Dancing at Lughnasa by Brian Friel – Key Scenes


1. Opening Scene:

Cultural Context:
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). 

Relationships: 
Michael’s opening monologue gives us some insight into the relationships of the play. There is more good humour in the relationships than in Sive (where we immediately see conflict between Mike and Nanna). In this case Maggie is described as “the joker of the family”. And there is a description of the sisters dancing together – “a spontaneous step-dance and laughing – screaming! – like excited schoolgirls”. There’s plenty of good humoured banter, singing and dancing in the opening exchanges between Rose, Agnes and Chris. We see also that Kate, the eldest sister (40 years old) has take on the motherly role – it’s like she’s in charge of the others, though there’s not a great age range between the sisters (32-40). She won’t have the radio called after a Celtic God. It also seems that the sisters are looking after Fr Jack, their much older brother (53) who is ill with malaria – “had come home - as it turned out - to die”. Rose is described as “special protector” of Rose who is “simple”, though all the sisters are kind to her (a kindness that is largely lacking in the Glavin family in Sive, except for Nanna and Sive). This monologue also mentions Gerry Evans, Michael’s absent father. There has obviously been a romantic relationship between him and Chris – Michael is a child born out of wedlock, as is the character Sive. We learn that the relationship between Michael and his father isn’t close – he rarely visits, and two visits close together seem unusual. – “for the first time in my life I had a chance to observe him”. It’s difficult to assess what the opening “formal tableau” tells us about the relationships – certainly the sisters are not grouped together, which might suggest or emphasise the differences between them. Unlike Sive and Casablanca there is no marriage relationship to observe here, and whatever romantic relationship there was between Gerry and Chris doesn’t seem to have lasted. As he visits from time to time, it’s unlikely there was a dramatic break-up in the relationship as in Sive (Liam and Sive) or Casablanca (Rick and Ilsa). 


Vision and Viewpoint:
Vision and viewpoint is hard to detect at this early stage. There’s an appreciation of the sisters’ modest circumstances (“the austerity of the furnishings”), but also an admiration for the way they have made the best of it (“some gracious touches – flowers, pretty curtains, an attractive dresser arrangement”). It’s probably safe to say that the author has a compassionate attitude to the characters, reflected in the attitude of Michael – “those kind sensible women”. It’s clearer in Sive and Casablanca (especially) who we’re meant to like and dislike. For the most part Friel is content to let us observe, for now at least. 

2. Michael and the Kites

Relationships:

Here we see a very cheerful, playful and positive family relationship – e.g.  the banter between Maggie and Michael about the kites: “I’ll make a deal with you, cub. I’ll give you a penny if those things ever leave the ground”. They move on to riddles The nearest thing to anything like this in Sive is the relationship between Sive and Nanna, and even at that it’s not as playful. In general there’s little fun between the family members in Sive, and more often than not there’s hostility. Kate isn’t as playful with Michael, but it’s a different kind of positive relationship – she admires Michael’s work – “They’re the most wonderful kites I’ve ever seen”. Rose also has warm feelings for Michael – “I think he’s beautiful, Chris. I wish he was mine”. Kate also gave Michael a spinning top she got in the shop. There’s a hint of a romantic relationship when Austin Morgan (the owner of the shop) is mentioned. Rose teases Kate: “you have a notion of that aul Austin Morgan”. Kate avoids the issue by talking about the harvest but Rose persists: “She’s blushing”. Kate gets angry: “Rose, shut up”, which suggests there’s something in it. The teasing shows that there can be some friction between the sisters despite the usual good humour. We see how there can be hero worship in relationships – in the attitude of Michael and the sisters to Fr Jack – “he was a hero to me, he was a hero and a saint to my mother and to my aunts”. There are traces of this in Casablanca – in Ilsa’s admiring attitude to Victor Laszlo. 

Cultural Context:

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” (Kate was somehow involved in that). 

