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The Redirected Gesture in Brian
Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa
CHERYL LEE

Brian Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa (1990) is very much a product of its place and
time. Its particular form is the result of an engagement with the prevailing concerns of a society in which the structures of understanding that had hitherto
served as an anchor for the thinking through of experience were tested and
found wanting. Fintan O’Toole delineates three movements in the modern history of Irish theatre, beginning with the “naturalistic theatre of recognition” (57)
of Synge, Yeats, O’Casey, and Lady Gregory, and leading up via the theatre of
conflict, to what he refers to as a theatre of evocation; it is with this last movement that he identifies Dancing at Lughnasa. Working in the aftermath of the previous movements, the theatre of evocation, as O’Toole sees it, is characterized by
a double gesture. On one hand, it is a theatre of fragmentation, having inherited
from the theatre of conflict the rejection of Ireland as “a single, simple notion
which might underlie and give formal coherence to a work of theatre” (51), and
therefore, also the rejection of the conventions of the theatre of recognition.
“Because we no longer have one shared place, one Ireland, we can no longer have
a naturalistic theatre of recognition in which a world is signaled to us through
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objects and we tacitly agree to recognize it as our own,” declares O’Toole (57). On
the other hand, the theatre of evocation does not share the theatre of conflict’s
interest in the articulation of the divisions within Ireland – “In it, there is little
conflict and there is little tension or suspense” (56) – but is instead invested in the
search for a new theatrical vocabulary that reflects the changing parameters of
one’s sense of self in place and time.
In this search for ways of speaking about, and in, a fragmented world, the
theatre of evocation finds its way back to the evocative possibilities of language
and returns the focus to the imaginative capacities of theatre. The memory play
is a readily apparent place to access the theatre of evocation’s potential to replace
structures of understanding grounded in an empirical model of the world, and to
articulate new vital truths about the nature of experience. At the heart of the
memory play[1] is a pervasive sense of loss as well as a desire to work through
that loss, often by means of reinvention and metamorphosis: unreliable narrators, non-realistic settings, and non-linear narratives are some ways through
which such plays offer commentaries on the ephemerality and elusiveness of
life.
Friel has a long history of challenging norms, of dismantling the most typi cal forms of (Irish) representation, and of disabusing his audience of their consolatory illusions. In Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964), he pushes the boundaries of
what can be presented on stage by splitting his protagonist into a private and a
public self, each portrayed by a different actor, while in The Gentle Island (1974),
the complex portrayal of violence and sexuality serves as an interrogation into
the mythology of Western Ireland. In Dancing at Lughnasa, Friel turns his eye to
personal history and the workings of memory, topics that have long exerted a
hold (almost a death grip) on the Irish imagination. The premise of the play is
straightforward: Michael Evans thinks back to the summer of 1936, when he was
living with his mother and her four sisters outside the fictional village of Bally beg in County Donegal. Friel’s execution of the play, however, is what makes it
one of the most outstanding and memorable memory plays of the twentieth
century, for Michael’s memories are not just the subject of the play but also the
aesthetic means by which he reconciles with his family and with the tragedies
that befall them. In Dancing at Lughnasa, Friel radically redefines memory as an
always self-conscious aesthetic act of remembrance, grounded in emotional experience and performed with the intention of according significance to experience. In doing so, he liberates memory from the chains of time and redeems it
from being merely the detritus of the past.
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1

BETWEEN MEMORY AND HISTORY: THE STAGE AS LIEU DE MÉMOIRE

Friel’s work of engaging with memory can be placed in productive dialogue with
that of historian Pierre Nora. Though Nora’s concern is primarily in the domain
of physical geography, he is a useful resource for reading Dancing at Lughnasa as a
memory play conceived within the parameters of a theatre of evocation as his
understanding of memory as distinct from history offers us a way of approaching Friel’s reworking of the subject. In a statement that resonates with O’Toole’s
on the origins of a theatre of evocation, Nora suggests that events in modern history have provoked shifts in national consciousness that need to be addressed by
way of a new kind of engagement with the past – specifically one based on the
end of a conflation of memory with history, terms that he argues are in fact “in
many respects opposed” (3). Among the many differences that Nora lists between
the two is the suggestion that history is “the reconstruction, always problematic
and incomplete, of what is no longer” (3) while memory is “life,” “always a phenomenon of the present”:

[Memory remains] in permanent evolution, subject to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious of the distortions to which it is
subject, vulnerable in various ways to appropriation and manipulation, and
capable of lying dormant for long periods only to be suddenly reawakened.
