Synge Activity:
The Playboy of the Western World, Language and Irish Theatre
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'An unmitigated, protracted libel upon Irish peasant men and . . . Irish peasant girlhood'
(The Freeman's Journal, Monday 28th January, 1907, reporting on the first performance of The Playboy of the Western World at the Abbey Theatre). 
The study of drama should be very much concerned with play texts not only as written texts but as performable, and performed, theatrical texts. Sometimes student critical essays overlook this, and at times talk about Nora in the Doll's House as if she were a character in a novel whom we know only through the printed word. No doubt she could be an interesting character in a novel - but in fact she is a character in a play text, and therefore exists not simply in the printed words, but as a performable character who speaks, moves and acts in the three dimensional physical space of the theatre. When discussing dramatic texts, we should always bear in mind that the text is a script for a three dimensional performance. Whenever characters speak (or for that matter when they don't speak), we need to imagine what they might be doing at the same time and how this adds to their, and the play's, possible meanings.

But in the case of The Playboy of the Western World (at least) there is also an additional sense in which we need to think about a physical space: a specific theatre, in a particular place and time, which, in 1907, contained not only actors who existed and moved, but also an audience who (audibly) engaged themselves both mentally and physically with the world of the play. Just as by imagining the different possible meanings of different kinds of movement and physical being, we can interpret a dramatic text more fully, so in this instance we may be able to understand the possible meanings of the play more fully by studying the theatre in which it was first performed and what reactions were evoked in the audience. Of course, the observable responses of the audience to the play do not tell us everything: to understand these we will need then to delve further back into the expectations and history of this audience and this theatre.

The facts are that the play was first performed in the Abbey Theatre on January 26th 1907. On that and subsequent nights there were distinctly mixed reactions from audiences and from different sections of the audience.  Lady Gregory gives the following account (of which you can read more later in this activity):

It was another story when in 1907 The Playboy of the Western World was put on. There was a very large audience on the first night, a Saturday, January 26th. Synge was there, but Mr. Yeats was giving a lecture in Scotland. The first act got its applause and the second, though one felt the audience were a little puzzled, a little shocked at the wild language. Near the end of the third act there was some hissing. We had sent a telegram to Mr. Yeats after the first act;"Play great success"; but at the end we sent another;"Audience broke up in disorder at the word shift. " For that plain English word was one of those objected to, and even the papers, in commenting, followed the example of some lady from the country, who wrote saying "the word omitted but understood was one she would blush to use even when she was alone."

On the Monday night Riders to the Sea, which was the first piece, went very well indeed. But in the interval after it (ie when Playboy was to be performed), I noticed on one side of the pit a large group of men sitting together, not a woman among them. I told Synge I thought it a sign of some organised disturbance and he telephoned to have the police at hand. The first part of the first act went undisturbed. Then suddenly an uproar began. The group of men I had noticed booed, hooted, blew tin trumpets. The editor of one of the Dublin weekly papers was sitting next to me, and I asked him to count them. He did so and said there were forty making the disturbance. It was impossible to hear a word of the play. The curtain came down for a minute, but I went round and told the actors to go on playing to the end, even if not a word could be heard. The police, hearing the uproar, began to file in, but I thought the disturbers might tire themselves out if left alone, or be satisfied with having made their protest, and I asked them to go outside but stay within call in case of any attempt being made to injure the players or the stage. There were very few people in the stalls, but among them was Lord Walter Fitzgerald, grand-nephew of the patriot, the adored Lord Edward. He stood up and asked that he and others in the audience might be allowed to hear the play, but this leave was refused. The disturbance lasted to the end of the evening, not one word had been heard after the first ten minutes.

There was a battle of a week. Every night protectors with their trumpets came and raised a din. Every night the police carried some of them off to the police courts. Every afternoon the papers gave reports of the trial before a magistrate who had not heard or read the play and who insisted on being given details of its incidents by the accused and by the police.

Deliberately or otherwise, Synge’s play tapped into contemporary meanings which different parts of the audience interpreted in radically different ways. The aim of this activity is to allow us to reconstruct some of the meanings and contexts which made this play so controversial and which form part of its original (and continuing?) dynamic. 

