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Background Information
Interviews & Commentary



Discussion Programs
For The General Public

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience members to 
delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests.  A different scholar, visiting 
artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time.  The Artistic Perspective discussions are held 
after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library.  These discussions, led by 
Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, share stories and explore the challenges 
of bringing a particular play to the stage.  Page to Stage occurs at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens at the 
Portland Public Library’s Main Branch.  Feel free to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production with the 
performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the process of rehearsing and 
producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work.  Curtain Call discussions are held after the 
second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.

The Artistic Perspective: 
Sunday, Oct. 4 in the theater, following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.

Page to Stage: 
Tuesday, Oct. 6 at the Portland Public Library, at noon.

Curtain Call: 
Sunday, Oct. 11 in the theater, following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.

Discussion Dates 
for Dancing at Lughnasa
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For me, Dancing at Lughnasa perfectly depicts the longing to get out and yet 
the nostalgic feelings home can evoke.  I am from a very small town in North 
East Texas, and no one seems to leave, and yet no one seems to like it there.  
I am one of the few from my childhood to actually go out further than the 
city limits.  I can look back now and see it for the beauty that it held, but also 
the reality of what was.

Michael describes the events of Lughnasa as “things changing too quickly 
before my eyes.” The bludgeoning force of change in the play is all too 
real for me. I have actually worked on another production of Dancing at 
Lughnasa – at my all-girls Catholic high school. I was a junior, looking at 
colleges and dreading making big life decisions, anticipating leaving the 
tightly knit community where I grew up. Like Michael, I’ve been looking 
back on myself after leaving. It’s terrying how much can change in a few 
weeks or years. Like Rose many years later, I feel like so much as changed 
in that time that I can barely recognzie myself as I was then. Michael’s 
narrative of childhood’s descent into chaos/adulthood seems at times so 
close to how I feel about my hectic life as a questionable young adult. 

The first time I read Dancing at Lughnasa, it resonated with me on a very 
personal level. I was raised by a single mother, with the help of her close-
knit group of female friends, much like the character Michael. To this day 
I always say that I was raised by eight women, who we fondly refer to as 
“the ladies.” Whenever people find out that I was raised by a single mom, 
their first impulse is sympathy. Yes, growing up in a one-income household 
was challenging, but my mother always taught me that there was nothing 
I couldn’t accomplish; no dream was too big and no path was beyond my 
reach. The joyful moments of dance and music in the play particularly evoke 
memories of my childhood household. Despite the more tragic truths of 
Michael’s recollections, his story reminds me of all the love and support that 
can be provided by a group of strong, independent women. 

Thoughts From... 
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As a child, I battled and conquered many learning disabilities. 
My greatest success was through the use of physical actions 
to help recall and organize the information in my brain. 
Just as the Mundy sisters do in Dancing at Lughnasa, I 
used movement and music to further my understanding 
of concepts both simple and complex. When I could not 
express my frustration as a child, I would sing and twirl; 
because somehow this chaos helped me see things more 
clearly. This is still a trick I use in my teaching today. It is 
amazing how music and dance can transport a classroom 
into a more global and involved learning environment. 

When I was a child, there was always something sinister about adulthood. It was never about taxes 
or what a 401k was. It was never about whether or not I’d become successful, whether it was in 
skateboarding or writing. The most sinister thought was how I would cope, how anyone copes 
after a divorce, how air would be recycled through the lungs and out the mouth. Being a young 

child during and after a divorce was similar to learning a new 
language every year. Which parent spoke what tongue and why 
does hopelessness seem to be the only word that translates? 
It sounds overly dramatic but it never seemed so at the time. 

As an adult, I know what a 401k is, albeit somewhat. I no longer 
translate my parents’ decisions into a bellwether for my own wellbeing. 
I no longer obsess over whatever “sinister” thing might strip away 
some innocence or life. It was the opposite as a child. The only 
thing left for being an adult is learning how to skate. I’ll get on that.  

...The Editorial Staff

For a free, digital color copy of this issue PlayNotes and its bibliography, go 

to http://www.portlandstage.org/education/playnotes/
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Mariele Speaks. . .
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned….

Yeats’s nightmare premonition from his poem “The Second 
Coming” echoes throughout Dancing at Lughnasa. Brian Friel’s 
play records the moments before the lightning strikes—the calm 
before the storms of change. What’s so fascinating to me about 
this play is that we, the audience, can see the clouds forming and 
swirling together and, despite Michael’s narration from the future, 
we can live in the muddling dance of the sisters. 

There are so many seemingly opposite forces at play—paganism 
and Christianity, tradition and subversion. One of the strangest 
and most intriguing relationships in the play is the tie between 
Ireland and Uganda. It is easy to think of Uganda as a place where 
British colonial rule harmed the lives and cultures of its people. 
In Dancing at Lughnasa, the Catholic Church in Uganda punishes 
Father Jack and sends him home to Ireland after he begins to 
celebrate and uphold the traditions of the local people, rather 
than erasing them and replacing them with Western religious 
beliefs and practices. Many people across the African continent 
still struggle to reclaim their voices and cultures after European 
rule.

While we tend to associate colonialism with places in Africa, 
Ireland falls into a similar pattern. Ireland was under the British 
crown since the 1100s, only gaining true independence in 1937. The Lughnasa fires are a remnant of the Celts’ culture before the 
invasion. After the English crown split with the Roman Catholic Church, the British began to regulate and police Catholicism 
in Ireland, to the point that by the 1800’s Catholics in Ireland became second-class citizens. The British attempted to erase Irish 
languages as well. It is very strange to think about the erasure of Irish culture in the same way that we discuss the erasure of 
cultures in Uganda, but Brian Friel set up these two cultures to engage us in 
that exact conversation. 

