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The Abbey Theatre was established in Dublin in 1904 as part of the Irish cultural
Renaissance of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century through the efforts of men
and women who sought to create a theatre that would produce indigenous Irish drama
using native Irish actors and actresses. Although substantial evidence exists suggesting
that the contributions of the women involved with the establishment of the Abbey
Theatre, such as Lady Augusta Gregory, Annie Horniman, Sara Allgood, and Sarah
Purser, were significant, historians of this period have tended to focus instead on the
contributions of the men connected with the theatre.

This study highlights the contributions of these and other women to the
establishment and perpetuation of the Abbey Theatre from its inception in 1897 until the
granting of a governmental subsidy in 1925. Women's contributions are explored in

areas of theatrical practice, such as design, management, acting, and playwriting, and are



grounded within the multiple social, political, historical, religious, and cultural contexts
of the period.

In addition, several tensions or conflicts existed at the Abbey Theatre in which
women played major roles. These conflictsincluded a clash between the nationalists,
who desired to use the Abbey as a political forum, and the artists, who insisted on
creating an art theatre; discord between the English and Irish cultures present at the
Abbey; and, at the most basic level, tensions between the women and men who worked to
create the theatre.

The study concludes that women actively participated in all areas of theatrical
practice at the Abbey Thesatre initially; that the Abbey utilized women more than any
other theatre in Dublin at the time; but that women did not flourish at the Abbey because
thelir rolesin the theatre were consistently diminished as the theatre itself became a more

commercia enterprise.
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CHAPTER 1:
INTRODUCTION

Ireland is a country in which the political conflicts are at |east genuine: they are about
patriotism, about religion, or about money: the three great realities.

G. K. Chesterton, Letter to George Bernard Shaw

Ireland is a country of complexity and contradiction.

Thereisthe Ireland of the travel guide, which might read something like this:
Ireland’ s siren song begins with the whisper of lush green fields, swells with the clatter of
her busy streets, and crescendos with the laughter of her robust people. The “Emerad
Isle” isatrue jewel—her land an impossibly vivid green encircled with a setting of
natural rock fences and dotted throughout with picturesque white sheep; a quiet, peaceful,
restful place. Her cities, meanwhile, chatter with the tireless footfalls of pedestrians, the
noisy rush of the taxis, and the loud rumble of the trains that crisscross the land,
connecting her people throughout the country. The beauty of Ireland is only surpassed by
the charm of her people; quick to laugh and ready to smile, the Irish people radiate
acceptance, an attitude expressed by the country’s slogan Cead Mille Failte—a Hundred
Thousand Welcomes—and originated in its ancient heritage and culture.

But there isaso an Ireland as concelved by the English, their onetime conquerors.
In thisview, Ireland, even though now a mostly independent country, continues to be
viewed a an area on the margins of England and English culture, an area that often causes

political trouble, an arealargely untamable: Ireland and the Irish are different, lesser.

! Echoes of such descriptions of Ireland can be found in numerous travel books, such as Thomas Keneally,
Now and In Time to Be: Ireland and the Irish (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1991); Rupert O.
Matthews, Ireland in Color (New Y ork: Exter Books, 1984); Jonathan Tourtellat, ed., Discovering Britain
and Ireland (Washington, DC: National Geographic Society, 1985).



England’ s current sense of superiority has a potent recent history. “The skulls of the
natives [of Ireland] are fabricated of different materials to those of all the world besides,”
observed W. H. Maxwell, an Englishman in the 1830s, who aso noted that the Irish, “like
al wild people...are absurdly credulous, and open to the grossest superstitions.”? “The
extrathickness of their skulls,” reported Col. Hamilton Smith in the 1840s, “adapts them
to their condition in Life,” which included driving rains, roads fit only for native ponies,
severe overpopulation, high rents, cold-hearted agents, and whiskey stills.®

Ireland as seen by its own peopleis yet another, starkly different land. This
Ireland boasts along and vital culture, beginning almost 4,000 years before the Christian
Era, with striking art hidden away in burial sites that predate both England’ s Stonehenge
and Egypt’s pyramids. By the fifth-century, Irish Christians had created elaborate,
superbly carved high-crosses, by the twelfth century, stunning church architecture, and an
elaborately hand-illuminated copy of the four Gospels, the Book of Kells.* By the end of
the sixteenth century, Irishmen who could afford it were studying at Trinity College,
Dublin; the less affluent were learning reading, Latin, and mathematics at informal

hedge-schools, local teachers teaching three of four neighborhood children.”

2 [W. H. Maxwell], Wild Sports of the West, With Legendary Tales and Local Sketches, vol. 2 (London:
Bentley, [1938]), 59.

% Col. Hamilton Smith quoted in Henry Newland, The Erne, Its Legends and Its Fly-Fishing (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1851), 129. For description of Irish life see Maxwell, val. 2, 1, 150, 285-6.

*  Sources on early and medieval Irish culture include Thomas Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civilization:
The Untold Sory of Ireland’ s Heroic Role from the Fall of Rome to the Rise of Medieval Europe (New
York: Nan A. Talese, 1995); Maire and Liam de Paor, Early Christian Ireland, Ancient Peoples and
Places, ed. Glyn Daniel, no. 8 (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1958); Michael Ryan, ed., Irish
Archeology Illustrated (Dublin: Country House, 1994); Geraldine Stout, The Bend of the Boyne: An
Archeological Landscape, The Irish Treasures Series (Dublin: Town House and Country House, 1997).

® For amore detailed description of education in medieval Ireland see Cahill and de Paor; the founding of
Trinity College is cited in numerous histories, including Edmund Curtis, A History of Ireland From Earliest
Timesto 1922 (London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1936; reprint, London: Routledge, 2002); for a history of
hedge schools see Patrick John Dowling, The Hedge Schools of Ireland (New Y ork: Green and Co., 1935);
Niall O Ciosain, “Swine-tax and Eat-Him-All-Magee: The Hedge Schools and Popular Educationin



All such views of Ireland—and more—can be seen in its quite substantial
literature. Oral history, in the form of songs, folktales, and folklore was handed down
generation to generation until finaly set down in writing. Irish writers—poets, novelists,
short story writers—extended this heritage, from anonymous poets of the middle ages,
through Jonathan Swift and Thomas Sterne in the eighteenth century; Maria Edgeworth,
Edith Sommerville and Martin Ross, Thomas Moore, and Speranza (Lady Jane Wilde) in
the nineteenth century, and James Joycein the.® Irish dramatists also flourished, from
Oliver Goldsmith in the 1700s through the flowering of the Irish Renaissance playwrights
(e.g., W. B. Yeats, J. M. Synge, Sean O’ Casey, and Lady Augusta Gregory) at the turn
into the twentieth century. ’

Irish theatre, too, has had along and celebrated history. Dublin was the most
important of England’ s provincial centers of theatre dating from 1637 when Dublin was

granted its own Master of Revels.® Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

Ireland,” in James S. Donnelly, Jr., and Kerby A. Miller, eds., Irish Popular Culture, 1650-1850 (Dublin:
Irish Academic Press, 1998).

® Theliterary traditions of Ireland are documented in numerous sources, including Seamus Deane, general
editor, The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing, 5 vols. (Lawrence Hill, Derry, Northern Ireland: Field
Day Publications, 1991-2000); Robert Hogan, Dictionary of Irish Literature, Revised and Expanded
Edition (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996); Norman Vance, Irish Literature Since 1800, Longman
Literature in English Series (New York: Longman, 2002).

" SeeErnest A. Boyd, Ireland’s Literary Renaissance (New York: John Lane Company, 1916); Herbert
Howarth, The Irish Writers, 1880-1940 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1958); Andrew E. Maone, The Irish
Drama (London: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1929; reprint, New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1965); A. E.
Morgan, "The Irish Pioneers (Y eats, Martyn, and Gregory)," in Tendencies of Modern English Drama
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1924); Christopher Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama: Mirror
Up to a Nation (New York: Manchester University Press, 1997); W. P. Ryan The Irish Literary Revival:
Its History, Pioneers, and Possibilities (London: by the author, 1894; reprint, New Y ork: Lemma
Publishing Corporation, 1970); Cornelius Weygandt, Irish Plays and Playwrights (Port Washington, NY ;
Kennikat Press, Inc., 1913).

8 Sources on early Irish theatreinclude W. R. Chetwood, A General History of the Stage (More
Particularly the Irish Theatre) fromits Origin in Greece Down to the Present Time (Dublin: E. Rider,
1749); William Smith Clark, The Early Irish Sage: The Beginningsto 1720 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1955); Robert Hitchcock, An Historical View of the Irish Sage; From the Earliest Period Down to the
Close of the Season 1788 (Dublin: R. Marchbank, No. 11, Dame-Street, 1788); La Tourette Stockwell,
Dublin Theatres and Theatre Customs (1637-1820) (Bronx, NY: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1938; reissued,
New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1968).



Irish playwrights, such as Goldsmith, Richard Brindsley Sheridan, George Bernard Shaw,
and Oscar Wilde, and actors and actresses, such as John Moody, Charles Macklin,
Thomas Doggett, James Quinn, and Peg Woffington fed the London stage. At the end of
the nineteenth century, however, the Celtic Revival sparked a desire to establish a native
Irish theatre, utilizing its own playwrights, actors, managers, etc. This need to create an
indigenous theatre set up a tension between the colonial expectations of England and the
vision of anew, Irish theatrical tradition.

By the early years of the twentieth century, the Abbey Theatre was the premiere
theatre of Ireland. From its opening in 1904, this fledgling theatre encouraged the
development of indigenous Irish drama and encouraged unproven playwrights by creating
an environment in which they could refine their plays and perfect their craft. Then, the
Abbey boldly sent those plays on world-wide tours that promoted Ireland and Irish
culture; unexpectedly, they also influenced theatre practice elsewhere. One example of
thisinfluence was the Abbey Theatre becoming the practical blueprint for the Little
Theatre Movement in America.’

Ireland’ s rich cultural legacy, however, remains haunted by the contradictory
versions of its nature, conflicting visions that continue to express themselvesin long-
standing tensions. Conflicts between the English and the Irish dates back to England’s
first intervention in Irish politics. the King of Breffney sought Henry 11I’s help to wage

war with his neighbor, the King of Leinster, and the foreign troops Henry sent remained

° Important histories of the early Abbey Theatre include Dawson Byrne, The Story of Ireland's National
Theatre: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin (New York: Haskell House Publishers Ltd., 1929; reprint, New
York: Haskell House Publishers Ltd., 1971); Gerard Fay, The Abbey Theatre: Cradle of Genius (Dublin:
Clonmore & Reynolds, Ltd., 1958); William G. Fay and Catherine Carswell, The Fays of the Abbey
Theatre: An Autobiographical Record (London: Rich & Cowan, Ltd., 1935); Lady Augusta Gregory, Our
Irish Theatre: A Chapter of Autobiography. The Coole Edition of the Works of Lady Gregory, ed. T. R.
Henn and Colin Smythe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972); Lennox Robinson, comp., Ireland’s
Abbey Theatre: A History, 1899-1951 (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, Limited, 1951).



long after the conflict ended. England’s colonization of Ireland intensified under Henry
VIl and Elizabeth I, adomination that continued into the twentieth century. Alternately
“preponderant” and “oppressive” for the first three hundred years of its “internal
coloniaism,” England added severe economic exploitation by the nineteenth century.*
At thistime, according to Michael Hechter, the nation of Ireland emerged and took shape
in consciousness. “Until the advent of industrial capitalism, the colonial situation was
tatent and obscured; thereafter it became clear and manifest.” ™

Changing relations between England and Ireland evoked changed feeling among
its people. The mgjority of native Irish people deeply resented the English invaders and
tried to overthrow British rule at every opportunity. Those Irish who favored the British
rule, the Loyalists, were mostly decended from the original English soldiers and their
families, sent to Ireland by the British crown. Even among the nationalists, however,
there were conflicts, between those who sought primarily political emancipation and
those who sought primarily an affirmation of Irish cultural worth: “cultural nationalism
isaforceinitsown right, and one that exists in a contrapuntal relationship with political
nationalism.”*? For example, John Hutchinson has argued that, with the fall of Parnell in
1891, came an end to the political movement for homerulein Ireland, its place taken by
the growth of cultural nationalists who sought to “propagate their Gaelic ideals.” These
cultural nationalists would then “promote avision of anew Irish moral community, until

such time as a new wave of political nationalism, drawing on the work of the cultural

10 Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of Nations and
Nationalism (London: Routeledge, 1998), 59 summarizing chapters three and four of Michael Hechter,
Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National Development, 1536-1966 (L ondon:
Routeledge and Kegan Paul, 1975).