General Vision and Viewpoint:

Again it’s too early to be sure about vision and viewpoint. The good humour in the house is shown in a positive light, while there’s a hint of sympathy for Kate when she’s teased about Austin Morgan, especially when we hear that “he’s going with a wee young thing from Carrickfad”. The hero worship for Fr Jack seems to be presented in a positive celebratory light – “sacrifices they made willingly, joyously” so they would have money to send him. Despite what is revealed later the pride in Fr Jack felt by the family, the neighbourhood and the whole county is presented as genuine. There are no villains we can get worked up against (like the Nazis in Casablanca, or Mena in Sive), so those kind of clues to vision and viewpoint are not available to us. 

3. The Dancing Scene

Cultural Context:
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. Magie “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. 

Relationships:

We see how in a sense Kate is separate from the sisters – “Kate dances alone”, whereas the others were dancing together with “their arms tightly around one another’s neck, one another’s waist”. The others “shout – call - sing to each other”, while “Kate makes no sound”. This may because of her leadership role in the family, she has responsibilities, she’s the main earner and the eldest sister. Afterwards they’re awkward about the incident, and don’t talk about it. They “smile in embarrassment”, they are “slightly ashamed and slightly defiant”.  Apart from the Bococks, nothing remotely like this happens in Sive, nor would it be likely to happen considering the nature of the relationships. In Casablanca on the other hand music throws light on relationships – e.g. the song As Time Goes By is significant in the relationship between Rick and Ilsa. It has a resonance, brings back memories, a mixture of pleasant and painful. 

General Vision and Viewpoint:

Again Friel seems to show a certain empathy for the characters. We can feel for Kate’s isolation (dancing alone, “totally private”), that she is not fulfilled, as she’s torn between “controlled and frantic”. Her action is “out of character and at the same time ominous of some deep and true emotion”. We can feel also for Rose and her “graceless dance”. There’s a tension between self-control and wildness, between holding back and cutting loose. This may be another aspect of the tension between Christianity and paganism that runs through the play. Friel seems content to let this tension play itself out, without necessarily taking sides. Or is there a need to take sides – is a synthesis or harmony possible – e.g. the sisters cutting loose sometimes and being appropriately restrained at other times. 

4. The Visit of Gerry Evans

Theme or Issue – Relationships:

The relationship between Gerry Evans and Chris is the strongest romantic relationship in the play. It could be compared to that between Sive and Liam Scuab in Sive, but there are significant differences. This relationship, while it seems enjoyable and good natured is apparently going nowhere. Gerry only turns up now and again, is full of big plans that don’t seem to have future. By contrast the relationship between Sive and Liam has a future, but this is thwarted by the matchmaking and the ultimate tragedy. Liam promised to be a much more solid and determined husband than Gerry would ever be. In both cases there is disapproval of the relationship by family. Here Kate is the most disapproving – “How dare Mr Evans show his face here … There’s no welcome for that creature here”. Rose expresses an exaggerated dislike: “I just hate him”. In another way, because of the child born out of wedlock, this relationship could be compared to that between Sive’s mother and father. But Michael is better cared for than Sive, and appears to have a brighter future. The romantic relationship in Casablanca is much stronger and more central to the plot. In a way there are extra-marital relationships in both cases – we learn later that Gerry has another family in Wales (giving us yet another sort of love triangle). At least with Ilsa, she thought her husband was dead when she struck up a relationship with Rick. Gerry’s relationship with his son Michael is seen as being inadequate – only visiting occasionally (thirteen months since the last one) – Kate says: “yourself and Michael are managing fine without him - as you always have”. He doesn’t bring him a present but, typical of Gerry’s promises and fantasising he says he meant to (“I intended bringing him something small”). He realises his own inadequacies – “I’m a stranger to him practically”. Despite all this the relationship between Chis and Gerry hasn’t soured (as that between Rick and Ilsa did after the break up in Paris). He compliments her (“You’re looking wonderful, Chrissie”), and she seems willing to play along (Maggie: “You should see the way she’s looking at him – you’d think he was the biggest toff in the world” and later “She laughs all the time with him”.  Later they dance in the garden. Kate again takes the motherly role – “He’s leading her astray again”. Yet there’s evidence of a longing for romance in her own life “They’re such a beautiful couple”. Gerry offers to marry Chris (as Liam intended to marry Sive) but she doesn’t think it would work: “you’d walk out on me again”. But she also shows some understanding – “You wouldn’t intend to, but that’s what would happen”. She seems resigned to current poor state of the relationship (“Just dance me down the lane and then you’ll leave”), as Rick is resigned to the loss of relationship with Ilsa when he facilitates her departure in Casablanca. The romance between Sive and Liam showed much more promise, but tragedy intervenes, and there is no sign of anyone being resigned to this at the end of Sive. Love triangles figure prominently in Sive and Casablanca, here there’s just a hint of it as we learn that Agnes also fancies Gerry. 