In my research, the stories of colonial Ireland have reminded me forcibly of 
the stories of Native Americans. So many indigenous peoples’ cultures have 
died as a result of American imperialism. In fact, the British observed the 
harsh methods reservation schools in the United States used to erase native 
languages and employed similar tactics in schools around Gerry’s Wales, 
yet another country whose culture has been forcibly erased by the English.
Dancing at Lughnasa challenges us to examine more closely the conversation 
between cultures, but it inadvertently highlights to an American audience 
our own repression of voices. The interrelatedness of our own lives with the 
Mundys’ world is fraught but invokes necessary discussion.

Dramaturg
noun | dra●ma●turg 

The person who assists the director to create 
the world of a play by contributing necessary 

insight, research, or feedback before and 
during rehearsals.
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About the Play
The Mundy sisters’ lives descend into chaos, not through a finely choreographed series of circumstances, but through the low, 
compelling thrum of fate that courses through the play’s bloodstream. While Michael’s screen of memory only alludes to some 
of the more practical aspects of life in Ireland that influence the Mundys’ fate, women like the Mundy sisters faced a unique set 
of challenges in the fledgling Irish nation.

Ireland’s women faced difficult sets of societal expectations. From the time that St. 
Patrick roamed the isle, Ireland has long had deep ties to Roman Catholicism. The 
relationship between Catholicism and the Irish people remained strong in the early 
twentieth century, as Ireland began to develop its identity as a nation separate from 
the United Kingdom. Because Catholicism was so intertwined with nationalist Irish 
identities, Irish people lived under stricter social and moral codes than their contem-
poraries in the United States or the United Kingdom. 

Part of this Catholic morality dictated acceptable ways for unmarried women to 
live. Like Kate, many women were schoolteachers, but ultimately those women were 
expected to marry and subsequently give up their jobs. Otherwise, the place of the 
woman was in the home. Agnes and Rose managed to make money through this 
sphere, but other job opportunities were few and far between for women, and never 
enough to make a living, as men were expected to be the true providers.

Marriage, however, was not a viable option for many women. Between 1920 and 1950, Ireland had extremely low marriage rates. 
This, coupled with the fact that 49,500 men died in World War I and several others died in the War of Independence, made 
it more difficult for women of the Mundy sisters’ age to marry. Many women, like Agnes and Rose, decided to emigrate to the 
U.K. to find work during this period. Others stayed and lived off of whatever they could.

This environment was particularly difficult for women who did not adhere to these rigid moral codes. The 1920s and 1930s saw 
a boom in unmarried women giving birth, and few were as lucky as Chris with Mi-
chael. Most women lost their family’s support when they became pregnant and were 
forced to enter the social services provided for single mothers and their children.

Starting in the eighteenth century, Ireland’s Catholic Church established a system 
to care for “fallen women” called the Magdalene Laundries. By the 1920s, the Mag-
dalene Laundries were the government-approved resource for unmarried pregnant 
women. The Laundries were run by different orders of nuns, including the Sisters of 
Charity and the Sisters of Mercy. Once admitted, these women would be expected to 
work long hours without pay in a laundry, in addition to strict regimens of prayer and 
silence and harsh living conditions. While there were often orphanages and schools 
associated with the Laundries for the children, mothers and their children would be 
separated. Unfortunately, the Laundries were rife with abuse for both women and 
children. In 1993, 155 corpses of infants and young children were discovered near 
an old Laundry. Since that time, many survivors of the Laundry system have come 
forward with their stories of abuse while in the system.

Unmarried women who did not wish to enter the Laundries when pregnant had 
limited choices. Social judgment was overwhelming in Irish communities, and many women felt hopeless. Over 150 women 
were charged with murdering their infants between 1920 and 1950. Five percent of these infanticides involved sisters assisting 
or doing the act themselves.

The Mundy sisters escaped some of these troubles, possibly because of Father Jack’s reputation. They live in absolute poverty, but 
they have managed to provide for a family of six people for years. Despite this, even they have no safety blanket. As soon as Kate 
loses her job, the sisters’ fragile lives will fall apart.
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Sally Wood is an actor, fight choreographer, teaching artist, 
and director who has worked both regionally and abroad. 
Sally received her MFA from the University of Tennessee, 
and she is currently a professor at Bates College. Her local 
directing credits include Fenix Theatre, University of New 
England, AIRE Theater, and the  Theatre at Monmouth. 
At Portland Stage, Sally has directed Doubt, The Drawer 
Boy, The Gin Game, Last Gas, Broomstick, Love/Sick, and 
Papermaker.

Mariele Fluegeman, Assistant Director and Dramaturg for 
Dancing at Lughnasa, sat down with Sally to discuss the 
play during the first week of rehearsals.

MF: Your last play at Portland Stage, The Papermaker by 
Monica Wood, was a world premiere. Lughnasa play pre-

miered in 1990. How does your approach as a director change when you have an established script as opposed to a new 
one with the playwright in the room?

SW:  It starts at the beginning, because we don’t physically have the playwright in the room.  Whereas last year, with 
Papermaker, because it was a world premiere, we gave birth to something for the first time. Things can chemically, liter-
ally change on the page.  If something isn’t working, or we can’t find our way around it, Monica’s there, I’m there, the 
actors are there and we wrestle it to the ground. So the script itself can change, which is not the case with Dancing at 
Lughnasa. The script is the script and it’s beautiful, it’s wonderful, but if you run into anything, then you are trying to 
figure it out—you are not going to change the words on the page. We have to bend and come up with solutions without 
chemically altering the play.  When I say that, I don’t mean that it is in any way to make it easier.  A lot of times, it is 
to deepen it, but it’s an entirely different experience.

MF: As a female director, how do you feel about working with such a female-heavy show?