" Smith, 58, summarizing Hechter, chapter 5.

12 Smith, 74, summarizing chapter 4 of John Hutchinson, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The
Gaelic Revival and the Creation of the Irish Nation Sate (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987).



nationalists, could be taken up where Parnell had left off.”**> Among colonized people,
then, “where political nationalism fails or is exhausted, we find cultural nationalists
providing new models and tapping different kinds of collective energies, thereby
mobilizing larger numbers of hitherto unaffected members of the community.”** The
turn into the twentieth century was just such atime of transition, when political and
cultural nationalists vied for supremacy.

Intertwining these strains were the tensions between Catholics and Protestants.
When English troops settled in Northern Ireland during the reign of Henry V1, they
brought their new Protestant faith with them into a country uniformly Catholic since the
fifth century. The bitter struggle that ensued, as the English religion sought supremacy
over the Irish, has remained bloody and unresolved for more than four centuries. >

A final enmity that existsin Ireland is the only one not to have rootsin the
English/Irish conflict: the tension between men and women. This opposition, common
in many cultures, probably gained strength in Irish Catholicism, which stresses the
supremacy of the male over the female. Throughout the history of Catholic Ireland,
women have been taught that men count, women do not. The precise ways in which
issues of church and state intersect those of women and men have not been well

explored.’® Empirical evidence suggests that women often affect—and are affected by—

B Ibid.

" Ibid.

5 Representative works that detail the English/Itish and Catholic/Protestant conflicts include Andrew

Boyd, Holy War in Belfast: A History of the Troublesin Northern Ireland, First American Edition (New

York: Grove Press, 1972); Liam Kennedy, Colonialism, Religion, and Nationalismin Ireland (Belfast:

Ingtitute of Irish Studies, Queen’s University of Belfast, 1996); Oliver Macdonagh, States of Mind: A Study

of Anglo-Irish Conflict, 1780-1980 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1983); Marcus Tanner, Ireland’s

lI-éoly Wars. The Sruggle for a Nation’s Soul, 1500-2000 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001).
Smith, 205.



changes in church and nationhood in ways vastly different from men.*” Recognized, too,
are ways in which women serve as powerful symbols of church and nation, as the very

words mother church and motherland quickly capture.® Whatever the precise

relationships among women, church, nation, and men, strong strains of hostility toward
women are often visible just below the surface. This sentiment has expressed itself both
boldly and subtly in Irish culture.

One example of this animosity can be found in the popular Irish travel book
Dublin, A Lonely Planet City Guide. This guidebook lists, among the attractions of the
city, many statues that point to Ireland’s great traditions. Many are political |eaders of
Ireland, such as Daniel O’ Connell and William Smith O’ Brien, or Jim Larkin, described
as “trade union leader and organizer of the 1913 general strike, . . . seenin adramatic
pose, throwing hisarmsin the air.”* In addition, there are listed three statues depicting
women said to be symbolic of Ireland: AnnaLivia, Molly Malone, and two unnamed
contemporary women. These statues, however, differ from those of the men; they have
been given nicknames, unflattering—even disrespectful—nicknames. The statue of Anna
Livia, the spirit of the River Liffey immortalized in James Joyce' s Finnegan’'s Wake, isa
fountain that depicts awoman reclined in flowing water; its nicknameis “‘ the floozy in
thejacuzzi.””® Molly Malone, the street-seller made famousin the song “Cockles and

Mussals,” is“rendered in such extreme dishabille that she's nicknamed ‘the tart with the

7" Smith cites and summarizes several such studies, 206.

8" Smith, 207-8.

¥ Tom Smallman, Pat Yale, and Tony Wheeler, Dublin, a Lonely Planet City Guide (Oakland, CA:
Lonely Planet Publications, 1996), 154. Daniel O’ Connell, alawyer in early nineteenth-century Dublin,
was agreat political organizer and leader of the Irish Catholics. Through his efforts Catholics gained
political clout when they became eligible to be elected to Parliament. R. F. Foster, The Oxford Illustrated
History of Ireland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 186-7. William Smith O'Brien was a leader
of the Young Ireland Party, sentenced to death for high treason; his sentence, however, was commuted and
he was transported to Tasmania. Curtis, 316-7.

% Smallman, Yale, and Wheeler, 238.



cart.””# And the statue of two Dublin women, sitting on a bench with their shopping
bags around them, is *“dubbed, in typically irreverent Dublin fashion, ‘the hags with the
bags.” % Despite Ireland’ s personification as woman, as Dark Rosaleen or as the Shan
Van Vocht ( Poor Old Woman), women'’ s participation in most aspects of public life has
been marginalized. Where that participation is acknowledged, the recognition itself is
skewed. This patternislongstanding in Ireland.

Beyond the disrespectful nicknames, these statues provide another clueto
women’s position in Ireland. The statues erected of men are of real men, political or
literary men, but the statues to women are of imaginary or symbolic women. Yet real
women made contributions to Irish society and Irish culture. In the Irish Renaissance, for
example, as Elizabeth Coxhead pointed out, “political, literary and artistic . . . women
played avita part, fought, plotted, planned, wrote, painted, acted, alongside their male
comrades as equals, and while most of these comrades were languishing in English gaols,
kept the revol utionary spirit aive.”

Both the cultural importance of the Abbey Theatre and the Irish tendency to
ignore or undervalue the real contributions of real women combine to suggest an
interesting but as yet unexplored question: What kinds of contributions did women make
to the Abbey Theatre?

Scholars focusing on women’s contributions in other theatres have made
astonishing discoveries. Yolanda Gonzalez's study, “Toward aRe-Vision of Chicano

Theatre History: The Women of El Teatro Campesino,” demonstrated that women's

2 pid., 142.

2 |bid., 114.

% Elizabeth Coxhead, Daughters of Erin: Five Women of the Irish Renascence (Gerrards Cross, England:
Colin Smythe, 1979), 13.



contributions to this theatrica movement were significant but had not been
documented.®* John Fuegi's Brecht and Company showed that women collaborated with
Bertolt Brecht on his plays but were largely ignored by theatre historians.”> Most
recently, Cheryl Black in The Women of Provincetown, 1915-1922, detailed the defining
contributions of women to Provincetown, confirming that Gonzalez's and Fuegi’s works
were not capturing isolated instances, and confirming that studies that focus on women
can correct the perceptions of the value of women's participation in theatre.”® Black’s
study found that women’ s participation was strongest during the theatre’ s formative
years, reason enough for this study to focus on the years between 1897, when theinitia
ideafor an Irish theatre was formulated, and 1925 when the theatre first received a
subsidy from the new Irish government.

This study seeks, in the words of Ann Fior Scott, to “make the invisible woman
visible.”?" Such a study is both timely and necessary. A history of women'’s contributions
to the Abbey Theatre has yet to be written (let alone such a history for the Irish theatre as
awhole). In fact, current scholarship on women at the Abbey can only be described as
gparse. A few studies highlight the contributions of certain mgjor figures, such as Maud
Gonne, Lady Gregory, and Annie Horniman; however, large gapsin the current

knowledge exist about all other women in the theatre.?® No scholarly work currently

2 Y olanda Broyles Gonzalez, “Toward a Re-Vision of Chicano Theatre History: The Women of El
Teatro Campesino,” in Lynda Hart, ed., Making a Spectacle: Feminist Essays on Contemporary Women's
Theatre (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989).

% John Fuegi, Brecht and Company (New York: Grove Press, 1994).

% Cheryl Black, The Women of Provincetown, 1915-1922 (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press,
2002).

2" Ann Firor Scott, Making the Invisible Woman Visible (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1984). The
phrase comes from the title of the book and one of her essays.

% Studies on Maud Gonne include Margery Brady, The Love Story of Yeats and Maud Gonne (Dublin:
Mercer Press, 1990); Nancy Cardozo, Maud Gonne: Lucky Eyes and a High Heart (London: Victor
Gollancz, Ltd., 1979); Elizabeth Coxhead, “Maud Gonne,” chapter in Daughters of Erin: Five Women of
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exists that treats the dynamics of the women involved with the early Abbey Theatre;
nothing examines the reasons for their involvement in the Irish National Theatre; nothing
documents their often crucia contributions to the Abbey. At atimein history, when
women'’s studies have yielded such important information, the failure to study the role of
women in the foundation of the Abbey Theatre is disgraceful.

Scholars of the period agree that the ideafor aliterary theatre, which ultimately
led to the formation of the Abbey, began in a meeting between Lady Gregory, William
Butler Y eats, and Edward Martyn at Dumas House, County Clare, in 1897.%° There they

agreed to form the Irish Literary Theatre, dedicated to producing plays written by

the Irish Renascence (Buckinghamshire, England: Colin Smythe, 1979); Samuel Levenson, Maud Gonne
(New York: Reader's Digest Press, 1976); Antoinette Quinn, "Cathleen ni Houlihan Writes Back: Maud
Gonne and Irish Nationalist Theatre" in Gender and Sexuality in Modern Ireland, Anthony Bradley and
Maryanne Gialanella Valiulis, eds. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997); Margaret Ward,
Maud Gonne: A Life (London: Pandora Press, 1990). The most important of these sources is Quinn
because her article specifically treats several of Gonne’stheatrical contributions that would later influence
the Abbey Theatre. The other sources are biographies that do not focus on Gonne' s relationship to the
theatre. The most important sources on Lady Gregory and her contributions to the Abbey Theatre include
Elizabeth Coxhead, J. M. Synge and Lady Gregory, Writers and Their Work: Bibliographical Series of
Supplements to "British Book News," ed. Bonamy Daobree, no. 149 (London: Longmans, Green & Co.
Ltd., 1962); Elizabeth Coxhead, Lady Gregory: A Literary Portrait (New York: Harcourt, Brace, &
World, Inc., 196; Mary Lou Kofeldt, Lady Gregory: The Woman Behind the Irish Renaissance (New
York: Atheneum, 1985); Daniel Murphy, “Lady Gregory, Co-Author and Sometimes Author of the Plays
of W. B. Yeats,” in Modern Irish Literature: Essaysin Honor of William York Tindall, ed. Raymond J.
Porter and James D. Brophy (New Rochelle: l1ona College Press, 1972) 43-52; Christopher Murray, “Lady
Gregory—Coming to Terms,” in Twentieth-Century Irish Drama: Mirror Up to a Nation (New Y ork:
Manchester University Press, 1997); James Pethica, "'Our Kathleen': Y eats's Collaboration with Lady
Gregory in the Writing of Cathleen ni Houlihan," in Yeats Annual, n.s., no. 6 (1988), 14-25; Ann
Saddlemeyer, In Defence of Lady Gregory, Playwright (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1966). With the
exception of Kofeldt, these works highlight only Gregory’s contributions as playwright. For sources on
Annie Horniman see James W. Flannery, Miss Annie F. Horniman and the Abbey Theatre, The Irish
Theatre Series 3, Robert Hogan, James Kilroy and Liam Miller, eds. (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1970);
Adrian Frasier, Behind the Scenes: Yeats, Horniman, and the Struggle for the Abbey Theatre, The New
Historicism: Studiesin Cultural Poetics, ed. Stephen Greenblatt (Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1990); Sheila Gooddie, Annie Horniman: A Pioneer in the Theatre (London: Methuen, 1990); Rex
Pogson, Miss Horniman and the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester (London: Rockcliff, 1952). Most of these
sources detail Horniman's financial contributions to the Abbey, largely ignoring her efforts at tour
management and design.

