does Rose love? 

31. How is Gerry wounded in Spain? 

32.  What did the Mundy family buy during the summer in 1936? 

33.  Why does Kate hate her sisters? 

34.  Who is the Catholic priest?  

1.8 Answers to Check Your Progress: 

1.   On January 1929, near Omagh, County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland. 

2.   The Saucer of Larks, the Gold in the Sea 

3.   A Doubtful Paradise 

4.   More than 30 plays 

5.   On 2
nd
 Oct. 2015, at the age of 86. 

6.   in 1998 

7.   Set in the home of Mundy family 

8.   Kate 

9.   Chris 

10.  Chris 

11.  knitting 

12.  Michael 

13.  Because he was a catholic missionary. 

14.  Swahili 

15.  about a bike 

16.  Dunny Bradley 
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17.  25 years 

18.  Pagan culture and the theological beliefs of tribes in Africa. 

19.  Because Jack abandoned his Catholicism. He changed his outlook about 

Catholicism and accepted beliefs regarding African tradition and customs. 

20.  His memories of the summer of 1936. 

21.  Because he was born 'out of wedlock'. 

22.  To join the International Brigade, to fight in the Spanish Civil War. 

23.  Gerry is already married and he has children. 

24.  Because she is the elder sister and authority figure in the family. 

25.  The joker of the family. 

26.  McGuiness, a local boy. 

27.  gloves 

28.  London 

29.  in the 1950s 

30.  Danny Bradley, a married man with three children. 

31.  by falling off his motorbike 

32.  a wireless radio 

33.  Because of their desire to attend the harvest/pagan dance which is an insult to 

the Catholicism. 

34.  Jack  

1.9. Terms to Remember 

Marconi: the wireless radio in the Mundy home was created by Marconi's Wireless 

Telegraph Company; named for Gugliema Marconi, the Italian Physicist and 

inventor of the wireless telegraph. 

Lugh: The Celtic god of the sun, Lugh, was a prominent figure in Irish pagan 

mythology. 
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Lughnasa: Lughnasa (sometimes spelled Lughnasadh) is one of four Gaelic 

seasonal festivals. 

Uganda: Uganda is a country in Africa. 

Swahili: Swahili is a language spoken by Uncle Jack in Uganda. 

Father Jack: He was a Catholic priest who would have had a non-combatant status 

while serving in the war effort. 

Going Native: It is a term that exists as a testament to the significance of the 

phenomenon and bears some shadows of the negative connotations 'going native' had 

in the Christian West. 

Pagan: having the religious belief that does not belong to any of the main religions 

Obi: the great goddess of the earth.  

Fringe: edge 

Intruder: one who enters 

Redemption: the action of being saved from evil 

Crumble: break into very small pieces 

Ballroom: a large room used for dancing on formal occasions 

Fiddle: change the facts of something 

Fleeting: go together 

Resplendent: blazing 

Bilberries: one type of fruit 

Reminiscence: remembrance 

Bleakness: cheerless 

Nostalgic: a feeling of pleasure, mixed with sadness. 

Alluring: attractive and exciting in a way that is not easy to understand or explain. 

Mesmeric: to hold somebody's attention 

Bewitched: attractive/interesting 

Theological: religious 
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Adore: to love and admire 

Illegitimate: born to parents who are not married to each other 

Upright: honest and responsible 

Conservatism: the disapproval of new ideas and change 

Avid: a very enthusiastic about something 

Ineffable: unspeakable 

Defiance: open refusal to obey somebody 

Grimace: an ugly expression on your face that shows that you are angry or 

disgusted. 

Raucous: loud and unpleasant  

Stubborn: obstinate  

Erratic: changing without reason  

Remonstration: complain/expostulate 

Dichotomies: the separation that exists between two groups that opposite to and 

different from each other. 

Staunchly: believing in something strongly swap: to exchange  

1.10. Exercises: 

1.   Bring out the contrast of women characters in the play Dancing at Lughnasa. 

2.   Comment on the themes of Dancing at Lughnasa. 

3.  Brian Friel contrasts the controlled respectability and Catholicism within the 

lives of Mundy sisters with underlying paganism. Discuss. 

4.   Dancing at Lughnasa is a memory play. Discuss 

5.   Dancing at Lughnasa is a clash between the traditional religious Ireland of the 

past and increasingly progressive and secular Ireland of the 2oth century', 

Discuss. 

6. Comment on the role of dance and Music in Dancing at Lughnasa. 

7. Discuss the significance of 'Marconi' in Dancing at Lughnasa. 
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8. Write in a brief outline of the play Dancing at Lughnasa. 

9.   Paganism versus Catholicism is a dominant theme of Brian Friel's plays. Explain 

with special reference to Friel's Dancing at Lughnasa. 

10.  Sketch the character of Kate in Dancing at Lughnasa. 

11.  Write a note on the women characters in Dancing at Lughnasa. 

12.  Write a detailed note on the portrayal of the character, Jack Mundy. 

13.  Bring out the significance of the title Dancing at Lughnasa.  
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