SW:  Well, the good news is I like women.  They’re great.  I like sisters—I have two of my own—and it’s a remarkable 
play if you’re a man or a woman or a vegetable. Issues of abandonment and heartbreak and absolute love are translat-
able no matter who you are.  This play has a lot of heart and I think it’s going to be a deep experience for people. The 
women are powerful and they’re strong and they’re dealing with each other. Any time you have a familial relationship, 
it’s so fraught because these are the people that you love the most and you hate the most.  You can go after somebody 
in your family with everything you’ve got because they’re not allowed to leave.  All the usual social norms go right out 
the window and we can really have these moments of “I hate you, I’m never going to see you again!” It’s not true, it’s 
just passionate and in the moment. We can be who we are at a different level with people in our families.  Especially 
this family, because all these women are not girls, they’re mature women with 
needs and hungers and yet they’re all living under the same roof and they do 
it, for the most part, beautifully.  That just adds to the complications of the 
story. Having roles for women is always a wonderful thing, because I think 
it’s a real struggle sometimes, finding not just good roles for women but great 
roles for women.  When we were in NY casting, a lot of people would come 
and say “I’m reading for Rose, but can I also read for Agnes?” The idea that a 
woman can come into an audition and have more than one choice is incred-
ible.  All these sisters, in their own way, are remarkable roles.

An Interview with the Director:  Sally Wood

Director
noun | di●rec●tor 

The person who leads a play in 
production.
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MF: Is there any moment for your childhood that sticks out to you, in the way that Michael’s dancing afternoon sort 
of haunts him?

SW: There was a traumatic event that happened in my childhood and I remember that there was a stranger present 
at this event, and now in my mind, this woman who was there, I believe she was wearing all white and so, in my mind 
she has become this angelic presence. I am sure she was just a human being. She was probably a nurse; she probably 
had on a white top or something.  But in my mind she has taken on this mythical role as a protector, as this very 
calming force. I think I had fallen off my bike or almost been hit by a car—something really scary had happened and 
she pulled over and helped.  I just have this image of something mythical.  If I really went back, the reality of the 
situation has very little to do with this memory, which has only gotten stronger and more theatrical, maybe because I 
do theatre for a living, but it’s gained this haunting, beautiful, eerie presence.  So when we’re talking about this play, 
and Michael was thinking back, I think that’s what Michael is doing. There’s painting around some core memories 
into a beautiful thing.

MF: How do you see memory at work in the play?

SW:  I think that there are moments that are romantic, but this play turns that idea on its head a little bit.  It’s like 
romantic, and then violent and grotesque, and then romantic and then heartbreaking and terrifying.  Terrifying is 
probably a bit of a strong word, but it’s this great mix of complicated.  Even the sweet memories are complicated.  I 
love that about this play. People go through some really rough things in this journey of this play and yet, we talked 
about this on the first day, you say “I’m working on Dancing at Lughnasa,” people say “Oh, I love that play, love that 
play, I love it.” Wow – it’s such a difficult journey, yet as human beings we all applaud that. And when we see it, we 
say, YES, I too understand something of loss, or regret, or release.  It’s amazingly human.  So in that sense, it’s not 
romantic.  I think it is vibrant, so vibrant. And the fact that it’s memory gives us license to blow that vibrancy up 
even more.

MF:  What is the most exciting thing to you about directing this play?

SW: I think I lucked out, because I don’t know how I’ve managed to get this far and have not seen a production of 
Lughnasa—I didn’t see the movie—and this is a play that’s done fairly often and it’s got incredible credibility. That’s 
really exciting to me, because it feels like a new play to me.  And it’s always about the people in the room, and there 
are some extraordinary people in this room.  Part of my job is just to get out of their way; when the good stuff starts 
happening, just get out of the way and try not to mess it up. There’s a really cool vibe, energy around this one already.  
I just hope to continue cultivating it.  I don’t know what this play is going to look like, and that’s always really excit-
ing.  I don’t think it’s my job to know; I think it’s my job to craft as we go along.  I have some ideas of what I think 
might happen, but they’re just ideas.  Usually, if I do my job right, that idea that I had is a nugget of what actually 
blossoms at the end.  If it looks too much like what I anticipated, that means I’ve been too heavy-handed and I’ve 
missed the boat in terms of happy accidents that happen onstage, or things that reveal themselves to me, when I’m 
in an open enough state of mind to allow that to happen.
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Brian Friel was born on January 9, 1929, in Omagh, County 
Tyrone, Northern Ireland. He received his teaching degree 
from St. Joseph’s Training College in Belfast, after which he 
taught at a school in Derry. He was a teacher for ten years, 
during which time he wrote short stories about Ireland. In 
1960, he left teaching for writing full time when the New 
Yorker offered him a regular publishing opportunity for his 
short stories. 

Friel moved to America, and in 1963, he studied for six 
months at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis. The play he 
wrote while there, Philadelphia, Here I Come!, debuted at 
the Dublin Theatre Festival in 1964. The play focuses on a 
young man about to move to America from Ireland. After 
its premiere in Dublin, Philadelphia, Here I Come! continued 
to Broadway, where it continues to hold the record for the 
longest-running play by an Irish writer on the New York 
stage.

The success of Philadelphia, Here I Come! brought Friel into 
the spotlight as one of Ireland’s foremost playwrights. Over 
the next twenty years, Friel’s work became more and more 
politically charged with Irish themes. Despite the fact that he was born in Northern Ireland, which is part of the United King-
dom, Friel is an ardent supporter of an independent Ireland. During the 1970s, political unrest spread around both Northern 
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, as more people began to clamor for a whole Ireland free from British reign. Called “The 
Troubles,” this period in Northern Irish history is marked by violence between those who supported allegiance to Britain, or 
Unionists, and those who supported an independent Ireland, or Republicans. While Friel did not engage in any radical violent 
acts, he wrote plays that featured, directly or indirectly, the cause of the Republicans.