% There are many works that detail this meeting and the brief history that follows, such as Gregory, Our
Irish Theatre; Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, The Irish Literary Theatre, 1899-1901, The Modern Irish
Drama, A Documentary History | (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1975); Hugh Hunt, The Abbey: Ireland's
National Theatre, 1904-1979New Y ork: Columbia University Press, 1979); Kofeldt, Lady Gregory:
Woman Behind the Irish Renaissance; and Robinson, Ireland’s Abbey Theatre. Gregory recorded the year
of this meeting as 1898, however, scholars agree that 1897 was the correct year.



11

Irishmen about Ireland’ s cultural heritage. The venture was scheduled to run for three
seasons, performing two or three plays each year at various theatre halls around Dublin.

Most of these plays met with afair amount of success; however, the major
criticism by both the patrons and the Irish Literary Theatre itself was that the English
actors hired for the performances were simply terrible at portraying Irishmen, their most
offensive crime being the lack of suitable rhythms and accents for the Irish manner of
speaking. Fortunately, shortly after the close of the third season, W. G. Fay, a
professional comic actor turned electrician, and his brother Frank, also an actor and an
elocution teacher, formed W.G. Fay’ s Irish National Dramatic Company. Thisentirely
Irish company of actors drew heavily from dramatic classes held by the political -cultural
society of young women called the Inginidhe-na-hEireann (Daughters of Ireland) and
from the Ormonde Dramatic Society.

Under the tutelage of Frank Fay, these amateurs quickly became an effective
acting troupe and were engaged to present Y eats' s play Kathleen ni Houlihan and George
Russell’s Deirdre at St. Teresa’s Hall in April 1902.*° Among the company were Mary
Walker, who adopted the Gaelic stage name Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh and Sara Allgood,
the two best actresses produced by the early Irish stage. Also in the cast was Maud
Gonne, founder of Inginidhe-na-hEireann and close personal friend of Y eats; in fact he
had presented Kathleen ni Houlihan to Inginidhe on the condition that Gonne play the

title role.!

% |_ady Augusta Gregory and W. B. Y eats, Cathleen Ni Houlihan, in Eleven Plays of William Butler Yeats,
ed. A. Norman Jeffares (New York: Collier Books, 1964). At the time of the production Y eats was listed
as sole author of the play; Gregory’s collaborative efforts were not acknowledged for almost seventy years.
George Russell, Deirdre (Dublin: Maunsel, 1907; reprint, Chicago: De Paul, 1970).

3 Seefor example Coxhead, Daughters, 50.
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Y eats and Lady Gregory, impressed by the level of these performances, joined the
Irish Literary Theatre with W.G. Fay’s Irish National Dramatic Company to form the
Irish National Theatre Society (INTS) in August 1902. During the rest of 1902 and
throughout 1903 the INTS performed well over a dozen plays at various halls around
Dublin. Then, in early 1904, Yeats' good friend Annie E. F. Horniman agreed to acquire
the lease on asmall property on Lower Abbey Strest, fit it up as atheatre, and present it
tothe INTS rent free for six years. After extensive renovation to the structure, also paid
for by Horniman, the Abbey Theatre opened its doors for the first performance on
December 27, 1904.*

From the beginning of the Abbey’s formation in 1904, life in the theatre was a
struggle. Much of the trouble came from within the theatre itself. Within ayear Maire
Nic Shiubhlaigh and over two-thirds of the original INTS company resigned because of a
policy change, although Nic Shiubhlaigh would return several times over the years at
critical timesto assist the Abbey.** By 1907, Horniman, after serious disagreements with
W.G. Fay, withdrew her patronage from the Abbey and established the Gaiety Theatre in
Manchester, England. She continued her subsidy until 1909, when a breach of policy
caused her to sever both the subsidy and her contact with the Abbey personnel.>* Tours

to the United Statesin 1911, 1912, and 1914 were a major source of income for the

% The most complete documentation of the early history of the INTS is Robert Hogan and James Kilroy,
Laying the Foundations, 1902-1904, The Modern Irish Drama, a Documentary History Il (Dublin: The
Dolmen Press, 1976). Thiswork details theatrical practicein Ireland from the end of the third season of the
Irish Literary Theatre in early 1902 through the opening of the Abbey Theatre in December 1904. See also
Byrne, 10-50; Hunt, 32-56; Gregory, Our Irish Theatre, 30-38; and Robinson, Ireland’ s Abbey Theatre, 25-
47.

% Maire Ni Shiubhlaigh’s involvement with the Abbey Theatre is recorded in detail in her autobiography
The Splendid Years (Dublin: James Duffy & Co., Ltd., 1955). See also Coxhead, Daughters, 174-5;
Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, The Abbey Theatre: The Years of Synge, 1905-1909, The Modern Irish
Drama, a Documentary History I11 (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1978), 34-40.

% See Flannery, 18-32; Gooddie, 126-152; Hogan and Kilroy, Years of Synge, 166-8; Robinson, Ireland’s
Abbey Theatre, 85-88.
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Abbey, but one that unfortunately diminished with each successive trip. 1n 1915, Sara
Allgood left the Abbey to tour in Australia, not returning to the Abbey stage until the
early 1920s.*

But the volatile political climate of Ireland in the early part of the twentieth
century presented other obstacles for the Abbey. World War | took its toll on the Abbey
financially, for the theatre had to suspend all touring outside the country for the duration
of the war. The Easter Rising of 1916 and the Civil War that followed also taxed the
Abbey in terms of both money and manpower; the crowning blow was a curfew,
implemented in 1920, which forbade people to be out past 8:00 at night.*® At this point
the Abbey Theatre nearly closed. Only the tenacity of such women as Lady Gregory and
Sara Allgood kept the vision of anational theatre alive until the new government of the
Republic of Ireland granted the theatre an annual subsidy in 1925.%

Theatre historians, when writing about those most critical to the formation of the
Abbey Theatre, have concentrated on the mgjor male figures of W. B. Y eats, John

Millington Synge, Sean O’ Casey, Frank and Willie Fay; even minor figures, such as

% For documentation of the Abbey Theatre's American tours see Edward Abood, "The Reception of the
Abbey Theatre in America 1911-1914,” unpublished Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1963; Adele M.
Dalsimer, "Playersin the Western World: The Abbey Theatre's American Tours' in Eire-Ireland: A
Journal of Irish Studies 16, no. 4 (Winter, 1983), 75-93; Gregory, Our Irish Theatre, 97-135; John P.
Harrington, The Irish Play on the New York Stage 1874 196§Lexington, KY: University of Kentucky
Press, 1997), 58-76; Nic Shiubhlaigh, Splendid Years, 108-139. Accounts of Sarah Allgood’s Australian
tour include Sarah Allgood, “Memories,” TMs, 94-5, Berg Collection, New Y ork Public Library and
Coxhead, Daughters, 200-6.

% See for example Robert Welch, The Abbey Theatre, 1899-1999, Form and Pressure (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 69-79; Robert Hogan and Richard Burnham, The Art of the Amateur, 1916-1920,
The Modern Irish Drama, a documentary History V (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1984), 285-7; Robinson,
Ireland’ s Abbey Theatre, 98-120.

3" Most of the standard histories of the Abbey Theatre cited above list the date of the subsidy as 1925;
Robinson, however, notes the year as 1924. Mariad Delaney, the Abbey Theatre archivist, assures me that
1925 isthe correct year.
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William Boyle or Lennox Robinson are often documented.®® The women associated with
the Abbey, such as Annie Horniman, Sarah Allgood, or Maire O’ Nelll, even though very
actively involved, are hardly ever given credit for their contributions. But there were
significant numbers of women who burned with the passionate fire of nationalism,
women who strove for creative and artistic freedom, women who wholeheartedly
supported the idea of atheatre that would promote the Irish way of life. Of the Abbey
women, Lady Gregory has received the most attention from scholars, usually in the form
of dramatic criticism. Her other roles at the theatre have received much less attention.*
Contemporary feminist scholarship has degpened understanding of Lady Gregory’s
involvement with the Abbey, but even this scholarship has failed to probe Gregory’s
commitment to the day-to-day administration of the theatre, her crucial management of
the first tour to America, or her active participation in the stage direction of her own and
other plays.*°

Early Abbey actresses are usually mentioned only in passing and only in regard to

their acting, despite evidence that they filled many roles at the Abbey, from stage

% See for example Ernest Boyd, Ireland’s Literary Renaissance; Byrne, The Story of Ireland's National
Theatre: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin; Christopher Fitz-Simon, The Irish Theatre (London: Thames and
Hudson Ltd., 1983); Hunt, Ireland’s National Theatre; Robinson, Ireland’ s Abbey Theatre.

¥ See Elizabeth Coxhead, J. M. Synge and Lady Gregory, Writers and Their Work: Bibliographical Series
of Supplementsto "British Book News," ed. Bonamy Dobree, no. 149 (London: Longmans, Green & co.
Ltd., 1962); Elizabeth Coxhead, Lady Gregory: A Literary Portrait (New York: Harcourt, Brace, &
World, Inc., 1961); Una Ellis-Fermor, “Lady Gregory,” in The Irish Dramatic Movement (London:
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1954), 136-162; C. L. Innes, “Working for What We Believed Would Help Ireland,”
in Women and Nation in Irish Society, 1880-1935 (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1993); A. E.
Morgan, "The Irish Pioneers (Y eats, Martyn, and Gregory)," in Tendencies of Modern English Drama
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1924); Murphy, “Lady Gregory”; James Pethica, "'Our Kathleen':

Y eats's Collaboration with Lady Gregory in the Writing of Cathleen ni Houlihan," in Yeats Annual, n.s.,
no. 6 (1988),14-25.

0 For feminist scholarship on Gregory see for example, Lucy McDiarmuid, “ Augusta Gregory, Bernard
Shaw, and the Shewing-up of Dublin Castle,” Publications of the Modern Language Association, 109.1
(1994), 26-44; Lucy McDiarmuid and Maureen Waters, Lady Gregory: Selected Writings
(Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1995); Linda Mizejewski, “Partiarchy and the Female in Lady
Gregory’s Grania,” Eire-Ireland 22:1 (Spring, 1987), 122-38; Murray, 55-63; Saddlemeyer, In Defence of
Lady Gregory; Maureen Waters, “Lady Gregory’s Grania, A Feminist VVoice,” Irish University Review, 25,
(1995), 11-24.
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manager and stage director to wardrobe mistress.** Sara Allgood was a particularly
active leader of the company on severa occasions when there were grievances against the
management, most notably when, in 1907, she disclosed grievances that led to the
dismissal of W.G. Fay. Inthe early 1920s, Sara Allgood also led arigorous fund raising
campaign to assist the Abby in keeping its doors open. Her sister, Maire O’ Nelll, helped
coal esce the fragments of Synge’s unfinished play, Deidre of the Sorrows, directed the
first production of it at the Abbey in 1909, and acted the title role.*?