Cultural Context

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. 

General Vision and Viewpoint
Once again the vision and viewpoint is harder to detect than in the other two texts. One might assume that Friel is critical of Gerry Evans – his general irresponsibility (compounded when we later find out about his other family), neglect of his child, false promises (e.g. about the bike for Michael), his exaggerated notions of business success (e.g. at gramophone selling). Yet he’s not presented as a nasty villain like the Nazis in Casablanca or Mena in Sive. At least he’s cheerful, probably well intentioned. That seems to be the way Chris takes him at least (see above). Are we meant to take Kate’s dismissive view of him – “Mr Evans …. poisons the atmosphere in the whole house … the bastard”? We are probably meant to take this as being too extreme. We are probably meant to have some sympathy for Kate feeling the lack of romance in her own life (admiring Gerry and Chris as a couple), for Agnes who has a secret crush on Gerry and for Chris and Michael (especially)  who have to put up with Gerry’s neglect. 

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

Cultural Context
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” (it’s seen as the opposite 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. 

Theme or Issue: Relationships

In this scene we see a brother-sister relationship between Jack and Kate. But it’s difficult because Jack is so scattered. Kate doesn’t seem to realise how far gone Jack is, but she is caring towards him, looking after him in his illness, promises they’ll “have you back to what you were”. Her care is a lot better than Mike and Mena’s care of Sive, more like the care Sive gets from Nanna. We get further insight into the relationship between Gerry and Chris in Michael’s monologue – “their natures were so out of tune that she would always be wrong about my father”. He says “my mother grieved” when Gerry went to war, but “this time there was no sobbing, no lamentations, no collapse into a depression”, suggesting this happened before when he left. There is a hint of the break-up to come of familiar household/family  relationships – “what she couldn’t have foreseen was that the home would break up so quickly”. The household in Sive suffers a similar fate but for different reasons. The break up situations in Casablanca are more romantic than household.

General Vision and Viewpoint
We are probably mean to see as intolerant and narrow minded the parish priest not keeping Kate in her job over Jack, and to have sympathy for Kate, a victim of injustice in this situation (and in relation to the impending break up of the household she has tried so hard to keep together). It’s harder to know what we are meant to make of Jack. He’s definitely no villain, and in his illness we are probably meant t have sympathy for him. Many might, like Kate, regret his taking on of African tribalism, but those into those practices, or unsympathetic to Christianity might be pleased. Friel largely lets us make our own mind up. Jack is probably meant to be a likeable character (friendly, cheerful) but the tribal rituals don’t sound so attractive – e.g. animal sacrifices. Again, it’s much easier to sense the author’s viewpoint in the other texts. 

6. Michael Tells All

Theme or Issue – Relationships:

We see the break up of the household that Michael had flagged earlier. Agnes and Rose, having lost their knitting jobs run away to England. Significantly “they never discussed their situation with their sisters”. The other sisters are concerned and try to find them, though the farewell note asked them not to do that – again showing the care and concern in the family. Agnes is still in caring mode towards Rose. This aspect of the story ends with them being found by Michael 25 years later – “Agnes was dead and Rose was dying”.  It’s a very bleak end, bleak like the ending of Sive, but in that case the break up of relationship was more tragic and sudden. The ending of the Rick/Ilsa relationship in Casablanca is more planned and less tragic. The relationship between Kate and Fr Jack continues as before – Kate “startled – shocked – stunned” by Jack’s revelations about his life in Africa. Eventually she convinces herself to come to terms with it, to resign herself to the situation, calling it “his own distinctive spiritual search”. When he died the others “mourned him sorely”, but  Kate was “inconsolable”. We see how death can end relationships – in Sive it was just one death – but of the main character. In Casablanca the Nazi was shot, but it wasn’t seen as any sort of tragedy. The relationship of Gerry and Chris continued as before – yearly visits – “each time proposed to mother and promised me a new bike”. But the revelation about Gerry’s secret wife and family throws that relationship into a new light – providing us with another kind of love triangle – we have seen other variations on this in Sive and Casablanca. Chris never became aware of this aspect of it, as Michael never told her. In terms of father-son relationship Michael is not judgemental – just describes the situation of the other family.