In 1980, Friel founded the Field Day Theatre Company, which focused on telling Irish history and traditions in the Northern 
Ireland county of Derry. Many of his plays throughout the 1980s were produced there, including Translations and Making His-
tory. Often considered Friel’s best work. It is the story of the people of Ballybeg in 1833 and the British map-makers who seek 
to translate the place names into English. This play brilliantly illuminates the problematic colonizing forces of the British in 
Ireland through the medium of language. 

After Dancing at Lughnasa’s incredible success in 1990, Friel became more interested in translation work. Over the past 20 
years, he has translated several different plays of Anton Chekhov, including Uncle Vanya (1998) and The Yalta Game (2001). In 
2008, he also translated Henrik Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler. He has also won several awards for his work as a playwright, including 
the Tony Award for Best Play in 1992. Friel is also a member of the British Royal Society of Literature, the Irish Academy of 
Letters, and the American Academy of Arts and Letters. He has served on the Seanad Éireann (Senate of Ireland) and is Saoi 
of Aosdána, a high honor in Ireland’s literary community.

About the Playwright:  
Brian Friel
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Production History
April 24, 1990

Dancing at Lughnasa premiered at the 
Abbey Theatre in Dublin, Ireland 

October 15, 1990
Moves to National Theatre in London

March, 1991

Play moves to The West End and goes on to win 
Olivier Award

October, 1991

The Abbey Theatre production of Dancing at Lughnasa made its way to 
the New York Stage at Plymouth Theatre. The Broadway production won 

three Tony Awards for Best, Best Director (Patrick Mason), and Best 
Supporting Actress (Brid Brennan - pictured above)

November 13, 1998

Dancing at Lughnasa becomes a film starring Meryl 
Streep

2009

The West End revival production opens at The Old Vic directed 
by Anna Mackmin
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I had the great privilege of sitting down with Anita Stewart, 
Executive and Artistic Director of Portland Stage and the set 
designer for Dancing at Lughnasa.  Anita holds a unique role in 
the professional theater world fulfilling both a leadership and a 
creative role at Portland Stage.  She is one of few women who hold 
an Executive Director position and is further impressive in that she 
originates as a designer. 

We began by talking about Anita’s creative process. She expressed 
the idea the Portland community has had a great influence  on what 
shows Portland Stage brings to life. Anita chooses works that create 
a cohesive arc for the season that are relevant both to Portland 
and to the world as a whole and most importantly are thought 
provoking for audiences. Anita likes to learn from community 
responses to past productions. She chose Dancing at Lughnasa 
because it was a memory piece that focused on the relatable topic of 
seeing the world through the eyes of a child. Our discussion shifted 
to how Anita approached Friel’s story from a design standpoint. As 
the play takes place both inside and outside of the Mundy home, 
Anita focused on providing both interior and exterior spaces. Her 
artistic eye was the Mundy sister’s world as two fluid spaces on 
stage. Anita emphasized that when she designs a set, she is always 
trying to “make the right environment for the best work.”

 
I brought up the topic of dance and the role of music in the play. Anita explained how she was fascinated by Irish dance. 
Having a lot of experience with dance, Anita related to the cathartic nature of movement and how important that emotional 
release was to the characters in Friel’s play. She further encouraged me to try and see how each sister’s unique dance matches 
the soul of the character. Anita conveyed great happiness as she explained that dance allowed the audience to “focus on the 
beauty and light of the memories.” 
 
Focusing on the positive aspects of memory is especially important when approaching this cast of actors. Dancing at Lughnasa 
marks actor Tony Reilly’s return to the main stage at Portland Stage after his remarkable recovery from a car accident last 
December. The tragic accident resulted in the loss of his wife, Susan, and the loss of Tony’s leg. The effect of this tragedy 
has rocked the community, but through the encouragement of Anita and Tony himself, we are using Dancing at Lughnasa 
as a chance to celebrate Susan Reilly. Susan embodied many of the same characteristics of the Mundy women. She had an 
undeniable strength and an ability to bring light to any project she touched. We are celebrating the amazing resilience that 
can be found when the human body and mind are pushed past the limits of reason. Tony’s brave return to the stage and the 
Portland Stage community’s commitment to celebrating Susan’s legacy 
are apparent in every moment of this production. 

I asked Anita what her favorite dance move was when she wanted to 
celebrate the joy of life and the spirit of strength. With a smile, she 
answered spinning, turning, and twirling with such fierceness “until 
you can’t breathe!” When she needs inspiration, she calls upon the 
technicality and grace of ballet. The fluidity and seamless grace of the 
dancers fuel her to continue the flow of creative art.  Anita and I agreed 
on the magic of a great 80’s dance beat to turn your mood around on a 
hard day; the music of Prince gives Anita “energy for days.” Both Anita 
and I hope the music and dance of Dancing at Lughnasa make your 
experience at Portland Stage even more enjoyable. Enjoy the show!

Putting it Together: Anita Stewart

Scenic Designer
noun | scene●ic●de●sign●er | 

The one responsible for creating the evironment of 
the play, focusing on all scenic elements including 

set, furniture, drops and all other scenic units.



Portland Stage Produces Dancing at Lughnasa

15PlayNotes



Portland Stage Produces Dancing at Lughnasa

16 Dancing at Lughnasa

The Ireland of 1936
The Fianna Fail, Soldiers of Destiny, party was formed 
in 1926. Its birth stemmed from an objection to an oath 
within the Anglo-Irish treaty, which required a pledge 
of allegiance to the English Crown. Eamon de Valera, 
Fianna Fail’s founder, refused and created his party based 
around the freedom that refusal would gave his country. 
The goals of the party were to establish an Ireland free 
from Great Britain, an Ireland free to develop its own 
industries, an Ireland free to cultivate and promote the 
Irish language and culture. These values eventually led 
Eamon De Valera to the head of the Free State’s govern-
ment. His desire to have an Ireland belonging to its peo-
ple created an economic war between Ireland and Great 
Britain, a conflict perhaps the Maine of 1936 could un-
derstand. 