Annie Horniman' s involvement with the Abbey has garnered some attention in
recent years, several volumes document her financial contribution to the theatre and
emphasize her relationship with Yeats.* Seldom isit mentioned, however, that she was
intimately involved with the management decisions of the theatre from 1904 to 1907; that
she assumed responsibility for the arrangements and advertising surrounding the first
tours to England and Scotland; or that she was primarily responsible for the interior
design of the Abbey when it was renovated in 1904. She aso designed, financed, and
constructed costumes for the first productions of Y eats's plays The King's Threshold
(1903) and On Baile's Srand (Abbey opening 1904).*

Other women contributed to the Abbey Theatre in other ways and to various
degrees. Maud Gonne, although often associated with the Abbey Theatre, never put foot

onitsstage. Her contribution to the Abbey was, nevertheless, invaluable: she

“ Seefor example Allgood, “Memories.”

2" John Millington Synge, Deirdre of the Sorrows in Collected Works, 4 vols., Robin Skelton, general ed.,
Plays Book 1 and Plays Book 2, ed. Ann Saddlemeyer, Prose ed. Alan Price (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, new edn., Gerrards Cross: Smythe, 1982). For an account of Maire O’ Neill’ sinvolvement with
Synge’s Deirdre, see Hunt, 85.

“®" For sources on Annie Horniman see note 18.

“ William Butler Y eats, The King's Threshhold, in The Collected Plays of William Butler Yeats (London:
Macmillan, 1952); William Butler Y eats, On Baile's Srand, in Eleven Plays of William Butler Yeats, ed.
A. Norman Jeffares (New York: Collier Books, 1964).
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established the Inghide-na-hEireann and insisted on dramatic lessons as part of the
society’ s meetings; from this organization came many of the great actresses of the early
Abbey. Gonne's own example of the power that an actress could command was
flawlessly demonstrated in her performance as Kathleen ni Houlihan, a performance upon
which future Abbey actresses based their characterizations.”

Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, the Abbey’s first great tragic actress, helped establish the
reputation of the early Abbey’s quality of acting.”® Othr actresses, such as Maire Ni
Gharbhaigh, Emma Vernon, Honor Lavelle, and May Craig (the list goes on), all made
significant contributions to the Abbey in the area of acting, although these names have
been all but lost to the scholars of today.

The early female designers of the Abbey Theatre are even more difficult to
discover, for, with few exceptions, no mention of their contributions appeared on any
program prior to 1924. Y et several women designed either sets or costumes for the
theatre: Annie Horniman designed sets and costumes for two early Yeats plays, Pamela
Coleman Smith also designed sets for early plays by Y eats and Synge; and Dorothy
Travers Smith, designing in the 1920s, became the first designer in residence at the
Abbey after the national subsidy was granted. Sara Purser designed and executed stained

glass windows in the original Abbey vestibule, and Elinor Monsel created a woodcut,

> See for example Nic Shiubhlaigh, 19.

% Seefor example, T. G. Keller, “The Irish Theatre Movement: Some Early Memoirs,” in E. H. Mikhail
ed., The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections (Totowa, NJ: Barnes & Noble Books, 1988). Keller
was afounding member of the INTS and worked with the Fays and Nic Shuibhlaigh for several years. See
also Coxhead, Daughters, 173-4; Lennox Robinson, “Picturesin a Theatre: A Conversation Piece,” in
Michael O hAodha, Pictures at the Abbey (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1983), 37-38.
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“Queen Maeve Hunting on the Hills of Ireland,” as the emblem for the Abbey Theatre,
which has appeared on all correspondence, posters, and programs since 1904.%’

This study proposes to identify the almost one hundred and fifty women who
helped create the Abbey Theatre from the theatre’ s inception in 1897 until the
government granted its subsidy in 1925, and to reclaim the legacy of the most important
of these women. During these crucial years, when the continuation of the national theatre
was at risk, the contributions of these women equaled, or exceeded, those of the men.

In addition to reclaiming the individual women of the Abbey, the study explores
the reasons why these women contributed their time and talents to the pursuit of a
national theatre; clarifies the goals that brought them together to create a national theatre;
shows how those goals eventually diverged; and, finally, reveal s the contributions the
women made in the various theatrical areas (directing, designing, playwriting, etc.),
contributions that kept the Abbey Theatre solvent until the national subsidy was granted.

The contributions of these women to the Abbey Theatre unfolded within multiple
contexts. At the turn of the twentieth century, Dublin teemed with political and socidl
movements that conspired to create an environment that fostered not only the
establishment of atheatre but aso the involvement of women in its construction.

Perhaps the most relevant was the emergence, in the late nineteenth century, of
the Celtic Reviva which provided the impetus for agroup of artists, linguists, poets, and
writers to reach out and embrace a heritage long denied the Irish by their English
conguerors. Thus, the Irish people celebrated their ancient warriors, heroes, and mythical

past not only in song, but also in art, poetry, prose, and drama. The Celtic Revival sought

4" Although mostly absent from the programs, the names of most of these designers, once uncovered,
were mostly prominent in other fields.
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to celebrate the history of Ireland through retelling the glories of its past and to re-instill
pride in a people whose sense of self-worth was undermined by long colonization.*

Closely connected to the Celtic Revival was the arts and crafts movement that
beganin Ireland in 1885. Artists and craftsmen responded to the revival of Gaelic culture
by seizing on the images from Ireland's past, such as the ancient mythological literature,
the early Christian imagery, and the stately Georgian architecture for inspiration. They
subsequently created art works and handicrafts in such diverse mediums as stained glass,
needlework, furniture, architecture, woodcarving, metalwork, and canvas. This
renaissance of the handcraft industry became a"vital element” in the burgeoning social
and political organizations of the time.*®

Concurrent with the emergence of the Celtic Revival and the arts and crafts
movement was a renewed hope in the possibility of freedom from English rule. Despite
centuries of British domination, the nineteenth century saw a series of laws passed that
allowed the Irish to take more control of their own country. An 1829 law alowed
Catholicsto hold public office, and suddenly more than three-quarters of the population
became enfranchised. For hundreds of years most Irish land had been owned by a few
English landlords but worked by Irish tenants who had not been allowed to vote. Then,
in 1832 and 1867, additional laws helped establish broader guidelines for elections and
led to tenants rather than English landlords handling local affairs. By the early twentieth

century, therefore, tenants enjoyed more rights than in the prior three hundred years, and

8 Seefor example R. P. C. Brugsma, The Beginnings of the Irish Revival (Groningen-Batavia: P.
Noordhoff, 1933); Seamus Deane, Celtic Revivals: Essaysin Modern Irish Literature 1880-1980 (London:
Faber, 1985); T. J. Edelstein, ed., Imagining an Irish Past: The Celtic Revival, 1840-194(Chicago:

David and Alfred Smart Museum of Art: Univeristy of Chicago, 1992); Jeanne Sheehy, The Rediscovery of
Ireland’ s Past: The Celtic Revival, 1830-1930 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980); Ulick O’ Connor,
Celtic Dawn: A Portrait of the Irish Literary Renaissance (London: H. Hamilton, 1984).

9 Nicola Gordon Bowe and Elizabeth Cumming, The Arts and Crafts Movements in Dublin & Edinburgh,
1885-1925 (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1998), 79.
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the idea of Home Rule for Ireland became suddenly more reality than fantasy. A wave
of nationalism overtook the country, manifesting itself in many ways. political
organizations such as the Celtic Literary Society, the Irish National League, Sinn Fein;
nationalist newspapers and magazines such as the United Irishman, The Northern Patriot,
and The Shan Van Vocht; and dramatic literature such as The Countess Cathleen and
Kathleen ni Houlihan.>® To encourage nationalist sentiments, nationalist |eaders held
political rallies, publicized tenant evictions, and used theatrical entertainments as
propaganda.®> Among these nationalists, there were, of course, competing visions of the
nation of Ireland.

Paralleling the rise of these nationalismsin Ireland at the beginning of the
twentieth century in Ireland was the rise of women'’s suffrage. “The period from 1912 to
1914 can be described as the heyday of Irish suffragism, the movement growing to a
membership of over 3000,” according to Louise Ryan in an article on women’s suffrage
and nationalism.>® The word suffragist in Ireland was almost synonymous with feminist,
for Irish suffragists were concerned not only with the enfranchisement of women but also
with issues such as domestic violence, child abuse, sexua abuse, and double standards of

morality. Prompted by the first wave of university-educated women in Ireland,

% See for example Curtis, History of Ireland; David Thornley, Isaac Butt and Home Rule (London:
Macgibbon & Kee, 1964); W. E. Vaughan, ed., A New History of Ireland VI: Ireland Under the Union 11,
1870-1921 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996).

L William Butler Y eats, The Countess Cathleen, in The Collected Plays of William Butler Yeats (London:
Macmillan, 1952); see also note 19.
2 See Antoinette Quinn, “ Cathleen Ni Houlihan Writes Back,” 42-3.
% Louise Ryan, “Traditions and Double Moral Standards: the Irish Suffragists’ Critique of Nationalism,”
in Women’ s History Review, VVolume 4, Number 4, 1995, 491. See also Leah Levenson and Jerry
Natterstad, Hanna Sheehy Skeffington: Irish Feminist (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1986);
Cliona Murphy, The Women’ s Suffrage Movement and Irish Society in the Early Twentieth Century (New
York: Wheatsheaf, 1989); Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, “The Women's Movement—Ireland,” The Irish
Review (July 1912), 225-227; Margaret Ward, “Votes First Above All Else: An Account of the Irish
Suffrage Movement,” Feminist Review, 10, 21-36.
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suffragists became vocal about their lack of representation in all areas of Irish life. These
women sought to influence other women in Ireland primarily by creating an awareness of
problems that polite society refused to acknowledge. They did so in different ways.
joining political organizations, giving speeches, teaching children, creating native arts.
The late Victorian age also witnessed an increase in mysticism, especidly in
England. Probably reactions against the new rising power of science and the scientific
method, these occult and spiritualistic societies were numerous and widespread. In 1848,
the Fox sisters publicly claimed that departed souls survived and communicated with the
living, generating a new interest in spiritualism. In 1884, Madame Blavatsky brought the
Theosophical Society to London and Anna Kingsford created a Hermetic Society there a
year later.>* All of these societies promoted a spiritual and metaphysical sensibility that
stressed a connection to the unseen world. In March 1888, a new society, the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn, was chartered, with one difference from its sister societies:
“For the first time men and women worked together as equals in magical ceremonies
whose purpose was to test, purify, and exalt the individual’s spiritual nature so asto unify
it with his or her ‘Holy Guardian Angel,”” according to Mary Greer, chronicler of the
Golden Dawn.>® This blend of mysticism and equality permeated the relationships of the

societies members and through them awider spherein Ireland.

> Mary K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn: Rebels and Priestesses (Rochester, VT: Park Street

Press, 1995), 47-8. Additional source material for the Golden Dawn Society and Victorian mysticism
includes Diana Barsham, The Trial of Women: Feminism and the Occult Sciencesin Victorian Literature
and Society (New York: New York University Press, 1992); R. A. Gilbert, The Golden Dawn Scrapbook:
The Rise and Fall of a Magical Order (York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weisner, Inc., 1997); Alex Owen, The
Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualismin Late Victorian England (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2004).

*® Greer, 1.
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Theatre itself in the early 1890s experienced changes brought about by the
growing emphasis placed on science and scientific method.”® Realism asastylistic
innovation began to appear on the stage in London in 1889 in the translated works of
Henrik Ibsen. Works such as A Dall's House and Ghosts abandoned the use of
nonrealistic devices, such as addressing monologues and asides to the audience,
portraying instead characters whose psychological motivations were clearly expressed in
natural-sounding dialogue, with exposition unfolding through conversations between
characters rather than through unmotivated monologues.> Stage directions comprised
explicit detail, enumerating amost every aspect of the set, costumes, and stage business,
in an effort to capture the truth about life.®® These plays explored the idea that society,
rather than individual characters, was at fault: women shackled by a patriarchal system, a
double-standard of morality that turned a blind eye to immorality based on gender.
Redlistic plays also implied that the solutions to such problems could come only from
society when society itself became aware of the social flaws that needed to be
corrected.”

