Dancing at Lughnasa – General Vision and Viewpoint

Issues related to vision and viewpoint

What aspects of life feature most? 

The play concentrates mostly on relationships, so we could safely presume that Friel is conveying the message that relationships are important and worth studying. Further, he shows that relationships can be worthwhile (the general enjoyment and camaraderie in the play), enhancing (eg how Chris is happy when Gerry is around), protective (how Agnes looks after Rose), caring (Kate looking after Jack). By not having a very event filled plot, he effectively takes the emphasis off plot and concentrates instead on relationships (along with mood, atmosphere and memories). The other texts are stronger on plot, but relationships are also crucial. Casablanca is more of a love story with a war background than a war story with a token romance thrown in. Relationships are also important in Sive, though attitudes and social conditions also feature very strongly. 

Compassionate or dispassionate?
Friel presents characters that are likeable – they are fun and are caring, they don’t do anything nasty or treacherous, yet they have understandable human failings (e.g. Kate being too bossy, Gerry irresponsible, Rose silly, Chris naive perhaps). He shows a warmth towards them, makes them likeable, implies compassion for their troubles – e.g. the sad fate of Rose and Agnes (all the more sad because we’ve got to know them), Kate missing out on romance, Chris regularly left behind by Gerry. At one stage we feel for Kate as it all gets too much for her: “You try to keep the home together. You perform your duties as best you can – then suddenly you realize … that control is slipping away; that the whole thing is so fragile .. it’s all about to collapse”. There’s also a sympathy for their uneventful routine lives – Maggie wryly refers to the “daily dilemma”. Yet at the same time Friel is not preachy or heavy handed. He shows rather than tells, letting us make up our own mind, yet nudging us in a particular direction. There are no villains in the play, so there’s no simplistic “good guys/bad guys” approach. There isn’t the same warmth in Sive, there is so much unpleasant conflict. There’s obviously compassion for Sive, but she’s not a dominant character in the play, her presence is not as strong as that of Mena, Mike and Thomasheen. Keane, the author, is certainly not dispassionate – it’s obvious that he’s strongly against the kind of forced match in the play. This is seen in Liam’s passionate speech against the match, which probably is the same as Keane’s view. In Casablanca there is compassion for the victims of war, and for the personal dilemmas the main characters find themselves in, but we are in no doubt that the director Michael Curtiz is on the side of freedom from Nazi rule – the passion is seen in the defiant singing of the French anthem in the café. There is a rush of emotion here and there is no doubt which side we are meant to be on. 

Optimistic or pessimistic?

How things turn out for the sisters and Jack would suggest a pessimistic viewpoint – the author chooses to have Rose and Agnes die in misery, to have Jack die shortly after the main events of the play, to have Kate and Chris ultimately loose out on romance. This makes for a rather downbeat ending, though Michael does have happy memories of when he was a child, so the outlook isn’t totally bleak – and one such memory is suggested in the final tableau. Over the whole of the play there is much fun and banter, dancing and music, which isn’t cancelled out entirely by the darkness at the end. Sive is more tragic, and this time the death is more immediate – in Dancing at Lughnasa we were just told about the deaths happening later, lessening their emotional impact. And in Sive there was little fun to counterbalance the sadness. In Casablanca by contrast the ending is more upbeat – bittersweet because Rick looses Ilsa, but optimistic in tone – Rick and Renault walk off cheerfully into the future, Laszlo lives to fight on against the Nazis and the French anthem sounds triumphant. 

Moral i.e. supportive or condemning of certain values/actions/characters?
If anything is condemned in the play it is the action of the Parish Priest in letting Kate go from her job just because of Jack’s “going native”. This seen as unjust - Kate is quite a conservative Christian, not all approving of Jack’s behaviour, so there wasn’t any logic to letting her go, it seems just an example of prejudice. The fact that the priest isn’t actually a character in the play lessens the emotional impact. We are probably meant to see Gerry’s behaviour as irresponsible – getting Chris pregnant, then abandoning her, and as we find out late in the play, having a family in Wales. Kate and Rose are particularly critical of him, but Chris seems very forgiving and is always glad to see him. Gerry is also presented as a fairly likeable character (hardly a villain), with his big dreams, promises and ideals. There is probably and implied disapproval of the factory owners who don’t hire Vera McLoughlin because of age. It is more difficult to detect Friel’s attitude to FR Jack’s situation – there’s an ambiguity (see next section). In Sive there’s clearly a condemnation of the forced match, while in Casablanca there’s clearly a condemnation of the Nazis. 