The Ireland of Dancing at Lughnasa exists in 1936, a year before the Irish Republic was established and just four years 
after Fianna Fail came into power in 1932. The Mundy sisters live in Valera’s Ireland where austerity, Catholicism, and 
Gaelic culture are promoted above all else. It was a life on a knife’s edge: Gaelic culture was prized and promoted as an 
alternative to the aspects of Great Britain seen as degenerative; Catholicism used its clout to encourage a deferential, 
traditional role for the Irish. Thus, an “Anti-Jazz” Campaign came into existence in 1934 (“jazz” being any non-Irish 
music). The official “goal” was a return to decency, but the frequent targets of the campaign were those associated with 
paganism and women who were statistically more vocal in their opposition to the Anglo-Irish treaty than Irish men. 

The seemingly arbitrary split between the Mundy sisters on religion 
and radio exists in a very real world divide. There were marches, radio 
bans, and restrictions on dance halls/public dances by the Catholic 
Church with some support from Valera’s government. The Ireland of 
Dancing at Lughnasa was one that was  finding its footing, whether 
culturally or politically. Maine’s struggle for its economic and state 
identity was well founded, but in comparison to Ireland’s fight for 
independence, it seems minute. The Irish people were struggling 
against being swallowed whole. 
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The Maine of 1936
An ocean in between their shores and a different way to form the same words were, 
in some respects, the primary differences between the Ireland and Maine of 1936. 

One, the Irish Free State, was fighting 
for its own culture and autonomy; 
the other, Maine, was balancing its 
history of self-sufficiency against 
Roosevelt’s New Deal. Or, in the 
most theatrical sense, the Irish Free 
State and Maine were struggling to 
keep control over their souls. 

Before discussing Fianna Fail or Governor Brann, some history is in order. Maybe 
it was Maine “being Maine” or the Maine of the early twentieth century having 

prominent industries reluctant to 
work outside of the state borders 
for fear of their being power 
dissolved, but the New Deal 
and government assistance were 
seen as dangers to the status quo. 
Because of Maine’s consolidation 
of certain industries in the 1920s 
(lumber, fish, leather, and others), 
the state wasn’t hit as hard as elsewhere in the first four years 
of the Great Depression. 
However, when the depression 
dragged fifteen percent of 
the state’s population into 
unemployment, Maine 
continued to be Maine, refused 

to change its position on assistance. The saying went during those years that a 
“Maine-ite would rather starve than ask for help.” 

Governor Louis Brann first 
came into power in 1932, 
becoming the first Democratic 
governor in fifteen years. 
Despite Republicans losing the 
gubernatorial race and voters 
electing a Democrat, the New 
Deal and the government’s desire 
to aid rather than strictly balance 
budgets was seen as improper. Local relief agencies were hesitant to 
hand out aid, something further evidenced by Maine being one of 
only two states to vote against Roosevelt in 1936, the same year of 
Governor Brann’s last term. Ironically enough, some of the programs 
associated with the New Deal, the same ones Maine politicians 
rallied against, are responsible for the state of theatre and the arts 
in Portland. The Federal Art Project built theaters and sent out 
entertainment troupes around the state, some based in Portland.
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Ballybeg, County Donegal, Ireland
Ballybeg has to exist. Sure, it 
doesn’t show up on any maps. 
Sure, it first entered into the 
public consciousness in a play 
(Philadelphia, Here I Come!). 
Sure, it only turned fifty years 
old last year, but age is not an 
indication of tangibility. Sure, 
the only known landmarks 
are named simple nouns like 
mill or school, but County 
Donegal is real; Enya is from 
there. Ballybeg has to exist. 
Right? 

If fans of Brian Friel were to visit County Donegal in West Ireland looking 
for Ballybeg and the inspiration for the Mundy household, perhaps they’d 
be perplexed. Perhaps they’d be scolded by their traveling partners for not 
looking at a map. Fans of Brian Friel visiting County Donegal should 
listen to their bossy traveling partners. Ballybeg is as real as Faulkner’s 
Yoknapatawpha County. The hard to pronounce county name indicating 
that it’s not a place one can actually visit. Much like Faulkner’s fictional 
county, however, Ballybeg is a reflection of a real place with characters that 
reflect the people who actually call County Donegal home. 

Much like the Mundy sisters themselves,  County Donegal is characterized 
by a unique sense of self and a seemingly divided existence. Unlike the 
Mundy sisters and their transitory spiritual and personal states, County 

Donegal exhibits its character in very 
concrete ways. The county is home to 
Ireland’s northern most point, Malin Head, 
some of Europe’s best beaches and highest 
sea cliffs, at Bundoran and the Slieve League 
cliffs respectively, and the Derryveagh 
Mountains. “But wait,” bossy tourists and 
theatre fans might say, “the culture is more 
important; we can’t even pronounce these 
landmarks.” 

Malin Head

Derryveagh Mountains

It is in Faulkner’s The Sound and the 
Fury that we find Yoknapatawpha 

County
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Much of Donegal’s character is exhibited 
through its strong Gaeltacht cultural 
presence, meaning the areas within 
the county that still actively speak the 
traditional Irish language.  This can be seen 
in the continued presence of traditional 
Irish music and the various schools that 
teach the music such as the aptly titled 
school in Ardara, the Donegal School of 
Traditional Irish Music. Those with no 
aptitude for fiddling, they can visit the 
multitude of historic sites, many of which 
date back thousands of years (see the Bocan 
Stone Circle). 

Despite Ballybeg’s absence, it would be 
hard to leave County Donegal. Most of the 
year, the weather hovers around the mid 

50s and 60s, with some intermittent 
periods of below freezing weather. It 
helps that in the summer, Ireland gets 
eighteen hours of daylight, with the 
sun setting around 11 pm. This allows 
fans of Brian Friel and their traveling 
partners to spend the day arguing about 
which mountains and beaches they like 
most.
 