(3)
Nora’s diametrical opposition of history to memory in this instance makes it
clear that in his view, memory is not a recuperation of the past as it is commonly
conceived but a working through of what is already irretrievably lost, an act of
defiance against the very notion of history, whose “true mission,” he suggests, “is
to demolish [memory], to repress it” (3).
Nora’s distinction between memory and history bears significant relevance
to the present discussion of Dancing at Lughnasa in the context of a national
theatre whose identity has, at least until the emergence of the theatre of evoca tion, been fixed in form and grounded in a particular sense of identity that is no
longer available. Nora argues that sites of memory (or lieux de mémoire) exist be-
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cause environments of history (milieux de mémoire) no longer do, and this change
is a sign of a historical condition that sees the recession of the real, leaving a
space that can only be filled by an imaginary relation and self-determined meaning. On one level, Dancing at Lughnasa implies the failure of history as a viable relation to the past and the need for memory to take over. Here, the familiar setting of the play in the cottage in the West of Ireland is instructive: in Nora’s
terms, the West is a lieu de mémoire standing in place of a milieu de mémoire, and
Friel’s self-conscious reflection on it as such allows him to advance a critique of
the limitations of the vocabulary employed by a realist theatre grounded in signifiers for its sense of identity.
As Chris Morash and Shaun Richards point out, during the Literary Revival
(when the theatre of recognition thrived), the West of Ireland was drawn upon as
“less an actual than an idealized place, which contained an authentic quality of
Irishness and acted as a bulwark against the depredations of Anglicization” (129).
Equally symbolic of an idealized, monolithic Irish sense of self is the cottage kitchen – complete with “five Irish colleens baking, sewing and generally generating craic” (Roche 61) – a commonplace in Irish theatre that emerged at least in
part as a result of the romanticization of the West of Ireland and its “frequently
associated values of family, domesticity and what were effectively bourgeois
standards” (Morash and Richards 36). Entrenched within associations of the rural
domestic and drawing on the comforts of the domestic interior, the Irish cottage
kitchen is a “safe and knowable space” (Morash and Richards 113). That this rep resentation of the West of Ireland and its peasant culture offered particular comfort to the nation in the nineteenth century, reeling as it was from the trauma of
famine and large-scale emigration (Morash and Richards 40), does not diminish
the fact that it was a symbol of what was essentially an imagined community and
a valorized sense of self. Drawing on Nora’s theory, Morash and Richards liken
the ideal West to Nora’s lieu de mémoire and suggest that staged representations of
it allow the audience to re-encounter “a receding cultural memory of a land and
a life, but one which, through the mimetic power of the stage, they could fully, if
momentarily, enter and repossess” (43).
The point of a lieu de mémoire lies not in sublimating itself into a milieu de mémoire – just as the point of memory is not the recovery of history – but in living
out the tensions inherent in it. The lieu de mémoire is a place that mourns a loss
and that is coming to terms with it, and it is in this sense that Friel engages with
the romanticized image of Ireland: as a House of Usher, a symbol of monolithic
identity breaking down from within. Inscribed in the ideal West, along with its
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consolations, is always already a sense of irrevocable loss and deprivation. This is
compounded by the way in which a long tradition of aesthetic representations of
the West has ironically rendered it a “bounded” space that is “readable at a
glance” (Morash and Richards 23). Its comforting familiarity turning against itself
and distorting into unbearable restriction, the ideal West, as Friel encounters it,
is a haunted space crusted over with the “accretions of the past” (Hughes 11), an
“unchanging hell of sameness” (Morash and Richards 46) and the embodiment of
“the notion of a static and unchanging order that was to be regarded as ideal” but
that has failed and faded (23). Friel’s play is notably set in the fictional Ballybeg,
which is derived from the Gaelic for ‘little town,’ and it emerges as the locus for
the isolation and the emotional restriction the Mundy family experience.