The controversy sparked by the unconventional nature of 1bsen's plays led to the
establishment in London of the Independent Theatre, a small theatre run along the lines

of France's Theatre Libre and Germany's Freie Buhne.®® These two theatres, established

% Patti P. Gillespie and Kenneth M. Cameron, Western Theatre: Revolution and Revival (New Y ork:
Macmillan Publishing Co., 1984), 398-412. For a more expansive treatment, see Edith Melcher, Sage
Realismin France Between Diderot and Antoine (Bryn Mawr, PA: Bryn Mawr Press, 1928).

" Gillespie and Cameron, 427-431.

¥ George Bernard Shaw is, of course, the quintessential example, for his stage directions routinely go on
for pages.

* Gillespie and Cameron, 406-7.

% The standard source on the Theatre Libre is Andre Antoine, Memories of the Theatre Libre, trans.
Marvin Carlson (Coral Gables, FL: University of Miami Press, 1964); for the Freie Buhne, see Marvin
Carlson, The German Stage in the Nineteenth Century (Metuchen, NJ. Scarecrow press, 1972); for the
English Independent Theatre see Annalrene Miller, The Independent Theatre in Europe, 1887 to the
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in 1887 and 1889 respectively, offered a subscription seriesto its patrons, in effect
becoming private theatres and thus exempt from their countries' censors. The theatres
were thus able to offer the most controversial plays available, including Ibsen's. The
storm of negative criticism following the premiere of Ghosts, in 1891, brought the
Independent Theatre and the drama of Realism to the attention of the English theatre-
going public and thence to Ireland.®*

At almost the same time, new goals in philosophy and the visual artstugged in a
different direction, providing a counterweight to the growing power of positivism and
realism. Inthevisua arts and literature, impressionism and symbolism fought against
realistic representation by supplying only an impression or idea of the subject, requiring
the viewer to provide the details. Much like mysticism, these movements emphasized a
spiritual or unseen truth. Theatrical practice embraced these influences, which
subsequently appeared in both playwriting and design.®

At the turn of the century, then, Ireland was brimming with new ideas: Celtic
mythology, Irish nationalism, women's suffrage, positivism, and mysticism. These ideas

in turn found expression in a burgeoning arts scene—from handicrafts and architecture to

Present (New York: R. Long & R.R. Smith, Inc., 1931); N. H. G. Schoonerwoerd, J. T. Grein, Ambassador
of the Theatre, 1862-1935: A Study in Anglo-Continental Theatrical Relations (Assen [Netherlands]: Van
Gorcum, 1963).

. Henrik Ibsen, Ghosts, in The Best Known Works of 1bsen (New York: The Book League of America,
[1941]). Among numerous studies of Ibsen see Jan Setterquist, Ibsen and the Beginnings of Anglo-Irish
Drama (Cambridge: Harvard Univeristy Press, [1951-1960]); George Bernard Shaw, The Quintessence of
Ibsenism (New York: Brentano’s, 1904; reprint, New York: Dover Publications, 1994). George Moore,
who worked closely with Y eats on the production of The Countess Cathleen and who joined the Irish
Literary Theatre early on, was a proponent of J. T. Grein and the Independent Theatre; he likely brought its
influence directly to Yeats. See D. E. S. Maxwell in A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama, 1891-1980
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1984; reprint, Cambridge, England: Cambridge
Univeristy Press, 1988), 7-9; George Moore, Hail and Farewell: Ave, Salve, Vale (New York: Appleton,
1912-1914; reprint, Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1985).

* Gillespie and Cameron, 483-489; and for Adolphe Appia, Gordon Craig, the impressionists and the
symbolists, 492-498.
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literature and theatre. Out of this ferment grew Ireland’ s most important theztre, the
Abbey, whose foundation and early years depended on the talents of women, many of
whom have all but dropped from the historical record.

To study the women of the Abbey Theatre is difficult, for several reasons. Some
collections of papers are tantalizingly out of reach. The bulk of Annie Horniman's
papers, according to aletter she wrote to the Abbey Theatre Directors, were boxed up in
order to save future historians the trouble of tracking them down; regrettably, this box has
yet to be found.®® Sarah Allgood's papers are held in the private collection of her niece,
Pauline Hague in California; pending donation to the Berg Collection, they are
unavailable for consultation. The Abbey archiveisitself still cataloging boxes of
materials; therefore, much of these materials remain unavailable.®*

The most devastating loss to Abbey historians, however, was the fire in 1951 that
gutted the building and moved the company to the Queens theatre for fifteen years while
the Abbey was rebuilt.®® Lost in this fire was untold wealth in plays, prompt scripts,
programs, memorabilia, pictures, furnishings, Sarah Purser's windows, and Lily Y eats's

tapestry. Loss of the original scripts was perhaps the keenest injury because most of

% Thisletter, dated 31 May, 1908, states “The other day | was putting a lot of lettersinto box filesit will
save some future historian much trouble.” Annie Horniman to the Directors [of the Abbey Theatre], 31
May, 1908, Fay Papers, National Library of Ireland. Mary K. Greer reports that Horniman left her papers
to Helen Rand and, in a note on Horniman's death, Greer states, “ According to aletter from Carnegie
Dickson to Y eats, Helen Rand died before Annie, in 1929. Harper, Yeats' s GD, p. 155. If thisistrue, the
papers—which have not been found—would have gone to Rand’ s husband, who also received money in
Anni€’' swill and may have emigrated.” Greer, 366, 455 n. 27.
% According to Mariad Delaney, Abbey Theatre Archivist, Pauline Hague visited the Abbey in the late
1990s and told her that she was donating Allgood’ s papersto the Berg. According to the Berg Collection
Archivist no such donation has been received.

See for example Hunt, Ireland’ s National Theatre; Christopher Fitz-Simon, The Abbey Theatre:
Ireland’ s National Theatre, the First 100 Years (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 98-101; James
White, ed., The Abbey Theatre 1904-1979 ([Dublin]: The National Gallery of Ireland, 1980).
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those written by the early women, other than Lady Gregory, were unpublished and
therefore irreplaceable.

Despite such problems with particular material, several excellent sources, both
primary and secondary, exist. The two most important archives dealing with this topic
are the Abbey Theatre Archives and the Lady Gregory Papers. The Abbey Theatre
Archives are located in several collections, housed primarily at the Abbey Theatre and at
National Library of Ireland (NL1), in Dublin. These archives contain some two hundred
manuscript collections containing copies of several play scripts, business transactions,
accounts, and correspondence concerning the Abbey Theatre from 1904 on. In addition,
the National Library of Ireland holds collections of papers belonging to most major
figures of the Irish National Theatre Society: the Fay Papers, the Holloway Papers, the
Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh Papers, papers of Maire Roberts, and the papers of W.B. Y eats.

The major collection of Lady Augusta Gregory’s papersis held in the Berg
Collection at the New York Public Library. Various other letters of hers are held in the
Y eats and Fay collections in the National Library of Ireland, in the J.M. Synge collection
of letters at Trinity College, Dublin, and in the Lady Gregory Collection in the library at
University of Georgiain Atlanta. In addition, there are many published books and
collections of Lady Gregory’ s writings on the Abbey Theatre, including Gregory’s own
account of the founding of the Abbey Theatre, Our Irish Theatre; her autobiography,
Seventy Years. Being the Autobiography of Lady Gregory; her journals, Lady Gregory’s
Journals, Volumes One and Two, and The Letters of Lady Gregory, edited by Ann

Saddlemeyer.®

| ady Augusta Gregory, Lady Gregory's Journals, vol. 1 [1916-1925], Daniel J. Murphy, ed. (Gerrards
Cross, England: Colin Smythe, 1978); Lady Gregory's Journals, vol. 2 [1925-1932], Daniel J. Murphy, ed.
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There are also numerous manuscript collections and published accounts of the
other women chronicled in this study. Sara Allgood’ s typewritten manuscript,
“Memories,” acollection of her personal reminiscences, islocated with Lady Gregory’s
papersin the Berg Collection. Although much of her correspondence is scattered in
many collections, at the Berg, in the Roberts and the Holloway papersin the NLI, and in
acollection of seven lettersto Lady Gregory in the Sligo Public Library in County Sligo,
the bulk of Allgood’s papers are held in the private collection of Mrs. Pauline Hague in
California, pending donation to the Berg collection. Most of the correspondence of
Maire O’'Nelll islost; all letters written by her to J. M. Synge were burned by him before
his death. The only extant correspondence is that of Synge to her from 1906 t01909,
collected by Anne Saddlemeyer in Lettersto Molly: The Correspondence of J. M. Synge
to Maire O'Neill.*’

Annie Horniman’s primary collection of papersis housed in the John Rylands
Library at the University of Manchester, in Manchester, England. It contains all her
extant papers and correspondence pertaining to her establishment of the Gaiety Theatrein
Manchester and ten scrapbooks of newspaper clipping chronicling the history of the
Abbey Theatre 1904 to 1910, along with various letters to people connected with the
Abbey. In addition, there is considerable correspondence in the Fay, Holloway, and
Synge collections, including accounts and salary figures for the Abbey and its tours, and

interior design and architectural specifications for the building of the Abbey Theatre.

(Gerrards Cross, England: Colin Smythe, 1987); Letters of Lady Gregory, Ann Saddlemeyer, ed., Our Irish
Theatre, see note 6; Seventy Years: Being the Autobiography of Lady Gregory (Colin Smythe, ed. Gerrards
Cross, England: Colin Smythe, 1974).

67" John Millington Synge, Lettersto Molly: John Millington Synge to Maire O'Neill 1906-1909, Ann
Saddlemeyer, ed. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1971).
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Primary source materials for the rest of the Abbey women are much less
extensive. Maude Gonne's correspondence with W.B. Y eats, The Gonne-Yeats Letters
1893-1938, and her autobiography The Servant of the Queen are the two relevant primary
sources.® Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh’s papers are in the Nationa Library and include a
chronicle of theinitial years at the Abbey aswell as a one-page account of the early
career of SaraAllgood. Her published memoir, The Splendid Years, is her recollection of
her involvement with the Abbey from its beginning until the Easter Rising of 1916.%°
Much of her correspondence islocated in the papers of Joseph Holloway at the NLI.
Holloway’ s diary, Impressions of a Dublin Playgoer, amost nightly critiques of the
acting and all the current “goings-on” at the theatre, is an excellent first-hand account of
the Abbey and all itsintimates.”® Letters of actress Maire Roberts (nee Garvey) are al'so
found in the National Library, although few other primary sources exist for the other
women involved in the Abbey Theatre during this period; most references to their work,
therefore, must be garnered from the records pertaining to the major figures listed above.

Secondary sources address the women of the Abbey Theatre in varying degrees:
older histories tend to gloss over them and their contributions while newer feminist
studies focus on their rolesin more detail. Asthe champion of the Irish cultural heritage,
Lady Gregory’ s accomplishments are by far the most abundantly documented. Although
works about her are too numerous to recount in detail here, the most valuable are

biographies by Elizabeth Coxhead, Lady Gregory: A Literary Portrait, and Mary Lou

% Maud Gonne and William Butler Y eats, The Gonne-Yeats Letters 1893-1938, Anna MacBride White
and A. Norman Jeffares, eds., (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1993); Maud Gonne MacBride, A
Servant of the Queen (London: Gollancz, 1938).