New converts at the altar of Brian Friel, 
those who have recently seen or read one 
of his plays (perhaps even a Playnotes) 
with Ballybeg at the forefront, such as 
Lughnasa, might be eager to seek out 

the landscape behind the drama. The 
truth is Ballybeg isn’t a town or a single 
place. 
It’s the entirety of County Donegal. 
Whether one is watching the waves 
crash under Malin Head or learning 
the fiddle at McGory’s, it matters not. 
Ballybeg can’t be visited but it can be 
seen. 

Bocan Stone Circle

Bundoran Beach

Slieve League Cliffs
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Originally held in honor of the Sun God Lugh, Lughnasadh is the festival 
celebratedevery summer at the beginning of August to mark the first harvest 
of the season. Legend states that Lugh held a festival in honor of his foster 
mother, Tailtu. After the defeat of her people, Tailtu was ordered to clear 
a large patch of land for the purpose of harvesting crops.  She died while 
creating the land, and so Lugh decreed that every year she must be honored 
for her sacrifice. 

Lughnasadh is a time for feasting, dancing, games and general celebration.  
It is a brief breath of freedom from the grueling work of the planting and 
growing season that precedes it, and before the work of the harvest on the 
horizon. The festival usually lasts only a day or two.  The celebrations are 
traditionally kicked off the Sunday before with a march up the hills to pick 
bilberries, which signify the bounty of the season to come, and the gift of 
nature to the people of the land. 

Competitions and games were held during this time.  Competitions based on 
agriculture were commonplace.  There were also races, fights, and tournaments 
held for the young men to compete for honor and recognition during the 
festival. 

Lughnasadh would go on 
to be adapted and changed 
by English Christians, and 
given the name Lammas.  
It was dedicated to the 
baking of loaves, and was a 
time of feasting, and prayer 
for Christianity, but it still 
followed the traditional 
Irish calendar.  Lammas is 
referenced in Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet, where 
the Nurse remarks that 
Juliet was born “Lammas 
eve at night.” 

Lughnasadh was also the 
predecessor of our contemporary idea of county fairs and agriculture 
shows.  When immigrants came from Ireland and moved toward 
farmland, they brought the tradition of honoring the achievements and 
work of the community.  

In many parts of the country, the festivals are at the beginning of August, 
and look forward to the lowering of the Sun, and the fall harvest that 
is to come.  We celebrate in many of the same ways.  We hold games, 
display crops, and indulge in the delicious fair food.  The next time you 
look at a funnel cake, just think of Lughnasadh! 

The Festival of Lughnasadh
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 Catholicism versus Paganism 
in Dancing at Lughnasa

Dancing at Lughnasa presents the audience with two very differ-
ent views of faith. First we meet the sisters, lead by Kate.  They are 
all staunchly Catholic. Then we meet Uncle Jack (also Father Jack), 
who has spent his time with the tribes in Uganda, and adopted more 
pagan beliefs.  

First, consider that the play takes place during the festival of Lugh-
nasadh, a traditionally pagan festival.  Kate comments that she can’t 
believe the other girls would discuss pagan practices in a “Good 
Catholic House.”  Religion was highly important to the Irish home 
during this time, and throughout the play there is a liberal mix of 
the pagan and the Christian in the town of Ballybeg.  Many people 
would proclaim Catholicism as their faith, but still hold some of the 

pagan rituals.  This is experienced as we hear the tale of the young man burned while jumping through the flames 
in order to ‘‘ward off Satan.’’ 

There is a simultaneous distaste for and tolerance of these pagan practices. The sisters want to name the radio 
Lugh after the sun god Lughnasa and the festival held in his honor. Kate won’t hear of it. The old ways have not 
completely faded away.  The old gods are still a present part of society, despite the strong influence of the Catholic 
Church in town.  The Catholic faith runs both the church, and the school, which not only teaches the children, but 
is Kate’s employer.  As with many schools she is held 
to a high moral standard, and cannot have any signs of 
spiritual shortcomings. 

When Father Jack returns he is markedly different 
than when he left for Africa. Not only has his health 
deteriorated, but his views as a Christian have been 
altered by his time spent with the people of Uganda.  
He discusses sacrifices and rituals, and seems to hold 
them as sacred as his own beliefs. 
 
These changes are increasingly difficult for Kate to 
stomach. She has always held Father Jack in high 
esteem. To her he has been a symbol of dedication to God and brought pride to her family.  When he mentions 
his newfound pagan beliefs, she is quick to push him toward regaining his English vocabulary, which he has lost 
much of during his time in Africa, so that he can get back to preaching Catholic services.  Her association with her 
brother turns from high honor, to disgrace.  Because he shows signs of difference from Catholic beliefs, the town 
loses respect for him even though he is a man of the cloth.
 
The most striking thing the play reveals about Christianity versus Paganism, is that the two are not separate at all.  
They coexist within daily lives. They are the push and pull of daily rituals.  Some things are done because they are 
required by faith. Some are done because they have always been done. More often than not, both of these cat-
egories have origins in both Christianity and Paganism.  They are only at odds with one another when forced to 
compete for the lead.
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The History of Radio
1888: Heinrich Hertz detects and produces radio waves. 1899: Marconi establishes first radio link between England 

and France.
1900: American scientist R.A. Fessenden transmits human 
speech via radio waves 1901: Marconi transmits telegraphic radio messages from 

Cornwall to Newfoundland
1904: First radio transmission of music at Graz, Austria

1905: Marconi invents the directional radio antennae.

1906: First radio program of voice and music broadcast in 
the U.S. (by R.A. Fessenden) 1910: Radio communications gain publicity when the captain of the 

Montrose alerts Scotland via radio of an escaping criminal.
1913: The cascade-tuning radio receiver and the 
heterodyne receiver are introduced. 1918: Armstrong develops the super heterodyne radio receiver. 