In service of his larger project of redefining our relationship to the past, Friel
moves to liberate this thoroughly known, historically inscribed place from the
trappings of a theatrical vocabulary that would have it unethically fixed in meaning. Through an interplay of visibility and invisibility in Dancing at Lughnasa,
Friel turns the static set of the cottage kitchen into the “hybrid place” (Nora 15) of
the lieu de mémoire. From the outset, the imaginary Boy Michael is an invisible
presence onstage, a gap in time-space. As Prapassaree Kramer argues, Boy Michael’s invisibility highlights the “temporal and ontological gulf” between the
grown-up Michael as narrator and the rest of the family as ‘characters’ in Michael’s memory: “[t]he seven-year-old Michael no longer exists because he has
evolved and changed into Michael-the-narrator” (173). At the same time, he is not
replaced by the adult Michael and remains a character with whom other characters interact. An absent presence, a present absence, Boy Michael is an unresolved space within the static space of the stage. In Friel’s play, this gap in timespace is significantly emotionally charged and presents itself as a wound: in Boy
Michael’s absence is iterated his later departure from the family home, an act
with unvoiced but devastating emotional consequences for both himself and the
family. It is a wound that threatens to enlarge with each of Adult Michael’s exits
from the stage, while each of his returns carries the hope of suture.
The adult Michael’s movements on and off the stage further threaten its integrity and sufficiency: as the narrator, his absence (given significance only by
contrast to his presence) gestures to something beyond the stage, to that which
cannot be staged. Kramer suggests that Boy Michael is removed from the
dramatis personae in order that the audience might not be able to perceive immediately “whether particular events were or were not witnessed by the narrator
who implicitly claims to ‘remember’ them” (174). It follows, then, that Michael’s
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many entrances and exits have the opposite effect, establishing the boundaries
between moments which he can more ‘properly’ inhabit for having lived
through them, and those which he cannot for having not, and which are there fore purely imagined. Accordingly, the theatrical space flickers between being a
site of historical recollection and a realm of imaginative memory. Two kinds of
memory, then, exist in Dancing at Lughnasa: there is ‘factual memory’ that is tied
to history, for which the adult Michael is present onstage, and there is the stuff of
his imagination, the kind of memory that “owes nothing to fact” (107), which is
the working through of the former. It is to the latter that Friel pledges his allegiance, for its capacity to forge a meaningful relationship to the past. As a remembering wound in time, Michael is the embodiment of living memory, and of the
fact of ephemerality, in light of which, Friel suggests, one must consider the
question: what is history anyway? “Habit in fancy dress,” answers Hughes, “[a]n
excuse for thought. A mindless worship of the past” (11).

2

DANCING IN RETROSPECT

Within the framework outlined above, the Mundys’ dance in Act I, for which the
adult Michael is absent, is recontextualized as a fabricated, rather than a factual,
memory. Although Michael mentions that he “witnessed” an incident in which
“Marconi’s voodoo derange[d] those kind, sensible woman and transformed
them into shrieking strangers” (Friel, Dancing 8), the dance the audience sees onstage is a deliberate aesthetic representation by Michael and not one drawn from
the reserves of his “factual memory”. The dance is, of course, the (misplaced) climax of the play, its highlight, the center around which the meaning of Dancing at
Lughnasa is consolidated. Not only is it part of Friel’s scheme to air out the dusty
stages of a theatre of recognition, it also allows him to demonstrate the way in
which memory can affect a recovery of the past from the deadening procedures
of history.