For the original audience (as in a different way for us) these meanings did not come ready-made, but were assembled (or interpreted) from a whole series of different expectations, histories and narratives. Therefore, rather than simply providing ‘the explanation’, it seems better to give you some of these different contexts from which you can try out a variety of explanations of what happened at the first night of The Playboy of the Western World.  Most of the activity will focus on reading sources relating to the contexts of the play, but at the end we will try to apply the knowledge we have gained to an overall understanding of the play itself.
*****
Read the following sources (and inset links) which give us some sense of four important contexts for The Playboy of the Western World: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin, the events of the first performance, the history of the Irish language and pastoral literary traditions. In each case, using the suggested lines of enquiry, make notes about what kinds of context they might give us for understanding the audience reactions to Playboy:

1) The Abbey Theatre, Dublin (from the Oxford Companion to Literature on the xrefer site):
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/561/Abbey-Theatre
and 

http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/gregory/theatre/theatre.html 

(Read Chapter I: The Theatre in the Making, from Lady Gregory's Our Irish Theatre - a Chapter in Autobiography, 1913).

What kinds of play apart from Playboy were performed at the Abbey?  What kinds of associations did their authors have?

What was the Irish revival? 

How do you think Playboy struck an audience expecting a contribution to this revival? From these accounts how do you think its portrait of Ireland and Irish ‘peasantry’ compared to that of other literary works within this movement?

2) The first performance of Playboy http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/gregory/theatre/theatre.html 

(Read Chapter IV 'The Fight over Playboy' from Our Irish Theatre; Ch VII 'Playboy in America' also has additional relevant material on the later reception off the play in the USA)

What kinds of objection were made to the play (and other works by Synge) in Dublin and the US?

How does Lady Gregory defend Synge's work?
What are her overall views of Synge? (see Chapter V ‘Synge’)

3) The history of the Irish language
http://www.uoc.es/euromosaic/web/document/irlandes/an/i1/i1.html#top
Read sections 2.2 and 2.3:

'Geographical and Language Background'
'General History and History of the Language'
How did the pattern of Irish speaking change from the 17thc till the 20th c?

In what ways was the use of the Irish and English languages a political issue in the 19th and early 20th c in Ireland?

Given this history, what language would you expect the characters in Playboy to be speaking?

What language(s?) would you expect the 1908 Abbey Theatre audience to be primarily speaking?

How might the audience (or its factions) have felt about the representation of language in the play?

What language do you think Christy and Pegeen Mike and the other characters are meant to be speaking? (is it an Irish form of English? Or is it a representation in English of the richness of the Irish of the 'Gaeltacht', the traditionally Irish speaking west of Ireland?)

Would it be better, in fact, to think about the language used in the play not as a representation of any existing reality, but as an invention specifically designed for a particular artistic purpose?

Do you think we are to laugh at (eg) Christy and Mahon's use of language or to admire it? Or both?
Pastoral: 

This context seems less immediate, but, of course, not all contexts are immediate - this does not mean they are not powerful determinants of how we read a text. You may already be familiar with pastoral poetry. If not, or to refresh your mind, read these two brief definitions of the pastoral from literary encyclopedias (you'll notice that though the definitions have some things in common, there are also differences, suggesting that pastoral - like most genres - is not simply defined).
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/446078/pastoral-literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pastoral (Tread with caution)
The Playboy of the Western World is undoubtedly about people who live in a rural community. Do you think it is a kind of pastoral text?

If so, what kinds of pastoral pleasures does it offer the audience? (or reader)? Are these traditional pastoral pleasures or is there anything new or different about this pastoral?  Do you think we need to apply other genre labels to understand the play? (comedy? tragedy? epic? fable?)
Finally in this activity, we can perhaps try to use these contexts to reconstruct some of the reasons for the audience reaction to the play at its first performance.

Why do you think some sectors of the audience reacted so negatively?

Why did others support the play?

What do you think the play is saying about the characters and world it represents?

Is it mocking the 'peasants' cruelly? or gently?

or is it a celebration of a rich world that dull 'modern city life (see Synge's preface to the play) has, and will, kill off?

What is its attitude to the 'modern' and the 'traditional'?

Is it undermining the heroic status of the Irish speaking peasantry in Irish national culture? Or simply giving this a new form?

Follow-up work.

If you would like to explore Synge's work further, you could try to compare his representation of Irish peasantry in the play with his portrait of the Aran islanders published a few years later. How different are the two, and how do you account for any differences?

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/4381
Full Text of Synge’s The Aran Islands (1911)
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�  You can follow this up further by looking at three critical discussions of what language is being spoken in the play. See 'The Language of Synge' by Alan Bliss in J.M Synge: Centenary Papers 1971, ed. Maurice Harmon, 1972, 42-53; discussion in N. Grene's Synge - a Critical Study of the Plays, 1975, 24-29, and  C.Hopkins' 'Peasant Languages and Celtic Nations: the Engishes of J.M. Synge and Caradoc Evans' in English Literature and the Other Languages , ed. Ton Hoensellaars and Marius Bruning, 1999, 241-254.
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