Dancing at Lughnasa by Brian Friel – Cultural Context

Questions relating to cultural context

Where does the power lie in this cultural context?
Kate is in charge in the household and wields a certain amount of power (e.g. not allowing them to go the harvest dance), but she’s not in any way as tyrannical as Mena in Sive. The Parish priest is obviously in control in the school, and it seems he wields his power unfairly, letting Kate go from her job just because of her brother Jack. The priest was also a peripheral figure in Sive but also had some power relating to weddings and funerals. Those running the factory have power also – perhaps a good power as they can offer employment, but there are casualties (Rose, Agnes, Vera McLoughlin). Rose and Agnes could have applied for jobs, but it seems unfair that Vera wasn’t employed because she was seen as being too old. Is Jack powerless? His uniform might have given him power in the past, but it is well worn now and doesn’t imply power any more. By contrast, we see in Casablanca people in uniforms having much power. 

What is the position of women in this cultural context?

The women come across as very strong characters. They’re not just housewives – Kate works in education, later Chris works in a factory, Rose and Agnes work from home. None of them are traditional housewives like Mena in Sive, Maggie probably comes closest to that role. In Casablanca, there were no traditional housewives, and women like Ilsa come across as tough characters – taking risks to support Laszlo, pulling a gun on Rick. We learn that Kate was involved when younger in the War of Independence. Rose and Agnes are independent minded characters – when they loose their job, and with it their economic independence, they strike out on their own. The fact that it doesn’t go well doesn’t take from their determination. 

What are the values in this cultural context?
Family is strongly valued. For the most part the sisters support each other, and care for Jack and Michael. Kate, out of family loyalty, doesn’t want the sisters talking in town about Jack’s problems. In Sive the Glavins might seem to be a tight-knit family, but there is much conflict, much stronger than any conflict in Dancing at Lughnasa. Ultimately Sive is let down, in a major way, by her family. In Casablanca Ilsa remains loyal to her husband, but it was a close call, and more due to Rick than to her. 

Education is valued – Kate is a teacher, and later a tutor. Is it just a job or has she a real flair? Money is a dominant value in Sive, but here it’s not strongly sought. People seem more concerned with relationships and personal happiness. 

Is there an awareness of a wider cultural context? 
This is certainly the case in Dancing at Lughnasa – apart from the present and main cultural context of the play we learn of Jack’s time as chaplain in the British Army, during “The Great War” (WWI), his missionary in Africa, the Spanish Civil War (through Gerry’s involvement – but Kate disapproves because he’s supporting communism), the Irish Civil War (through Kate’s involvement), and later the Second World War. This also true in Casablanca – in fact the pivotal location and situation is to a large extent a result of the wider political context of World War II – that’s why so many foreigners are in the area trying to make their way to elsewhere. The cultural context of Sive is much more parochial and insular or inward-looking. 

What is the role of religion?

Having a missionary priest in the family gave social status (“that little bit of status in the eyes of the parish”), but going against religious teaching (as Chris did) causes problems: “the shame mother brought on the household”). There’s also a clash of cultural contexts here. The Christian way is dominant, and Kate is the most prominent representative of this. This viewpoint is also represented by the Parish Priest, but he is only mentioned in the play. He does however have control in the school, and it is shown that he uses this power unfairly in letting Kate go from her job. Yet there are remnants of Ireland’s pre-Christian past in evidence, even in the title, Lughnasa being an old pagan festival (as well as the Irish word for August). There are tales of old pagan rites going on “the Lughnasa fires” – where young Sweeney was burned (“Savages - that’s what they are” says Kate).  And there are more common superstitions – Gerry talks of a single magpie being “a bad omen”. In Sive there are also many old superstitions lingering on, but the priest is also in the background, though more of a neutral figure. The pagan side of things is also represented also by Fr Jack and his African rituals (“the ritual sacrifice of a fowl or a goat or a calf … we paint our faces with coloured powders”). He describes how religious and secular culture blend together: “there is no distinction between the religious and the secular in their culture”. The discussions between Jack and Kate (e.g. over marriage arrangements in both cultures – p 63) represent the conflicts between Christianity and paganism. But the conflicts are not violent or aggressive. Eventually there’s a sort of “agreeing to differ” situation, a sort of truce in the conflict – when Kate acknowledges Jack’s “distinctive spiritual search”. Religion is also strong in Sive, especially in Liam’s impassioned plea that a Christian belief would require the proposed match to be abandoned. 