In defiance of their isolated and restricted existence, the women in Dancing
at Lughnasa are perpetually moving, but their collective dance in Act I is an altogether unique phenomenon. Here, we might usefully adopt Susanne Langer’s
concept of vital movement, which she defines against dance-as-art, to differentiate the Mundys’ dance from the other dances that take place throughout the
play. Langer describes vital movement as motivated action, action that functions
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as “signals or symptoms of our desires, intentions, expectations, demands, and
feelings” (174). As much expressive of their emotions and reflective of their circumstances, the women’s individual dances belong to this category of vital
movement. Rose’s “gauche, graceless shuffle that defies the rhythm of the song”
(Friel, Dancing 10) is a response to the monotony and banality of their daily lives,
occurring in a space where “Work continues. Nobody speaks,” (10); accordingly,
after the dance, “[t]hey return to their tasks (12). Maggie’s “very fast and very exaggerated tango” (14) emerges likewise from a moment of silence during which
the circumstances of their experience becomes unbearable: the immediate aftermath of a conversation in which the sisters voice their regret at Rose’s love for
the “scut,” Danny Bradley (13). Chris and Gerry’s “dance without music; just there
in ritual circles round and round that square and then down the lane and back
up again,” “witnessed by the unseen sisters,” meanwhile, is instead of the “conventional form of marriage” (65) that is denied Chris. For her, the dance is an acknowledgement and acceptance of Gerry’s nature (“But you’d walk out on me
again. You wouldn’t intend to but that’s what would happen because that’s your
nature and you can’t help yourself,” 54) and is therefore a reassurance of the particular love between them.
“[Vital movement] as part of our actual behavior, is not art,” declares Langer
(175). When Helen Lojek describes the Mundys’ collective dance in Act I as a moment of “almost frightening release” (82), she implies that the dance is the result
of, to quote William Wordsworth, “the spontaneous overflow of feeling” (265);
but, as Wordsworth goes on to qualify, it is the emotion “modified and directed
by our thoughts” (265) that makes it art. Dance-as-art, as opposed to dance-as-vital-movement, is an expression of “imagined feeling” (Langer 177). The Mundys’
collective dance is the emotion expressed in each of the women’s individual
dances – each movement toward the window, each turn of the face, even the
emotion suppressed as they go about their chores – recollected. And it is Michael
who, in gathering together these strands from the vantage point of his present,
renders their dance art.
Taking place after ‘Hungry July,’ Lughnasa celebrates “[t]he end of the
hungry time and the return of plenty” and “[t]he defeat of want” (Franklin and
Mason 101). It is a festival that looks forward to better times, but the women of
Friel’s play have nothing to look forward to. Situated within the larger context of
Michael’s memory and within the domain of his (limited) control, the dance that
they perform in Act I is instead a dance about looking back, back to ‘the hungry
time’; the action of the play is notably set in the 1930s, just over a decade after
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the Anglo-Irish war, during a time when Ireland was, like the rest of the industrialized world, experiencing a depressed economy. Michael imagines a dance for
his mother and his aunts, and he imagines it looking back, with his knowledge of
what happens to them. The dance is not meant to be beautiful (at least not in the
sense of visually pleasing) for it is, in a sense, ‘corrupted’ by his knowledge of
their impending tragedies: “the movements seem caricatured; and the sound is
too loud; and the beat is too fast; and the almost recognizable dance is made
grotesque” (Friel, Dancing 36). In “Seven Notes for a Festival Programme (1999),”
Friel also specifies that the dance should be “anguished and manic” (Essays 177).