Seenote 23.

" Joseph Holloway, A Selection from His Unpublished Journal: Impressions of a Dublin Playgoer,
Robert Hogan and Michael J. O'Neill, eds., (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1967).
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Kofeldt, Lady Gregory: The Woman Behind the Irish Renaissance, with two very
different views of Lady Gregory’s achievements; E. H. Mikhail’ s Lady Gregory:
Interviews and Recollections, which gives intimate insights to the woman from her
friends and peers; and Woman and Nation in Irish Society, 1880-1935, by C. L. Innes,
which has a very good chapter on Lady Gregory entitled “Working for What We
Believed Would Help Ireland.”

Fewer secondary sources exist on the actresses of the Abbey. Sara Allgood and
her sister Maire O’ Neill are profiled in a chapter of Elizabeth Coxhead' s Daughters of
Erin, which contains some information on Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh as well.” The National
Library aso contains complete runs of newspapers, such as the Evening Telegraph, the
Freeman’s Journal, and the Irish Daily Independent which contain reviews of al of the
Abbey productions, many of which give detailed accounts of the performances of these
actresses.

Only three books treat Annie Horniman’s involvement with the Abbey Theatre
directly: Miss Annie F. Horniman and the Abbey Theatre, by James W. Flannery; Behind
the Scenes. Yeats, Horniman, and the Struggle for the Abbey Theatre by Adrian Frazier;
and Sheila Goddie’'s Annie Horniman: A Pioneer in the Theatre. One additional book,
Miss Horniman and the Gaiety Theatre, also contains numerous references to her work at

the Abbey Theatre.”

™ For references to Coxhead and Kofel dt, see note 17; for Innes, see note 28; Lady Augusta Gregory,

Lady Gregory: Interviews and Recollections, E. H. Mikhail, ed., (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield,
1977).
¢! See note 13.

3 Seenote 18.
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The most important secondary sources for Maud Gonne' s contribution to the
Abbey Theatre include Antoinette Quinn’s essay “ Cathleen Ni Houlihan Writes Back:
Maud Gonne and Irish National Theatre,” Elizabeth Coxhead’ s chapter devoted to her in
Daughters of Erin, and two biographies. Maud Gonne: A Life, by Margaret Ward, and
Maud Gonne, by Samuel Levenson. Newspaper reports of her performance as Cathleen
ni Houlihan in 1902 are also available at the NLI.™

An extremely valuable secondary source of both information and rare
photographs of several women connected with the Abbey Theatre is Women of the
Golden Dawn. This volume focuses on the popular occult society of the time, the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, whose members included Maud Gonne, Florence
Farr, Annie Horniman, and Pamela Coleman Smith. The book gives detailed
biographical information about all of these women as well asinsights into the dynamics
of their relationships, which played amajor rolein their collaborations at the Abbey.”

Clearly, the archives and collections pertaining to these women and their
contemporaries are scattered throughout several countries and the length and breadth of
the United States. The result is that information about the women of the early Abbey
Theatre must be pieced together, bit by bit. Because most of the women are absent from
secondary sources, and several primary sources are nonexistent, information about the
women must be teased out of existing sources, then reconstructed and reconnected as a
group—Iike amosaic, piece by glittering piece.

The method of this compensatory, historical study most closely follows the

approach of such social historians as Anne Firor Scott in Making the Invisible Woman

" Seenote 18.
> Seenote 44.
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Visible, and Gerda Lerner's Grimke Ssters from South Carolina: Pioneers for Women's
Rights.”® These historians focus on reclaiming women's contributions to history through
examining their individual lives within the social context of their times. The study of the
women of the Abbey Theatre investigates the women both as part of a collaborative effort
and as individua contributorsto Irish theatre history. Ininterpreting the data, | was
mindful of feminist theories that stress the influence of class and gender.”” Throughout
this study aswell, | was aso mindful of certain patterns revealed in similar studies of
women in theatre: for example, as the importance of money in the theatre increases, the
centrality of women in it decreases.™

The organization of this study draws on the areas of theatre practice in which
these women participated and the rough chronology of their involvement. To this end,
Chapter Two examines three women who made essentia contributions to the formation
of the Abbey Thesatre before the theatre itself was established. Each successive chapter
focuses on the contributions of women to the Abbey in one particular area of theatrical
practice—design, management, acting, and playwriting. The concluding chapter contains

asummary of the data and explores the implications of those findings.

"® For reference to Scott, see note 17; Gerda Lerner, The Grimke Sisters from South Carolina: Pioneers
for Woman's Rights and Abolition (New York: Oxford University Press,1971).

" Especially helpful in this regard was the summary of the relationship between Marxism and feminism
provided by Josephine Donovan in Feminist Theory: The Intellectual Traditions of American Feminism
(New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1985), 65-90. Perhaps the most well-known theatre historian
to be guided by such theoriesis Tracy Davis with works such as Actresses as Working Women: Their
Social Identity in Victorian Culture (New York: Routledge, 1991).

" Thisideawas woven through much of Cheryl black’s conclusion, but it is an idea that has been around
theatre since at least the 1970s. See Patti P. Gillespie, “Feminist Theatre: A Rhetorical Phenomenon,” in
Women in American Theatre, ed. Helen Krich Chinoy and Linda Walsh Jenkins (New Y ork: Crown
Publishing, 1981), reprinted from The Quarterly Journal of Speech, 64 (1978), 284-294.



CHAPTER 2:
THE WOMEN WHO CAME BEFORE

The founding of the Abbey Theatre was a process that began with that crucial
meeting of W.B. Y eats, Lady Gregory, and Edward Martyn at Duras House in 1898,
years before the Abbey as an entity was even imagined. Astheidea of anational theatre
slowly coalesced over a period of seven years, many people, both men and women,
contributed to or influenced the development of thisideal. Some did not remain within
the sphere of the organization long enough to see the project come to fruition; however,
their contributions were arguably as important as those who worked for the Abbey
Theatre after its opening in 1904.

Three of those who made significant contributions between the crucial meeting in
1898 and the establishment of the Abbey Theatre in 1904 were women: Florence Farr,
Alice Milligan, and Maud Gonne. Although none of these women had a direct impact on
the Abbey after 1904, each helped create the foundations upon which the Abbey Theatre
was to rise.

The first woman to influence the formation of the Abbey Theatre without ever
working within its walls was Florence Farr (fig. 1), one of Y eats's close personal friends
and the one who most shaped his ideas about the theatre. Her influence on Y eats was
two-fold: her ideas about the way theatre should look and sound took hold of Y eats's
imagination, allowing him to create hisidea theatre based on her theories of theatrical
presentation; and her work directly with him on his early productions of The Countess

Cathleen and The Shadowy Waters provided Y eats with models for later productions.

30



Figure 1. Florence Farr
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Thus Farr influenced directly Y eats' s perceptions of the theatrical mise en scene,
perceptions that he in turn implemented at the Abbey Thesatre.

Florence Farr was born in England on July 7, 1860, to Dr. William Farr and his
second wife, Mary Catherine Whittall.! Because William Farr believed in education for
women, his daughter Florence enrolled first at the Cheltenham Ladies Collegein
Gloucestershire at the age of thirteen and then four years later transferred to Queen’s
Collegein London. Farr did not choose to work toward a regular degree, though the
Queen’s College records show that she was an above average student with an aptitude for
languages, as was evidenced by her marks of “very good” in Latin, and “good” in French
and Italian, though only “fair” in German.?

By 1880, she had left Queens and for two years unsuccessfully attempted a career
in teaching. During this time she aso began experimenting with the amateur theatricals
given at the Bedford Park Dramatics Club, a club in which her sister and brother-in-law
were very active. Finaly, in 1882, Farr began her career in the legitimate theatre,
assuming the stage name of “Mary Lester.” This gesture was in deference to her father
who, athough libera in his views on women’s education, disapproved of placing the Farr
name on the stage. AsMary Lester, Farr served an eight-month apprenticeship under the
actor-manager J. L. Toole at the Folly Theatre on King William Street. She became a
professional actressin late February 1883, playing the part of Kate Renshaw, a
schoolgirl, in Henry J. Byron’s Uncle Dick’ s Darling. In the following months she played
steadily in Tool€' s theatre, including a performance two days after her father’s death, on

April 14. By the end of May, Farr was performing under her own name at the Gaiety

1 Josephine Johnson, Florence Farr: Bernard Shaw's ‘New Woman' (Gerard’s Cross, England: Colin
Smythe, 1975), 8.
? lbid, 18.
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Theatre.® She thereafter was billed as “Florence Farr,” athough she did revert
occasionally to the name Mary Lester.

Farr admits that her marriage in 1884 to the young actor Edward Emery was a
disaster from the beginning, and their inevitable divorce came as arelief rather than a
shock to Farr and her friends. Her biographical novel, The Dancing Faun, sheds some
light on her reasons for marriage: “We al have our moments of weakness. In one of
these he married this child, who was full of dreams, full of ambition, full of hopes, wild
as only those of ayoung actress who has made her first success can be.”* In another of
her books, Modern Woman: Her Intentions, Farr (fig. 2) further explained that the
Victorian romantic ideal that young girls were made to believe was often the snare that
entrapped them: “Not only isfirst love innocent and valiant, but it sweeps aside al the
wise laws it has been taught, and burns away experiencein its own light. Y oung English
girlsare very apt to mistake afeeling of gratified vanity and the emotion of a new
sensation for love of some special man who happens to make love to them at the
propitious moment.”> From the beginning the two actors found they were simply
unsuited for each other, although the ultimate reason for their separation was, according
to the account in The Dancing Faun, Emery’s fondness for drinking and gambling.®

It was, therefore, very fortunate for Farr that in 1857 the English Parliament had

3 .
Ibid., 20-1.

* Florence Farr, The Dancing Faun (London: Elkin Mathews and John Lane, 1894), 37-38.

® Florence Farr, Modern Woman: Her Intentions (London: Frank Palmer, 1910), 33.

® Farr, Dancing Faun, 34.



Figure 2. Farr as a young woman.
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passed the Matrimonial Causes Act, which allowed civil courts to grant separations and
divorces. Under the urging of George Bernard Shaw, with whom she was having an
affair, Farr sued for divorce in 1894 on the grounds of adultery and abandonment. (Emery
had voluntarily left for the United Statesin 1888.) Farr received her divorce in February
1895 and thereafter put Emery and the four horrible years of their marriage behind her.
She never remarried, preferring alife without restraints. Bernard Shaw recalled, “ She set
no bounds to her relations with men whom she liked, and had a sort of Leporello list of a
dozen adventures, none of which, however, led to anything serious. She was in violent
reaction against Victorian morals, especially against sexual and domestic morals.””
Shaw’ sintimation of many affairs not withstanding, only three men can be documented
aslovers of Florence Farr: Edward Emery, George Bernard Shaw, and William Butler

Y eats.

Itisfairly certain that Florence Farr met William Butler Y eats at her sister
Henrietta Paget’ s house sometime in the late 1880s, possibly in April 1889 when Henry
Paget was painting Y eats's portrait. ® Y eats met the Pagets when his father, John Butler
Y eats, had moved his family to Bedford Park, a somewhat Bohemian country community
half an hour from London; so the Y eats family became neighbors and close friends with
the Pagets and with fellow Irishman John Todhunter, adoctor and poet.” It was at the

Bedford Park Clubhouse that Y eats first saw Farr act in 1890, in Todhunter’ s verse drama

A ScilianIdyll: A Pastoral Play in Two Scenes (fig. 3). The experience for him was

" George Bernard Shaw quoted in Introduction to Florence Farr, Bernard Shaw, W. B. Yeats: Letters, ed.
Clifford Bax (London: Horne & Van Thal Ltd., 1946), viii. Leporello, a character in Mozart’s Don
Giovanni, kept alist of his master’s sexual conquests, which numbered in the hundreds for each country in
Europe.