What is the role of music/dancing?
Dancing, with its accompanying music is the dominant motif in the play – seen especially in the title and in the scene of frenzied dancing. Is it part of cultural context or personal to the sisters? Probably it’s a bit of both. There’s a harvest dance tradition in the locality, though the sisters feel cut off from it at this stage. Then there’s the memory of the dance competition in Ardstraw, when Bernie O’Donnell lost. But they dance in the house and garden, which is hardly part of cultural context. Their frenzied dance scene is particularly personal to them, suggesting a desire to let out more primitive instincts that are normally kept under wraps (suppressed?).  The music and dancing heightens this desire for freedom, but it also enhances the romantic scenes between Chris and Gerry. Music and dancing is also part of the African cultural context described by Jack – “we sing local songs … then we dance – and dance – and dance”. Music is brought into Sive by the Bococks – here it’s entertainment, but also a weapon to attack people the travellers don’t like as they are criticised in the words of the songs. The traveller culture is part of the texture of the play and their music is shown to be part of what they are. In Casablanca the music is part cultural (helping to create cultural context) and part political (e.g. the French anthem used to score a political point). 

Are characters influenced by the Cultural Context? 

Kate certainly is when she looses her job due to Jack’s pagan ways. Rose and Agnes are affected by the coming of the factory, the Industrial Revolution as Michael puts it. Jack has been hugely influenced by the cultural context in Africa – he has gone native, i.e. adopted many of the features of the local cultural context in Africa, including the religious rituals.  In Casablanca by contrast the characters keep their American or European identities and don’t seem overly affected by the local culture. Rick’s “Café Americain” emphasises the effort to maintain the American identity away from home. The same could be said of the French anthem and French identity. In Sive attitudes to money, land and marriage influence what happens, but it’s also the case that there is social disapproval for the kind of marriage proposed for Sive. However Mena, Sean Dóta and Thomasheen continue regardless. 

Do characters influence Cultural Context?

The characters in Dancing at Lughnasa seem content to live within the cultural context rather than change it. As a missionary Jack set out to convert people to Christianity, which would mean some change for the African culture. But in the end it was the culture that changed him. Rose and Agnes leave the cultural context behind rather than try to change it. In a way, Gerry tries to do his bit for saving the Spanish political context by heading off to the civil war there, though in describing his conversation with the recruiting officer he doesn’t seem to have any strong ideology either way. Laszlo is a far stronger example of a campaigner for change, or against the kind of change the Nazis are seeking to effect. The suggestion at the end is that Rick and Renault will do the same in their own way, though up to that point they seemed more concerned with surviving the cultural context imposed by the Nazis. In Sive Liam and Sive are not in agreement with forced matchmaking, but they are ineffective at challenging it. Liam does try, with his impassioned speech in the Glavin house about how wrong the whole thing is, and by trying to get Sive to run away with him. But the plan is thwarted. 

Key Scenes:

1. Opening Scene:

The stage instructions at the start help to create the cultural context of rural Ireland in the thirties – ‘the usual country kitchen of the thirties; a large iron range, large turf box beside it, … dresser, oil lamp, buckets with water at the back door’. The tight economic situation of the time is evident – ‘the clothes of all the sisters reflect their lean circumstances’. The kitchen setting of Sive, though it’s 20 years later, is similar – the dresser, buckets of water, open hearth instead of range. In both cases the kitchen is the central location, the centre/heart of these country houses. The scene is frugal in both cases, no luxuries (the austerity of the furnishings’ – DL), though thanks to the personal touch (‘gracious touches’) the kitchen in Dancing at Lughnasa is better decorated (‘pretty curtains, an attractive dresser arrangement’). 
The cultural context in Casablanca is also conveyed well in the opening scene of that work where we get the flavour of a very distinctive setting, but of course it contrasts strongly with the cultural context of Sive and Dancing at Lughnasa. Unlike Sive there is in Dancing at Lughnasa some awareness of an outside world. There’s a reference in Michael’s opening lines to Jack’s serving in the British Army as a chaplain “for about six months during World War One”.  There’s reference to a war in Abyssinia, to Fr Jack’s time in Uganda, to Gandhi, and more locally to deValera. An awareness of the outside world and its politics is much more central to Casablanca. ​This time it’s World War II and the problems it causes. 