While Eamonn Jordan suggests that the dance is “the largest expression of
[the women’s] capacity for life” (“Introduction” xlvi), this reading reveals it as an
expression of their capacity for life suppressed. Neither is the dance “defiance of
the ageing process and of a society which offers them so little emotional scope –
a swan-song before its final break-up” (Kiberd 23); the dance comes after the ‘final
break-up,’ after the fact. Jordan and Kiberd offer their respective interpretations
on the assumption that the dance emerges from within the chronological
timeline of Michael’s memory. The dance, however, occurs in a fold in time, a
moment when two points in the past are conflated. In the women’s wild, convoluted movements, in the atmosphere of “near-hysteria” (Friel, Dancing 37), the
audience sees not what is at stake but the results of the stakes having already
been lost. Notably, during the dance, “instead of holding hands, [the sisters] have
their arms tightly around one another’s neck, one another’s waist” (36). The
dance is less a liberation of the dissident (emotional) energies repressed by sociopolitical and cultural certainties, for which the static realist stage is shorthand,
than an acute aesthetic representation of these energies being repressed, which
can only take form in the fluid space of the lieu de mémoire. It is a dance that can
only be danced in retrospect; and through it, Friel refigures memory as an aesthetic act of remembrance.

3

AN ACT OF RE-MEMBRANCE

By choreographing a dance for the women, Michael creates an imagined space in
which the women come together and forge connections with each other in a way
that they could not in reality. The family operate under straitened conditions:
their home being two miles from the nearest village of Ballybeg (itself a small
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town), the sisters are alienated from the rest of the world, and their estrangement
from the masses is exacerbated by Jack’s madness, which makes him a social
pariah. Their circumstances are also “lean” (4), and about to become leaner still.
And as Michael witnesses them in the past, they are also isolated from each
other.
Kate’s sudden outburst at Rose’s and Agnes’s teasing about Austin Moran
suggests she harbours deeper feelings for him than her sisters realize (Friel, Dancing 19-20); that she ends up tutoring Austin Morgan’s family is devastating in
ways that seem impossible for the other characters to understand. In the same
way, Bernie O’Donnell’s reappearance has a larger impact on Maggie than she
lets on: in the story she tells of a dancing competition in which both she and
Bernie participated (34-35), Maggie establishes Bernie as an ideal, a role he goes
on to fulfil by leading a life that remains beyond Maggie’s reach. Maggie believes
Bernie’s loss in the competition was unjustified, which suggests that she takes a
perverse comfort in the logic of fate. This logic allows her to reconcile her situation in life: there are people like Bernie who should win and people like Maggie
who should lose. Meanwhile, Chris, Agnes, and Rose are separately struggling
with their ‘misdirected’ loves: Chris is in love with a man who will not stay, Agnes
is in love with a man who loves her sister and who is the father of her nephew,
and Rose is in love with a married man. There are moments in which a sister appears to have an intimation of the true depths of another’s feelings – Chris attempts to interrupt Rose’s teasing of Kate by bringing up the sewing (19) and
Maggie quickly changes the subject when Chris tells Agnes that Gerry sends “[h]is
special love” and “a big kiss” to her (59) – but for the most part the sisters are
each largely trembling in their own bubbles of hurt and longing.
The Mundys’ dance is Michael’s act of choreography, a gesture through
which he re-members his family. Not only does the dance give form to the tensions between their narrow circumstances and their emotional lives that necessarily exceed them, it also allows the sisters a moment in time and space in which
they are able to really inhabit the same space, metaphorically speaking, or at
least to be on the same page. “The Mason’s Apron” that plays in the background
holds them together in its embrace. Each sister dances in her own particular
manner and yet we still conceive of the dance as a singular entity. The sisters’ old
“sense of order” is “consciously subverted” (37): for the duration of the dance,
consonance is forged from dissonance, and empathy is established.
The act of remembrance is more than an attempt to “expiate his guilt,” as
Christopher Murray suggests (“Introduction” xv). In giving their experience a
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form, Michael marks the Mundys – Chris, the unmarried mother; Kate, the spinster; Maggie, the housekeeper; Rose and Agnes who die destitute away from
home – as individually and collectively significant. What Richard Kearney says of
storytelling can be generalized to all aesthetic forms: by giving a form to experience, the “impersonal passing of fragmented moments” is transformed into a
pattern, and this transition “from time suffered to time enacted and enunciated”
is what makes the “merely biological life” a “truly human one,” a truly present
and living one (3). Going back to the sacred roots of dance-as-art (which Friel alludes to in the Ryangan ceremonies Jack describes), Langer argues that it is “the
envisagement of a world beyond the spot and of the moment of one’s animal existence, the . . . conception of life as a whole” (190). [2] In the same vein, Seamus
Heaney describes the world of dance as “eternal” (235): participating in it, as
dancer or spectator, one participates in a living tradition of human activity, in
the entirety of human experience.