8 Mary K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn: Rebels and Priestesses (Rochester, VT: Park Street Press,
1995), 82.

° Ibid.
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momentous. In hisreview of Farr’s performance for the Boston Pilot, Y eats fairly
gushed over her acting, her voice, and her ability to speak verse, stating, “Mrs. Edward
Emery . .. won universal praise with her striking beauty and subtle gesture and fine
delivery of the verse. Indeed her acting was the feature of the whole performance that
struck one most, after the verseitself. | do not know that | have any word too strong to
express my admiration for its grace and power. . . . | have never heard verse better
spoken.”® From this beginning, Y eats was completely entranced with Farr, as his
autobiography relates:

| was soon a constant caller, talking over plays that

| would some day write her. She had three great
gifts, atranquil beauty like that of Demeter’ simage
near the British Museum reading-room door, and an
incomparable sense of rhythm and a beautiful voice,
the seeming natural expression of theimage. ... If a
man fell in love with her she would notice that she
had seen just that movement upon the stage or had
heard just that intonation and all seemed unreal. [f
she read out some poem in English or French all
was passion, al atraditional splendor, but she spoke
of actual things with a cold wit or under the strain

of paradox. . . . | formed with her an enduring
friendship that was an enduring exasperation.™*

At some point during this early association, Y eats and Farr became lovers. Y eats,
while not explicitly affirming the relationship, neverthel ess reported that “ she was the

only person to whom | could tell everything.”** And Georgia Y eats, writing after her

19 W, B. Yeats quoted in the Boston Pilot in Letters to the New Island by William Butler Yeats, ed. Horace
Reynolds (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1934), 105.

1 William Butler Y eats, The Autobiography of William Butler Yeats (New York: Macmillan, 1953), 74-5.
12 W. B. Yeats quoted in Bax, 33.



Figure 3. Florence Farr in A Scilian Idyll
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husband’ s death, indicates that a brief affair did take place early in their relationship.*®
The two were certainly inseparable for many years and worked closely both on dramatic
productions and on rituals in a popular occult society (fig. 4).

Impressed with Farr’ s performance of ritual in A Scilian Idyll Y eats introduced
her to MacGregor and Moina Mathers, his co-membersin the Order of the Golden Dawn,
“aHermetic Society whose members studied the principles of occult science and the
magic of Hermes.”** The society had been officially created in February 1888, and Y eats
had been initiated in early 1890, along with his friend Annie Horniman; by July 1890,
Florence Farr was initiated as well and spent much of the next few years in the intimate
company of the members of the order.™

In the fall of 1893, Farr was given money by Annie Horniman to finance a season
of playsin London. Horniman, who had recently inherited alarge sum of money, knew
Farr and her extensive theatre background from their association with Golden Dawn;
when Horniman decided to experiment with the theatrical world, it was by way of Farr
and her expertise. Horniman gave Farr carte blanche, stipulating only that her financial
backing was to remain secret.’® Farr then approached Y eats and Shaw to write plays for

the season, and selected the Avenue Theatre in London as the venue (fig. 5).

3 Johnson, 42.

Y Greer, 57.

5 Other members of the Golden Dawn who were also associated with the Abbey Theatre were Maud
Gonne and Pamela Colman Smith.

' Horniman was afraid that if her relatives, who were staunch Quakers, learned that she was spending her
money in this manner there would be great disapproval and serious arguments that she wished to avoid. As
aresult of the secret pact, neither Y eats nor Shaw learned of Horniman's involvement with the project for
severa years.

¥ 1n addition to directing these plays, Farr was the original Loukain Arms and the Man.
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This experiment at the Avenue Theatre was aimost a debacle. Y eats had quickly
obliged Farr with the little masterpiece The Land of Heart’s Desire, written with Farr’s
niece, Dorothy Paget, in mind; but George Bernard Shaw failed to finish the play he had
promised, and a comedy by John Todhunter was substituted instead, with disastrous
results. The only thing that saved the project was Shaw’ s eleventh-hour appearance with
hisfinished play. It went into rehearsal immediately and, on April 21, Arms and the Man
replaced Todhunter’ s comedy and saved the venture, along with Farr’ s reputation as an
actress and director.’” Thus her working relationship with Y eats was firmly established,
opening the conduit for her influence on his theatrical practices.

In 1894, Y eats s career as a poet was just beginning: he had published only two
sets of lyricsin the Dublin University Review in 1885; hisfirst book of poems, The
Wanderings of Oisin, and Other Poems, was published in 1889; and in 1893 he had
published abook of essays, The Celtic Twilight. Yeats sfirst play was The Land of
Heart’s Desire, and therefore, in 1894, Farr (five years his senior) was by far the more
experienced of the two both in the ways of the world and in the ways of the theatre.

Y eats was able to |ook to her as his model and mentor.

In 1898, the Irish Literary Theatre, founded by Y eats, Lady Gregory, and Edward
Martyn, accepted Y eats's play The Countess Cathleen for its first production along with
The Heather Field by Edward Martyn. As a playwright and a major component of the
ILT, Yeats “was able to appoint her [Farr] general stage manager for the Society.”*® His
motive for doing so was, perhaps, to compensate for his unfulfilled promise to Farr to

write a poetic dramafor her, though it may simply have been that he had trusted her with

7 1n addition to directing these plays, Farr was the original Loukain Arms and the Man.
18 Johnson, 102.



the production of hisfirst play at the Avenue Theatre, and the trust had been fully

justified.
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Although her production of Shaw’s Arms and the Man at the Avenue Theatre was

agreat success, her direction of The Countess Cathleen was eccentric. George Moore,

who was directing Edward Martyn’s The Heather Field (on the bill with Countess

Cathleen), gave an insightful report of one of her rehearsals in his autobiographical Hail

and Farewell:

| found Y eats behind some scenery in the act of
explanation to the mummers, whilst the lady [Farr]
in the green cloak, seated on the ground, plucked
the wires [of a psaltery], muttering the line Cover it
up with alonely tune[sic]. . . . while an experienced
actress [May Whitty] walked to and fro like a
pantheress.™

Moore and Y eats then sat down together to watch and listen as Farr continued to

rehearse The Countess Cathleen. Distracted, Farr

who had put her psaltery aside. . . was going about
with areticule on her arm, rummaging in it from
time to time for certain memoranda, which when
found seemed only to deepen her difficulty. Her
stage management is all right in her notes, Y eats
informed me. But she can’t transfer it from paper
on to the stage, he added, without appearing in the
least to wish that the stage-management of his play
should be taken from her. . . .. At that moment the
voice of the experienced actress asking the poor
lady how she was to get up the stage drew attention
from Y eats to the reticule, which was being
searched for the notes.

¥ George Moore, Hail and Farewell: Ave, Salve, Vale (New York: Appleton, 1912-14); reprint,
Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1985), 103-4. Moore's account of this
incident must be taken with a grain of salt, for his friendship with Y eats was tenuous at best and Moore

would have relished making Y eats seem afool for hiring Farr as stage manager.

2 Moore, 103.



43

May Whitty, the “experienced actress,” then walked up-stage to stare with contempt at
Farr

who laid herself down on the floor and began

speaking through the chinks. Her dramatic

intention was so obscure that perforce [Moore] had

to ask her what it was, and learnt from her that she

was evoking hell.#
Moore' s reply to this unexpected pronouncement was “But the audience will think you
are trying to catch cockroaches.”* The company of English actors who had been
engaged for the production was extremely exasperated with Farr’ s attempts at stage
management, which at the time was roughly equivalent to our stage direction. They
expected from a stage director something that Farr’s unconventional theories of staging
did not provide.

Besides directing The Countess Cathleen, Farr also acted the part of Aleel, the
Countess' s rejected lover. Though her stage direction was found lacking, Farr’s acting in
the production received good reviews, perhaps because of her intrinsic love for sound,
which the reviewer for the Irish Daily Independent remarked on at length.

The great charm of the acting was the manner in
which the music of the poem was preserved. The
rhythmic beat and cadence of the verse stole on the
ears like music sweetly played . . . Miss Florence
Farr was acharming Aleel. Her’'s[sic] isthe best
delivery of verse that we have heard upon the
modern stage.®

From the outset of her career Farr believed in the importance of sound, a belief

that shefinally codified in her book, The Music of Speech:

21 |pid., 104.
2 |bid.
% Review in Irish Daily Independent, 9 May 1898, quoted in Johnson, 104.



The Vedantists tell us that sound is the elemental
correspondence of etheric spaces, the root of
measurable things. And our hearing and our
speech, the part of the mind that receives
impression, can all be resolved into the element of
sound-- the strange grey world of sound, flashing or
detonating; imperceptibly subduing and mastering,
or rearing maledictions upon us, gasping in ecstasy
or choking in death, thousand-tongued. The
mystery of sound is made manifest in words and in
music . . . we are overwhelmed by the chatter of
those who profaneit, and the din of the traffic of the
restless disturbs the peace of those who are listening
for the old magic, and watching till the new creation
is heralded by the sound of the new word.?*

Farr’ s theoriesintensified Y eats' s own preoccupation with the medium of sound; his
verse dramas, a means of extending his poetry into the theatre, focused on language and
sound, sometimes to the detriment of the plays dramatic action.

Reviews of The Shadowy Waters, Y eats s fifth play, especialy remarked on the
beautiful verse—and the undramatic quality of the play. At the play’s premiere, in 1904,
one newspaper reviewer stated that the legend of Dectora“is teeming with dramatic
possibilities; yet Mr. Y eats seems to have gone out of hisway to destroy the dramatic
quality of it.”* And The Freeman’s Journal gave the even stronger critical view that The
Shadowy Waters was scarcely even aplay: “Mr. Yeats describes his play as adramatic
poem. It is more apoem than aplay, and asits poetic characteristics are enshrouded in
an al-pervading atmosphere of dreamy mysticism, elaborated in the style which Mr.

Y eats has made peculiarly hisown, it does not lend itself very easily to successful

% Florence Farr, The Music of Speech (London: Elkin Mathews, 1909), quoted in Johnson, 102.
% Daily Express, 15 January, 1904, n.p., Vol 111, Newspaper Cuttings, Abbey Theatre Collection, National
Library of Ireland.
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presentation on the stage.”?® Y eats himself, in 1905, while re-writing The Shadowy
Waters, admitted that “it was the worst thing | ever did dramatically and partly because it
was written when | knew very little of the stage and because there were so many old
passages written or planned before | knew anything, that thelittle | did know could not
pull it into shape.”*’ Y eats, however, inspired by Farr’s ideas, determined to pursue verse
drama, despite the negative criticism. Much of his passion for verse and sound originated
in Farr’s concepts, but the emphasis on sound was only one areain which Farr was able
to affect Yeats's perception of theatre.

Farr also encouraged Y eats' s fascination with the idea of aminimalist theatre. She
was not, of course, the only artist at this time to object to the myriad details of realist or
romantic staging practices. Such theatre practitioners as Gordon Craig, Adolph Appia,
and William Poel were all advocating the avant garde ideathat “lessis more,” and Farr’'s
artistic sensibilities firmly alied her with thisinnovative theatrical practice. Her own
observations, in 1904, on the work of Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree, ateacher of phonetics
and proprietor of aschool for dramatic study, faithfully describe the reasons for her
inclination toward nominal scenery:

| may not be sufficiently complex but while | am
enjoying a spectacle | cannot listen to literature
enough to appreciate it. Instead of poetry | should
like to hear weird musical instruments. | should
like to see a dumb show of diabolical wickedness
and intolerable sorrow in magnificent surroundings.
But | do not want to listen to the music of aviolin
or the music of the poets or to any great literaturein

the midst of lights and constant music. . . . Asa
matter of temperament my whole attention must be

% The Freeman'sJournal quoted in Laying the Foundations 1902-1904, ed. Robert

Hogan and James Kilroy (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, Inc., 1976), 113.
Z' Letter from W. B. Yeatsto Arthur Symons, August 3, 1905, in The Letters of W. B. Yeats, Allen Wade,
ed., 459.