As in Sive superstition is part of the cultural context – e.g. Maggie talking about having years bad luck for breaking a mirror. 

Religion is part of the cultural context, but there something of a conflict between Christian and pagan ways – seen in the problem with the naming of the radio. Kate upholds the Christian way – Agnes mimics her: “Do you want to make a pagan of yourself?”
The introduction of technology (the radio) into the cultural context is an issue – Michael remembers “the sheer magic of that radio”. This is not an issue in Sive, and most technology in Casablanca is the technology of war (e.g. the military vehicles we see). 

2. Michael and the Kites

We see the admiration of the community for a missionary priest – “the whole of Donegal was proud of him”. Yet the community also is disapproving of the idea of a child born outside marriage  – “the shame mother brought on the household by having me – as it was called then – out of wedlock”. We see a similar attitude to such children in Sive’s situation – she lacks social status because of her situation, leaving her vulnerable. However, in both cases, despite the social stigma, both children are loved and looked after – more so in the case of Michael. Deference to the priest is also seen in Sive – in relation to the marriage and the funeral. There’s a hint of the tension between Christian and pagan ways, and of superstition in what Kate says about the faces on the kites, though she is putting on a “pretended horror” – “What are they? Devils? Ghosts?”. There were lots of examples of superstition in Sive (e.g. talk about “the púca”). In Casablanca, because the focus is on the foreigners, we don’t get a glimpse of native superstitions. In this scene Kate brings home a book for Michael, showing her belief in education (she’s a teacher also). Education was also valued in Sive, especially by Sive herself, but for the others it only went so far and she was kept from school when the marriage arrangements were being made. Once again, like in Casablanca, but not like in Sive, there’s an awareness of external political situations – Michael mentions “British forces in East Africa”, and the “War of Independence” (in which Kate was involved). 

3. The Dancing Scene
The lead in to this scene is Maggie’s account of a dancing competition (again in August, i.e. at Lughnasa) involving Maggie, Bernie O’Donnell and their partners. From this we see how going to dances has been such an important part of the cultural context for the sisters. Earlier we had the sisters planning to go to the latest harvest dance and in this scene they all break into a dance when the radio starts working. Dancing becomes more than just a feature of the cultural context, it becomes the dominant motif of the play as indicated in the title, representing their inner sense of fun and desire for happiness (Maggie is described as having or putting on “a crude mask of happiness”). Dancing madly around the house isn’t necessarily a feature of the cultural context, just something personal to the Mundy sisters. It’s portrayed as not being typical – it’s a “parodic reel”, “movements seem caricatured … the sound is too loud”, it’s even described as “grotesque”. In a sense it’s out of step, out of kilter and harmony with the cultural context. There’s something wild, uncivilised and disordered about it. Maggie “emits a wild raucous ‘Yaaaah!’”, she’s a white-faced frantic dervish”. It’s as if some savagery under the surface had escaped: “a sense of order being consciously subverted … near-hysteria being induced”. The order (and even repression?) of the rural cultural context is being cast off. This particularly true of Kate – she rarely looses her self-control – “Kate, who has been watching the scene with unease, with alarm, finally leaps to her feet, flings her head back, and emits a loud “Yaaaah!’”. The music is also important Maggie’s head is “cocked to the beat, to the music”. The music “Irish dance music … played by a ceili band”. Music is also part of the fabric of the cultural context in Sive, the music and songs of the Bococks, while music is a prominent part of the background in Casablanca – the jazz music adds American flavour, while the French anthem is motivational and inspirational to the characters. 