1919: Shortwave radio is developed.  RCA is founded.
1920: KDKA broadcasts the first regular licensed radio broad-
cast out of Pittsburgh, PA

1928: A radio station in NYC, WRNY begins to 
broadcast television shows.

1941: Columbia University’s Radio Club opens the 
first regularly scheduled FM station.

1935: FM radio is born, but only in mono.

1933: Edward Armstrong patents wide-band frequency 
modulation (FM radio).

1961: FCC approves FM stereo broadcasting, which 
spurs FM development.

1970s: The U.S. Navy experiments with satellite navigation.

1945: Television is born. FM is moved from its original 
home of 42-50 Mhz to 88-108 Mhz.

1954: The number of radio receivers in the world exceeds 
the number of newspapers printed daily

1952: Sony offers a miniature transistor radio. 

1946: There are six TV stations in the nation. 

1963: Color TV begins commercial broadcast

1962: United States radio stations begin broadcasting in 
stereophonic sound.

1986: In Europe, FM radio stations begin to use the sub-
carrier signal of FM radio to transmit digital data. 1992: In Paris an experimental digital FM transmitter 

begins operation.
1993: In the US, FM radio stations begin to use the RDS 
already in place in Europe. 2001: XM Radio successfully launched its two broadcast 

satellites: “Rock” and “Roll”
2004: XM Radio reports over 3.2 million users, and Sirius 
reached the 1 million-subscriber level. 2008: XM Radio merges with Sirius Radio in a $13 Mil-

lion deal to become SiriusXM

2014: SiriusXM has 27.3 million subscribers.
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Jack’s World A Missonary’s Story
There’s a stigma attached to leprosy. The word crawls out of the ancients, 
out of religious texts as some form of a boogeyman from years past, 
some unstoppable disease. In actuality, the disease is curable. As early as 
the 1940s, there were methods to contain and cure leprosy. Yet, in 1936, 
much like in 2015, the disease seemed to lurk around the corners of the 
mind until it was brought forth with a jolt. Due to the disease being 
primarily eradicated in Europe by the end of the nineteenth century, 
one can only assume the reaction is due to its biblical associations. The 
Europeans exposed to leprosy in the early twentieth century, were either 
one of a slim minority or they were missionaries. 

For much of the Catholic Church’s history in Ireland, missionary 
work was not at the forefront, for two reasons: the Catholic Church in 
Ireland primarily focused its attention inwards on social problems and 
due to the colonization of Africa, many European powers had their own 
respective missions within the countries. The latter started to change 
in the late nineteenth century when certain missionaries from other 
European countries weren’t allowed to visit territories owned by Great 

Britain, such as current-day Uganda. More specifically, Uganda was a 
primary location for English and Irish missionaries because of Uganda’s desire 
to limit the influence of Islam within its borders. For reference, some missions 
encountered resistance depending on the dominant religion of the area. It is 
through this that Father Jack in Dancing at Lughnasa ends up as a missionary in 
Uganda for twenty-five years. 
The missions had similar forms that served several purposes , regardless of their 
affiliation. Most missions in Africa consisted of several things: chapels, residence 
halls, schools, gardens, water-supply systems, and access roads. Depending on 
the age of the mission, some of these residence halls and schools, regardless of 
leprosy, could have been used to house freed slaves. The school within Father 
Jack’s mission could have been an existing school due to the desire of the English 
not to interfere with “native education.” Furthermore, due to the lack of state 
healthcare in sub-Saharan Africa as late as the early 1990s, Father Jack’s mission 
might have been used to treat others within the community aside from lepers. 
This however paints too kind of a picture of most Western missionary work. 

Despite Father Jack speaking warmly and frequently of his immersion into the 
local culture, his mission, whether at some particular point or  through its en-
tirety, was used to convert Ugandans into a Western way of thinking and living. 
Surgery was tied into salvation. Colonial missionaries were focused on saving 
the “soul” through saving the body. On that same trajectory, missions were used 
to acclimate local populaces to certain diseases and infections, which could stem 
from European influence. For instance, if colonial subjects were used to fight 
a war in Europe, they would need to know how to handle common European 
diseases. Father Jack’s mission, due to its focus on leprosy, probably emphasized 
acclimation less than others because of the nature of the disease. 

Father’s Jack “world” while in Uganda was one of moral and religious grey areas. His life consisted of helping those unable to 
help themselves. While promoting a Euro-centric worldview. He was charged with replacing local culture with another deemed 
superior. Thus his life was a grey swamp of clashing morals, medical and religious obligations. 
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Our Favorite Irish Proverbs

“What I am afraid to hear I’d better say first myself.” 

       “ Your feet will bring you to where your heart is.”

   “ Do as if there was fire under your skin! ”

“A tune is more lasting than the song of the birds, and a word is more lasting than the 
wealth of the world.”

       “ Two make the road shorter”
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Irish Jokes
Q: Why did God invent whiskey? 

     A: So the Irish would never rule the world. 

Q: What do you call an Irish fella trying to break up a fight? 
   
     A: Liam Malone

Q: What do you call it when you hit an Irishman with a candlestick? 
  
     A: A McMac Paddie Whack 
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Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities
1. Dancing at Lughnasa takes place in Ireland in 1936. How did economic standing in society affect family structures in Ireland? 
Discuss your findings.

2. Dancing at Lughnasa is a play that pits childhood memories against the necessity of adult responsibilities. In an interview with 
Graham Morrison in 1965, Brian Friel said: "They say...that nothing important ever happens to you after you're ten or so... I'm a 
very strong believer in this theory." Can you recall a vivid childhood memory? How does it make you feel? What smells can you 
recall? What sounds do you remember? Who was there? Looking back, do you think you can write from the perspective of child-
hood self ? How would your language differ from today? 