Cultural Context:
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. 

General Vision and Viewpoint:

Are we meant to revise our opinion of Gerry Evans, now that we know he was two-timing Chris? We are presumably meant to feel great sympathy for Agnes and Rose – homeless and destitute in London. We can feel also for the sadness of Kate, Maggie and Chris who must miss them. There’s more sadness with the death of Jack (“my mother and Maggie mourned him sorely. But for months Kate was inconsolable”). We can be glad that earlier Jack “recovered his full vocabulary and all his old bounce and vigour”. We could feel for Michael, finding out that his father had another son, same name same age. But Michael doesn’t give his emotional reaction to this discovery. In a way his approach is like Friel’s – show and tell what happened, but let the audience come to their own conclusions. It’s easier to see where the authors’ sympathies lie in the other texts. 

7. Ending 

General Vision and Viewpoint
The ending is rather bleak, leaving us on a rather pessimistic note – and we are probably meant to feel for the plight of the characters – Chris spending the rest of her life in the knitting factory (“hated every day of it”); Kate tutoring the children of Austin Morgan (whom she fancied); Maggie doing all the housework – previously performed by two people (Rose and Agnes) – as well as her usual work. They live on in a changed house – “the heart seemed to go out of the house … much of the spirit and fun had gone out of their lives”. Michael admits that he went away too (“in the selfish way of young men”). Are we meant to be critical of him for this? 
Is there any optimism? Michael’s special memory of that final tableau is pleasant and poetic, as the characters subtly sway in their freeze-frame. He thinks of this as dancing – this is the only way to communicate certain moods and memories – “Dancing as if language no longer existed because words were no longer necessary”) – are we meant to find this upbeat? It seems to be Michael’s last memory of when things were at their happiest, the last time they were all together – which makes it all the sadder in a way. The ambiguity of the ending is presumably deliberate on Friel’s part. There is something similar, though arguably less ambiguous in Casablanca – a sadness in the parting of Rick and Ilsa, but also a sense that things have worked out for the best, and a sense of optimism as Rick and Renault head off together. Sive on the other hand has an unambiguously tragic ending. 

Theme or Issue – Relationships

Everybody is together at this stage, but it’s for the last time. No relationship, except perhaps a servant-master one develops between Kate and Austin Morgan, we know from earlier that Gerry’s visits become less frequent, and that the family relationships between Rose and Agnes and the others breaks down when they run away. Later Michael moves away as well, and it’s not clear how often he visits. We don’t learn much of how the remaining sisters get along, but the joy has gone out of their lives. In Sive also, even more so, relationships end up very fragmented – hard to see how any of them will get along well together ever again. At the end of Casablanca the relationship between Rick and Ilsa is ended, but that between Ilsa and Laszlo is strengthened, as is that between Rick and Renault. So we learn a lot about how relationships can end, and little about how they can improve or carry on (with the possible exception of Casablanca).  How relationships survive in memory is certainly an issue in Dancing at Lughnasa – Michael remembers more the moods and feelings of relationship than the facts – “what fascinates me about that memory is that it owes nothing to fact. In that memory atmosphere is more real than incident”. In Casablanca relationship memories are important in a different way – the powerful memories (seen in the flashback) of the relationship in Paris between Rick and Ilsa – the relationship will live on in memory only. No one will have positive memories of what happens in Sive. 

Cultural Context
Music, on the radio especially, has figured large in the play (“the air is nostalgic with the music of the thirties”), 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. 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. 

