Dancing at Lughnasa by Brian Friel – 

Theme or Issue – Relationships

What types of relationship are we dealing with?

Family: This is the strongest type of relationship in the play – we see, for example a strong sense of family loyalty when Kate doesn’t want news of the change in Jack to spread – “Not a word of this must go outside these walls”. In particular there’s the close relationship of the sisters. They relate to each other in various ways – e.g. Agnes takes special care of Rose. Kate as a motherly figure, or certainly a leader for the others – e.g. insisting that they don’t go to the harvest dance, being the main earner in the family, taking special care of Jack. Sometimes these roles land her in conflict with sisters – e.g. over the dance. She can be too critical – at one stage Agnes says to her: “This isn’t your classroom Kate”. After saying negative things about Gerry, Agnes verbally abuses her: “You’re such a damned righteous bitch”. At another stage she expresses resentment over lack of appreciation – “What you have here , Kate, are two unpaid servants”. But overall the relationships are positive, and Kate actually accepts this description of her: “I am a righteous bitch amn’t I?”.  There are minor conflicts with Jack also, mostly over his tribal practises - Jack talks about “ancestral spirits” but Kate says “What are you blathering about?”. Michael and Maggie seem to get along well, there’s lots of banter between them – e.g. bets and riddles. The father-son relationship between Gerry and Michael isn’t very positive – Gerry appears rarely, and makes big promises he doesn’t keep (e.g. the bike), yet Michael isn’t judgemental, even when Gerry’s other family is discovered. The family relationships are generally positive, but very human. The family relationships in Sive are mostly negative – Sive is let down by Mena and Mike, and even, in the end by Nanna (the letter she hands over to Mike), though the Nanna-Sive relationship was the only really positive family relationship up to that point. Family relationships are not an issue in Casablanca. 

Romantic: The most prominent romance is that between Gerry and Chris. They get on well (e.g. the dancing, and Chris’ enthusiasm for his visits) , but Chris regrets him walking out on her in the past, and seems annoyed at the attention he pays to Agnes, and at the irregularity of his visits. It could become more – he offers to marry Chris, but she won’t accept, apparently because she doesn’t think he’s reliable enough - “you’d walk out on me again”. When we learn later about his family in Wales we realise she was probably right. And despite her enjoyment of his visits there’s a downside – the pain she suffers afterwards, as described by Kate: “all that sobbing and lamenting in the middle of the night”. There are hints of other romances – Kate seems to fancy Austin Morgan, Rose fancies Danny Bradley, Agnes fancies Gerry – but none of these relationships are going anywhere. It could be said that the characters aspire to romantic relationships, but without success. The main romantic relationship in Sive is stronger than any of these, and also fails, but more tragically and with greater finality. The Rick/Ilsa relationship in Casablanca is stronger still, but this also breaks down in the end, though this is not seen as tragedy – it’s more by deliberate choice for a good cause. 

What do we learn about relationships in Dancing at Lughnasa? 
Family relationships are strong but romantic relationships are fragile – This seems to be the case in Dancing at Lughnasa, but in Sive it’s somewhat different – family relationships are weak, the romance between Sive and Liam could be the strongest, but it is thwarted by family. In Casablanca the relationship between Rick and Ilsa has the strength of passion, but there’s also the strength of a good cause (and a pre-existing marriage)

In families people play different roles – e.g. Kate’s roles as leader, breadwinner, carer to Jack, Agnes’ role as protector of Rose, Maggie’s role as the friendly aunt of Michael.

Close family relationships can break up – this happens with the sudden and secret departure of Agnes and Rose. `Kate is fearful of this happening – “”If I died – if I lost my job – if this house were broken up – what would become of our Rosie?”. Their escape worked, but they had unpleasant lives after it. Sive also attempts an escape but it ends tragically. 

Secrecy can be significant, and even damaging, in a relationship – we can see this in the secret departure of Agnes and Rose, and in the way Gerry keeps his Welsh family secret. Attending to this secret family may be the reason why he always leaves Chris, causing her emotional pain. It’s even more destructive in Sive when Sive is fooled about Liam’s intentions, and especially when his letter is kept from her. The matchmaking plan is also hatched in secret. In Casablanca the relationship in Paris breaks up sourly because Ilsa didn’t tell Rick about her discovery that Laszlo had survived. Rick also keeps his plans for Ilsa’s ultimate departure secret. 

Relationships can be very positive – rewarding, protective – we see this for example in the way Agnes protects Rose, and the way Kate cares for Jack. In general the sisters look out for each other’s welfare. The relationship between Nanna and Sive is warm and loving up to a point. Rick and Ilsa’s time in Paris is presented positively. Rick is protective of her towards the end of the film. 

Key Scenes: 

1. Opening Scene:

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). 


2. Michael and the Kites

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.  

3. The Dancing Scene

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. 

4. The Visit of Gerry Evans

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. At least with Ilsa, she thought her husband was dead when she struck up a relationship with Rick. Gerry’s relationship with his son 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 Chris 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”. She’s also generous in her attitude to Chris – “you are looking beautiful”. 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. In both Sive and Dancing at Lughnasa we see examples of girls turning down a marriage – Chris refuses Gerry, Sive wants to refuse Sean Dóta. 

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

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.

6. Michael Tells All

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 he proposed to mother and promised me a new bike”. But the revelation about Gerry’s wife and family in Wales 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.

7. Ending 
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. 
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