3. Read the article on Paganism and Catholicism. What impact has religion had on your life, our country, and the world? 

4. Throughout history, gender roles have been divided into two options: masculine or feminine. Traditionally, women’s roles were 
confined to the domestic sphere while men were expected to succeed in the world of business and industry. The twenty-first cen-
tury has allowed for a more fluid understanding of gender identity. Constructed gender roles, however, remain a powerful force in 
modern culture. Have you ever felt pressured to fulfill gender roles? Have you ever felt like you could defy gender roles? 

Instant Lessons

Irish Repretory’s production of  
Dancing at Lughnasa
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Instant Lessons
Making Connections: Post-Show Activities

1. Brian Friel suffered from writer’s block. His friend, Thomas Kilroy, told him to try writing about his 
childhood memories. Spend 5 minutes writing about your childhood without letting your pencil leave 
the page. Could you turn this into a scene, a poem, a painting, a song? 

2. What role does the radio play in Dancing at Lughnasa? If you had your own radio show, what would 
you talk about? What kind of music would you play? How would your radio voice sound? Get together 
with friends and write a radio show! Record an episode and send it to education@portlandstage.org and 
we will put it on the Playnotes page! Share your radio talents and see what other students have done!

3. The characters of Friel’s play have a specific dialect. Below is a piece of text spelled out phonetically. 
Read the scene out loud in a group and see if you can speak in an Irish accent!

CHRIS: I’m goin’ to throw this owl cracked thing out’.

MAGGIE: Indeed you’re not, Chressie. I’m da one that broke it and the only way to avoid seven 
years bad look is ta keep on usin’ et’.

CHRIS: Ya can see nuttin’ in et’.

AGNES: ‘cept more and more wrenkles.

CHRIS: D’ye know what I tink I might do? I tink I just might start wearin’ lepstick?

AGNES: D’ye hear dis, Maggie?

MAGGIE: Steady on, girl. Today it’s lepstick; t’morra it’s de gen bottle?

CHRIS: I tink I just might’.

4. Music and Dance are important in the telling of the Mundy sister’s story. There are many dances 
in Friel’s play, including the military two-step and Irish step dancing. Here is some music and a quick 
tutorial on basic Irish step dancing. Do you think you could keep up with the Mundy sisters? 

Dance Tutorial ---

Music ---

5. Let’s make a play! Brian Friel wrote about his community. What would a play about your community 
look and sound like? Can you think of five characters that would be in it? What movie stars would you 
cast? What would the costumes look like? Create a poster for your play by making a collage of your 
dream cast, the setting, and other images relating to your community!
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Abyssinia- Former name of Ethiopia; former empire in Northern Africa for over 1000 years. In October, 
1935, Italy invaded Abyssinia as part of its conquest of what was called Italian East Africa.

Arcade- From “penny arcade,” any type of venue that carries coin-operated games and devices. The first 
arcades came about in the early 20th century; often they would carry cheap toys and prizes.

Bilberry - Small blue-black berry of shrubs found across Europe on heaths, moors, and mountain woods. 
Close relative of the blueberry. Bilberries are ripe in August; Lughnasa celebrations are also called “Bilberry 
Sundays” in some areas because of how widely they are picked during this time.

Chaplain - Priest or clergyman who serves an army unit. 

Chocolate biscuits - British term for chocolate cookies; store-bought chocolate cookies like McVities 
became incredibly popular in the 1930s. 

Colony - Group of people who establish a settlement in a place other than their native country, who 
maintain close ties with their native country and continue to practice their own cultural beliefs. This may be 
in opposition to what people native to the area practice or believe.

Leprosy -Bacterial infection of the skin that causes lesions, loss of feeling and motor skills, and ultimately 
the destruction of tissue in the limbs and severe physical deformity. Worldwide efforts to end leprosy, or 
Hansen’s disease, did not pick up until the 1990s. Due to the highly infectious nature of the disease, leper 
colonies were very prevalent throughout history until late in the twentieth century.

Malaria - Widespread parasitic infection of the blood from mosquitos that occurs most often in warmer 
climates. The most prominent symptom is a recurring fever. Other symptoms include fatigue, chills, and 
nausea. 

Marconi - Radio manufacturing company, Marconi’s Wireless Telegraph Company, which in turn took 
its name from Guglielmo Marconi, who received the 1909 Nobel Prize in Physics for his work on radio 
telegraphy.

Miraculous medal - Common Catholic medal worn around the neck, the origin of which is linked to a 
vision of the Virgin Mary by St. Catherine Labouré. Catherine felt Mary was telling her to make this vision 
into a medal, which quickly spread throughout Europe in the nenteenth century and very swiftly became 
commonplace to wear among Catholics.

National School - School that receives funding from the State but is a joint effort between the State and a 
local administration, usually the Catholic Church.

Quinine - Drug used to treat malaria. Quinine is either ingested or injected, and is poisonous in large doses. 
Symptoms of overuse include confusion, nausea, fever, and sight and hearing damage.

Whin-bush - Also known as gorse, the whin-bush is a yellow flowering plant common in western Ireland 
and other places across Europe.

Glossary
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Further Resources

Books

The Ginger Man by J. P. Donleavy 
A Drinking Life by Pete Hamill
How the Irish Invented Slang by Dan Cassidy
How the Irish Saved Civilization by Thomas Cahill
Ireland 1912 - 1985 by J. J. Lee
Ulysses by James Joyce 

Films

The Dead (1987)
My Left Foot (1989)
The Field (1990)
Angela’s Ashes (1996)
Dancing at Lughnasa (1998)
This is my Father (1998) 
Big Fish (2003)
Once (2006)

Plays and musicals

The Weir by Conor McPherson 
The Seafarer by Connor McPherson
By the Bog of Cats by Marina Carr
Juno and the Paycock by Sean O’ Casey
Translations by Brian Friel
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May you always walk in sunshine.
     
     May you never want for more.
   
  May Irish angels rest their wings right        
                 beside your door.
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