Michael accords significance to his family without determining what the significance is specifically. Lojek suggests that Michael’s retrospective gaze “perpetuates the typical male gaze that has historically defined images of women” (80),
and Murray similarly argues that Michael’s aesthetic control in the play is problematic. What he sees as the “happy ending” of the play is a result of Michael-asartist suppressing his family’s tragedy and his neglect of them (Theatre 140); for
Murray, the play is finally Michael’s rather than the women’s. Michael’s repeated
retreats from the stage, however, must be taken into account when assessing the
extent of his power and his intentions behind his act of remembrance. Michael
spends more time watching the play as if he were part of the audience than participating in the ‘action.’ His oblique and hazy description of the women’s dance
in his final monologue also suggests that he has less than absolute control over it
and is uncertain of its meaning, as is the audience. He does not “[lay] claim” to
the moment ( Jordan, “Meta-Theatricalization” 134) nor does he “with his gift of
true seeing. . . [grasp] the greater significance of the dances” (Gagné 121). What he
knows for sure are the facts he relays to the audience through his monologues;
what remains inaccessible to him are the inner emotive lives of the women
which he can only surmise and represent incompletely in their collective dance.
The women’s dance escapes Michael’s eye and hence his grasp. Contrary to Murray’s assertion that “[a] male figure controls the play and has the last word(s)”
(Theatre 142), Michael’s final monologue admits the failure, inadequacy, and final
redundancy of (his) words: “[his] language [has] surrendered to [their] movement” (Friel, Dancing 107).[3]
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In this act of surrender, Michael’s own sense of self is expanded. The lack of
an ‘intellectual’ response makes way for a genuine emotional connection: that
which is wordless can “hit straight and unmediated into the vein of deep emotion” (Friel, Essays 177). In place of understanding, Michael feels a deeply felt
sense of emotional resonance with his family’s experiences with desperation,
deprivation, isolation, longing, and grief; it is, after all, his own experiences with
these same feelings that finally drive him to leave the family home. Jordan is one
of the few critics who posit, as I do, that the Mundys’ dance is Michael’s fabrication while arguing that it is not a “masculine negative” gesture that denies the
reality of the women (“Meta-Theatricalization” 140). At the same time, he frames
this act of “disingenuity” (134) within the context of Michael’s trauma, and in doing so, subjugates the women to Michael’s authority – even if this authority
stems from a place of trauma and powerlessness (141). Jordan indicates as much
when he cautions that, “[w]hile an audience empathizes with Michael’s pain and
recognizes how he displaces his trauma, it still should be alert to the sleight-ofhand, to his clever appropriations of memory” (141). The Mundys’ dance, however, is not so much a representation of trauma as it is a working through of
trauma by moving beyond the limits of the self and of the past. As Michael’s aesthetic gesture, the “almost recognizable” dance (Friel, Dancing 36) must finally be
understood as a gestural extension of empathy. With this, he rescues the
memory of his family from being lost in history, as history (to recall Nora’s dis tinction of the two terms). Although the audience is introduced to the Mundys as
if in a photograph – they “stand motionless in formal tableau” on a fully lit stage
(Friel, Dancing 7) – by the end of the play, “everybody seems to be floating on
those sweet sounds, moving rhythmically, languorously” (107). Compassion, or
co-feeling, is what animates Michael’s memory.