4. The Visit of Gerry Evans
Once again we see disapproval of Chris’s extra-marital affair, though most of the disapproval is directed at Gerry. Kate and Rose are most critical – Kate calls him a “Tinker … Loafer! Wastrel!”. She’s critical of Chris also, but this time more so for continuing to have an interest in Gerry – “would you look at that fool of a woman”. This social disapproval for children being born outside marriage was also evident in Sive, and put Sive herself in a vulnerable position socially – lacking family status she was more prone to being forced into a marriage that would, on the surface, give her such status. There’s some trace of the superstition that’s common in rural Ireland – Kate gives out to Rose for saying she hates Gerry Evans – “There’s no luck in talk like that”. As is often the case the superstition is mixed in with Christianity – “That’s a very unchristian thing to say”. This combination of Christian and pagan that features strongly in Dancing At Lughnasa surfaces again when Kate gives out to Maggie – “If you knew your prayers as well as you knew the words of those aul’ pagan songs”.  As in Casablanca and unlike Sive, the outside political world of 1936 intrudes – Gerry intends to fight with the International Brigade in the Spanish Civil War. 

5. Conversation between Kate and Jack (near end of Act 1)

There’s a contrast of cultural contexts here – Irish Christianity represented by Kate and African pagan culture (echoing earlier  references to Irish pagan culture, e.g. to do with the festival of Lughnasa)  that Jack seems to have taken to, though it’s only gradually dawning on Kate (and the audience, how much Jack has “gone native”. Jack talks about “ancestral spirits” but Kate says “What are you blathering about?”. Jack talks about having brought another priest, a German,  “to our local medicine man”. He describes African rituals – “when we want to please the spirits - or to appease them, we kill a rooster or a young goat … a ritual killing”. – a far cry from Christian practice or ritual in rural Donegal. He mentions “sacrifice … dancing and incantations”, ironic considering how another type of dancing is popular with the sisters, and is used as a motif throughout the play. We learn about use of language in the African context – often Swahili, but sometimes English because of the colonial background. Casablanca is also set in an African cultural context, but more urban, more cosmopolitan, though there are Irish, Germans, English and native Africans in the scenes Jack describes, giving it a similar melting pot atmosphere as in Casablanca. We see that Jack was aware of the danger of “going native”, at least he was warned about it by an English friend. Like Sive, young Michael is born outside marriage – described by Jack as a “love-child”. Jack doesn’t seem to disapprove and refers it to the situation in Africa – “In Ryanga women are eager to have love-children. The more love-children you have the more fortunate your household is thought to be” (the opposite of the view in Sive). Kate doesn’t quite agree – “much as we cherish love-children here, they’re not exactly the norm”. In Michael’s interruption to this scene we see an example of local intolerance - Kate looses her job in the local school because of Jack. Again there’s another variation on the international political context when we find out that Gerry did go to fight in Spain. 

6. Michael Tells All

We see that the cultural context in rural Donegal is changing. The home knitting industry is moving to the factories (“The Industrial Revolution had finally caught up with Ballybeg”). , resulting in unemployment for Rose and Agnes (though they could have applied for jobs there). The emigration issue is raised when Agnes and Rose run away to a different cultural context, in London. (Liam and Sive had planned to run away as well). Here they don’t have the family support they had at home. They suffer the fate of many Irish who emigrated – ending up homeless on the streets and drinking too much. The emigration issue was also raised in Sive – Sive’s father was away working in England. Many in Casablanca are also out of their country, more due to the war than to employment conditions. The social disapproval of Fr Jack continues: “”the neighbours stopped enquiring about him … there was never a civic reception”. The African context is still influential – Fr Jack wants to go back there. The political conditions of the outside world feature again – Gerry “sailed for Spain … was wounded in Barcelona – he fell off his motor –bike”. This time World War II is also mentioned (“the war came in 1939”), bringing the play into a similar time frame and political context to Casablanca. 

7. Ending 

Music, on the radio especially, has figured large in the play, but now the song “It is Time to Say Goodnight” is heard, but “not from the radio speaker”, suggesting it’s more mood music, and maybe distancing the characters from the fun brought about by the radio music. Michael describes how music creates atmosphere: “the air is nostalgic with the music of the thirties”. Related to the music is the dancing motif, continued right to the end. Yet this may be more specific to the Mundy household than to the cultural context in general. We have also seen how music figures strongly in Casablanca, esp in the café scenes, and in Sive when the Bococks are present. There’s a sense of changing times – Chris moving to work in the factory, Michael moving away, but again this is part personal and only part cultural. The key events and issues are probably more universal than bound to this particular culture. The cultural context is more crucial in Casablanca and in Sive, where the events are very much moulded by the respective contexts. 