Grappling with complexities and so, in a sense, ambivalent/unresolved?
There’s ambiguity relating to Fr Jack. What does Friel think? What is the audience meant to think? Maybe Friel is just presenting a situation and letting us make up our own mind, prompting us to think, but not nudging us either way. Kate is unhappy with his pagan practices, wants him back saying Mass, but are we meant to be as critical as she is? The narrow version of Christianity shown by the priest and at times by Kate when she’s very fussy and giving out, is not too appealing. Jack is presented as being happy with his life in Africa, it is seen at times as enjoyable, yet we are hardly meant to be approving of the polygamy or the pagan rituals and animal sacrifices. If there’s any resolution of this issue it’s in Kate’s later resignation/accommodation to Jack’s views – she doesn’t agree with them, but accepts that they are part of Jack’s “distinctive spiritual search”. And maybe Friel is trying to suggest that the religious viewpoints are not as drastically different as they might appear – both feature sacrifices, rituals, prayers/incantations, a blurring of religious and secular (in Africa a religious celebration merges into a secular party, in Ireland religious and secular are merged in the education system). There is little ambiguity and moral complexity in Sive – things are much more “black and white”. The nearest to it might be the position Mike is in – trying to please wife and mother, trying to keep Sive away from danger as he sees it (doesn’t trust Liam, because of his prejudice) but also attracted by the financial gain. In Casablanca there’s no moral ambiguity about the war, but there is about the love relationship – a tension between romance and duty – at times it seems that on an emotional level at least we are nudged towards the view that Rick and Ilsa should be together, but in the end Rick doesn’t break the marriage of Laszlo and Ilsa, and the upbeat ending suggests that he did right, that this was the best ending. 

Primarily aesthetic, involving the reader in the nuances of language and feeling?
When messages and viewpoint are developed in fictional form, as is the case with all three texts, it amounts to an “aesthetic” approach. Because in these texts the emphasis is on relationships the importance of language and feeling is clear. This is especially true of Dancing at Lughnasa – the author’s outlook, though not as obvious as in the other texts, is conveyed through the language and the emotions of the characters and situations, and our own emotional reactions to these. Strong feelings are evoked in the audience e.g. the sadness of the fate of Rose and Agnes. This use of emotion is even stronger in Sive with the sense of shock and tragedy at her death. There is much more nuance (suggestion) in Dancing at Lughnasa, whereas in Sive what people think is spoken much more directly and passionately – e.g. Liam’s condemnation of the match. In Sive feelings are much more raw. This “involving the reader in the nuances of language and feeling” is particularly strong in the emotionally charged scenes between Rick and Ilsa is Casablanca.
Coherence of the viewpoints? 
While there may be complexity and ambiguity in the vision and viewpoint, especially in Dancing at Lughnasa, that doesn’t mean that the viewpoint isn’t coherent. There is no sense of confusion in Friel’s approach – it’s just that he may not want to be heavy handed or preachy, wanting instead to capture the complexities inherent in the human situations rather than trying to over simplify them to make it easier for the audience. 

How is the vision and viewpoint conveyed? 

Friel conveys his viewpoint by creating characters and situations – e.g. likeable characters, situations (like the dancing) that make us enjoy their happy times, and situations (e.g. deaths of Rose and Agnes) that elicit our compassion, make us feel sad. One might expect Michael to be a sort of mouthpiece for the playwright, and perhaps he is – e.g. in not condemning anyone, and in general being neutral or showing people in a sympathetic light. 

Key Scenes: 

1. Opening Scene:

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

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

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

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)

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 as 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

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 

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. 