Emotions – fluid, protean, running the gamut – not rigid facts, are the stuff
of memory, Friel suggests. To modify a quote from Emerson, [4] “remember this”
means, do not cease to feel for this. This truth is most emphatically demonstrated by the staging of memory, more than by other means of representation.
The difference in efficacy is the difference between Michael’s narration of ‘historical’ events and the dramatization of these events. There is a kinship in the
mechanisms of memory and theatre as collective practice [5]: both are grounded
in emotions, and in empathy – the capacity to feel for someone else, in the place
of someone else, alongside someone else. While the experience it portrays is
subjective, Friel’s stage, as lieu de mémoire, is a place of communal experience on
which the vital work of theatre as collective practice is performed:
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[Dramatists] have this function: they are vitally, persistently, and determinedly concerned with one man’s insignificant place in the here-and-now
world. They have the function to portray that one man’s frustrations and
hopes and anguishes and joys and miseries and pleasures with all the precision and accuracy and truth that they know; and by so doing help to make a
community of individuals. (Essays 24, emphasis added)
The act of remembrance figured as aesthetic creation, in Dancing at Lughnasa, is
as if a ritual that “was now the way to speak, to whisper private and sacred things,
to be in touch with some otherness” (107-08).

4

THE REDIRECTED GESTURE

The Mundys’ dance might have been the climax of a more conventional play, but
Friel places it in the middle of Act I. This ‘odd’ placement demonstrates an overall tendency to ‘misplace’ in the play, which, in subverting our expectations, dislodges assumptions and reopens the space for possibility and also for change.
“[Art] is not going to make a person any more worthy or noble, but I do think it
can make some tiny, thumbscrew adjustment on our psyche,” states Friel (Essays
211). In Dancing at Lughnasa, the adjustment sought is to our view of memory, as
the conscious efforts made to ‘misplace’ cause the focal point of Michael’s
memory to shift from facts to something Friel deems “less ignoble, something
more worthy” (Essays 24) – that is to say, to “some deep and true emotion” (Dancing 36).
The anticlimactic placement of the dance is a device which helps to convey
and emphasize the extent of the frustration the Mundys feel within the limits of
their world. Contrary to Murray’s charge, they do this without falling into the
trap of nostalgia or sentimentality that afflicts many a memory play. Throughout
the play, Michael repeatedly interrupts the dramatic action with monologues in
which he delivers summaries of events to come. These monologues ‘short-circuit’ the traditional structure of a play, denying the audience the time necessary
for the build-up of an adequate emotional response. For instance, Kate’s worry
that Gerry’s return will throw the family into upheaval is proved unfounded by
Michael’s first monologue. And the audience does not fear that Chris will “collapse into one of her depressions . . . sobbing and lamenting in the middle of the
night” as Kate does (56). Even when Michael’s summaries affirm Kate’s sense of
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foreboding (64, 90), the audience’s foreknowledge means that Kate’s worries do
not gather enough momentum to allow for a more traditional emotional trajectory. Moreover, as Jordan points out, there is always the matter of Michael’s unreliability as a narrator (“Meta-Theatricalization” 135), a common trope in memory
plays, which disrupts any attempt at catharsis.
Similarly, Maggie’s riddles – which often go unanswered by Michael, or else
they repeatedly miss their mark and are consistently disappointing – neatly encapsulate the sense of thwarted longing that pervades the Mundys’ household.
They are also a succinct comment on Michael’s inability to answer for his past –
in other words, to impose a fixed, coherent form on it. Michael’s recollections
end notably with another one of Maggie’s incomplete riddles: “Why is a gramophone like a parrot?” Maggie asks (Friel, Dancing 106). The answer is, because
they both repeat themselves over and over again. In line with Friel’s strategy
throughout the play of challenging norms and breaking the habits of thought,
and of leaving spaces open for surprise and change, the riddle is left unanswered:
“God, I’ve forgotten!” exclaims Maggie (106).
Friel’s gestures of misdirection are finally his way of telling the truth aslant
because the old, straightforward ways no longer work. As Murray puts it, “[w]ith
Friel it is by indirections we find directions out” (“Introduction” viii). Memory is,
for Friel, one of the tools in our arsenal for the on-going inquiry that is truth.
The genesis of Dancing at Lughnasa is located in Friel’s own history, but this history is essentially unrecognizable. Thomas Kilroy, who urged Friel to write about
his aunts after hearing his story, describes his subverted expectation of what the
play would be like as “a lesson in how reality has to be moved about until it offers
the one perspective which allows the imagination to transform it into something
else” (“Friendship” 88). To be transformed, that is, into a certain understanding of
truth, which has nothing to do with facts and everything to do with our imaginative capacity to feel and to feel for others. This is the procedure of memory as
Friel sees it. In “Self-Portrait,” he writes of a memory he has of walking home
from a lake with his father after fishing – “my father is in great spirits and is
singing a song and I am singing with him” – that turns out to be either entirely a
figment of his imagination or “a composite of two or three different episodes”:
The point is – I don’t think it matters. What matters is that for some
reason . . . this vivid memory is there in the storehouse of the mind. For
some reason the mind has shuffled the pieces of verifiable truth and composed a truth of its own. For to me it is a truth. And because I acknowledge
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its peculiar veracity, it becomes a layer in my subsoil; ultimately it becomes
me. (18)
In Dancing at Lughnasa, Friel urges us towards a reconsideration of our relation to the past through memory. He refigures its content from facts to feeling
and redefines its procedure as creative imagining rather than the archival of
events, and in doing so, redirects memory’s responsibility from the past to the
present. Meaning, after all, as Peter Brook argues, “never belongs to the past”.
Here again, the staging of memory is significant in communicating the nature of
memory, since theatre is a live event in which meaning is “checked in each man’s
own present experience” (12). Memory, as Nora and Friel suggest, enables us to
have a productive relationship with the past, because it is on-going and always of
the present. (History, on the other hand, as conceived by Nora, seeks to cordon
the past from the present.) Memory is something alive. It is the work of life itself.
We are asked to remember, not to plough old fields for worn-out meanings or to
make monuments of our past, but in order that we might feel anew, that we
might feel in depth, and that we might feel our way into being a community of
individuals.

[1] The term itself was properly coined by Tennessee Williams in his production notes for The Glass Menagerie;
Attilio Favorini defines it as such in Memory in Play: From Aeschylus to Sam Shepard: “[a play] in which
the intention to remember and/or forget comes prominently to the fore, with or without the aid of a remem bering narrator; in which the phenomenon of memory is a distinct and central area of the drama’s attention;
in which memory is presented as a way of knowing the past different from, though not necessarily opposed
to, history; or in which memory or forgetting serves as a crucial factor in self-formation and/or self-decon struction” (138). Favorini’s generous definition covers a broad range of plays on either side of William’s The
Glass Menagerie, from Euripides’ The Bacchae, Shakespeare’s Pericles, to Enda Walsh’s The Walworth
Farce, Mark O’ Rowe’s Our Few and Evil Days, and Jez Butterworth’s The River.
[2] We might contrast this with the harvest dance in the play, which Ron Rollins erroneously equates with the
Mundys’ dance (82). The harvest dance is ‘popular dancing,’ “carried on in a spirit of romance, escape, relief
from the burden of actuality” (Langer 203); it is a dance of almost hedonistic pleasure, for “young people
with no duties and no responsibilities” (Friel, Dancing 24). The Mundys’ dance, on the other hand, is deeply
engaged with the ‘burden of actuality.’
[3] Roche similarly notes that in Dancing at Lughnasa, the male characters are “moved to the margins and rendered deliberately eccentric, unreal” (77); “What is so striking in any viewing of Lughnasa is the extent to
which these memories elude their narrator, possessing a range and meaning beyond his conscious control,”
he argues (77-78).
[4] “Remember me means, do not cease to love me” (Emerson 104).
[5] See Favorini’s Memory in Play for a detailed study on the various ways in which theatre and memory coincide.
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