46

concentrated on one perfect art and not scattered on
athousand luxurious detailsif | am to feel any keen
aesthetic emotion®®

Farr was likewise adamant in her reasons for disliking Tree' s treatment of the staging.

The Tree Tradition seems to me alittle too
continuously magnificent. Asaroom with patterns
on the walls, on the carpets, on the ceilings and the
curtains, makes us long for aplain space, a stretch
of polished wood or white washed wall; so | long
for dim shadows and for more of the famous black
velvet curtains Mr. Tree provided. . . .I do not think
Mr. Tree, and those producers of comic operawho
try to follow in his footsteps, realize the value of the
plain and the ssmple as a contrast to the ornate
pattern. . . . the decoration of India pleases us less
than the decoration of Japan because the Japanese
recognize the power of deprivation in contrast to
satiety.”®

To anyone who knows Y eats' s work in the theatre, especially his preference for
minimalist set design, this passage conveys how closely hisideas were linked to Farr’s,
and how her ideas cultivated hisin hislater practices.

Florence Farr also had a direct impact on Y eat’ s dramaturgy, through her
collaboration with Y eats on the revisions of such plays as The Shadowy Waters and
Derdre. Their correspondence of this period “continually reveal[s] how great an
influence she had on the shaping and re-writing of the early plays.” * In these letters,

Y eats often aludes to the inspiration he found in her: “I do believe | have made a great
play out of Deirdre. . . | will get acopy made and send it you [sic] | think. ... Thefirst

musician was written for you—I always saw your face as | wrote, very curiously your

% Florence Farr quoted in Johnson, 111.
2 pid.
% Georgia Yeats, “ Forward” to The Letters of W. B. Yeats, in Bax, 33.
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face even more that your voice and built the character out of that.”** In another, undated,
letter he told her, “I have written a coral [sic] ode about witches which contain these
lines—suggested in some vague way by your letter, only suggested | mean an phantasmal
exaggeration of some sentence.”** Florence Farr never had the power to inspire Yeats's
dramathe way Maud Gonne did his poetry, but her influence is present in hiswork
nonetheless.

Perhaps her most important contribution to his dramaturgy was her work on The
Shadowy Waters, about which he seems to have consulted her constantly as he was re-
writing it. Originally produced in January 1904, the play received bad reviews. The
Daily Express wrote “thereis a great deal of weird and intangible dialogue in the piece,
which . . . leaves the audience in athick mist as to what the motive and the meaning may
be. ... MissWalker spoke her linesin an effective manner, and her efforts may be said to
have saved the play from utter condemnation."** Another publication also praised the
actors: “great credit is due for a performance that was wonderfully good considering the
enormous difficulties.” >

Y eats decided to revive the piece for production at the Theosophical Society
convention in July 1905, under Farr’s stage direction. “Florence' s prompt copy shows
how extensively both she and the poet rewrote the dialogue and stage directions even as

rehearsals had progressed.”® The Shadowy Watersis a difficult play that attempts to

' 1bid., 49.

¥ 1bid., 56.
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dramatize “a pilgrimage and alove story that is all dreams and no responsibilities.”*

The production did not receive good reviews, and Y eats himself was dissatisfied “with
the whole production, his writing, the acting, in fact, all except the set constructed after a
model designed by H. M. Paget.”®" This dissatisfaction compelled Y eats to begin
revisions of the play, immediately, and after the production closed he wrote Farr:

| am working on Shadowy Waters changing it

greatly, getting rid of needless symbols, making the

people answer each other, and making the

groundwork simple and intelligible. | find | am

enriching the poetry and the character of Forgael

greatly in the process. | shall makeit as strong a

play as The King's Thresholdnd perhaps put it in

rehearsal in Dublin again. | am surprised at the

badness of agreat dedl of it inits present form. The

performance has enabled me to see the play with a

fresh eye. It hasbeen like looking at a picture

reversed as in alooking glass.*®
While these changes were going on, presumably at Coole Park, Y eats wrote constantly to
Farr, keeping her abreast of the changes and sending her parts of the play to critique. “I
have been waiting to answer your letters until | could send you along passage out of
Shadowy Waters—the first meeting of Forgael and Dectora, but Lady Gregory istoo tired
with entertaining for meto dictate it for the present.”** Although The Shadowy Waters
never became a staple at the Abbey Theatre, it is considered one of Y eats's important

early plays and it enhanced his reputation as a playwright; Farr’sinfluence, it seems, was

indeed far reaching.

% Christopher Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama; Mirror Up to a Nation (New York: Manchester
University Press, 1997), 23.
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Soon, however, there was to come a parting of the ways; various events and
opportunities served to loosen the ties that bound Y eats and Farr. First was a cooling of
their passionate friendship, brought about by long absences; Y eats was working non-stop
at the Abbey in Dublin while Farr was directing, acting, and writing music for a variety
of productionsin London. Foremost, however, was Y eats' s increasing involvement with
the Abbey Theatre and with the two women who already were playing major roles there,
Lady Augusta Gregory and Annie Horniman. Though Farr and Gregory had a reasonably
good working relationship, Horniman had taken a dislike to Farr. As a consequence, Farr
was more and more often excluded from the inner circle of the Abbey Theatre. In
October 1906, the directors of the Abbey decided to hire a stage manager to produce
Y eats' s verse plays and certain other classical productions. Y eats and Lady Gregory
were seriously considering Farr for this position, and Y eats wrote to her, “Both Lady
Gregory and | have been building castles in the air with you for one of their inhabitants.
We mean to get you over to play for us presently.”*® Annie Horniman, however,
vehemently protested Farr’s employment by the Abbey. Lady Gregory reported that
“Miss Horniman made such objections to our engaging Mrs Emery [sic] because of her
‘carelessness’ &cthat | shall let that matter sleep until the new arrangements have been
made. . . . | shall talk the matter over with Mrs Emery and tell her the difficulty.”*
Horniman’s mounting dislike of Farr has usually been attributed to her jealousy of Farr’'s
relationship with Y eats, though no romantic attachment between Y eats and Horniman has

ever been documented. She was, however, very devoted to Y eats' s career, both as poet

0 |_etter from W. B. Yeatsto Florence Farr, Ibid., 59-60.

L Letter to J. M. Synge from Lady Gregory, in Theatre Business: The Correspondence of the First Abbey
Directors: William Butler Yeats, Lady Gregory and J. M. Synge, ed. Anne Saddlemeyer (London: Colin
Smythe Ltd, 1982), 183.
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and playwright, so it is possible that Horniman's jealousy stemmed from Farr’ s influence
on Y eats's career rather than from the love affair. Nevertheless, Farr did not receive the
position, and her close relationship with Y eats faded gradually as they both pursued their
separate careers in the theatre.

Farr’s other ventures into the theatre at this time kept her occupied, and probably
kept Y eats' s attention focused on her despite their having officially gone their separate
ways. In 1905, she became avery successful producer, with an extraordinarily well-
received premiere production of Oscar Wilde's Salomein London. In that same year,
she aso produced a“masgue” called The Mystery of Time, in which she again
experimented with set design that demonstrated the symbolic theatre Y eats described in
1899 as “austere and grave costume and scenery, that . . . may appeal to the imagination
done.”* Although they eventually parted company, he to fame as a poet and aleading
force at the Abbey and she to an early death in Indiain 1917, their partnership was
certainly one of the foundation stones upon which the Abbey Theatre was rai sed.

The second woman who contributed to the Abbey Theatre without actually
working in it was playwright Alice Milligan, a poet and champion of the nationalist
desire for freedom from English rule. William J. Feeney, in hisintroduction to Alice
Milligan’s one-act play The Last Feast of the Fianna, asserts that thisdrama“is her only

" 43 This statement, however, fails to consider

contribution to the Irish theatre movement.
the many aspects of the movement in which the playwright wasinvolved. Certainly The

Last Feast of the Fianna was Milligan’s mgjor contribution---it was the only play of hers

2 W. B. Yeats quoted in Johnson, 114.
“ Alice Milligan, The Last Feast of the Fianna, Irish Drama Series, Vol. I1.,with introduction by ed.
William J. Feeney (Chicago: DePaul Univeristy, 1967), 40.
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to be produced by the Irish Literary Theatre (or its successors)---but her other theatrical
expertise also influenced the eventual establishment of the Abbey Theatre.

Alice LetitiaMilligan (fig.6) was born in Omagh, County Tyrone on September
14, 1866, the third of thirteen children. Milligan’s father, Seaton Milligan, held non-
Victorian views on women'’s education (reminiscent of those belonging to Florence
Farr’ s father); as aresult, Milligan was educated first at a private school in Omagh, then
at the Methodist College in Belfast for her secondary education. After graduating in
1886, she enrolled for a short time at King's College, London, where she studied English
literature and history.** Milligan considered her father’s liberal views on women's
education to be the result of his own preoccupation with history. Shewrote of him, “As
an historian he saw to it that we knew history and discussed with us children international
affairs and literature.”* His unorthodox attitude certainly proved a boon to the daughters

of hisfamily.

“  Sheila Johnston, Alice: A Life of Alice Milligan (Omagh, Co. Tyrone, Ireland: Colourpoint Press,
1994), 33 4.
> Alice Milligan quoted in Johnston, 21.



Figure 6. Alice Milligan
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At the age of twenty-six, after a series of personal losses among family and close
friends, Milligan turned to a career of writing. She became something of aliterary
Renai ssance woman, publishing anovel, A Royal Democrat, in 1892, a series of plays
and tableaux, and a volume of poetry, Hero Lays, in 1908.%

Milligan’ s influence on the Abbey took two separate but related forms. First, in
1893, shemet W. B. Yeatsin Dublin, and he encouraged her to write plays, she
complied, producing The Last Feast of the Fianna, The Harp That Once, and The
Deliverance of Red Hugh. These plays, especially The Last Feast of the Fianna, had a
profound effect on both the playwriting and the acting practices of Y eats's company.
The second influence transpired when Milligan, an ardent nationalist, met Ireland’ s Joan
of Arc, Maud Gonne. Milligan became instrumental in assisting Gonne with acting and
directing practices that would eventually find their way into the Abbey Theatre.

In 1898, soon after the Irish Literary Theatre announced its intention of producing
plays by Irish writers on Irish subjects, numerous plays were offered to the society for
production; among them was a twenty-minute one-act play by Alice Milligan, which was
ultimately chosen for production. It was performed on February 19, 1900, on the bill
with Edward Martyn’s Maeve, acted by a company of English actors that Y eats had
engaged for the production.

Many contemporary sources approved of The Last Feast of the Fianna. The little
drama detailed a confrontation between the mythological characters Finn Mac Cumhall,
his son Qisin, and hiswife Grania. Through a compact script Milligan was able to take
the essential elements of Irish myth and folklore and successfully weave a story that was

at once mythic, poetic, nationalistic, and dramatic—attributes that were exactly what the

6 Robert Hogan, “Milligan, Alice,” in Dictionary of Irish Literature. Revised and Expanded Edition.
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Irish Literary Theatre wanted to promote in their productions. The Irish newspaper, Daily
Express, remarked on the appropriateness of the work: “If the aim of the Irish Literary
Theatre isto create national dramait is obvious that the development of Miss Milligan's
method is the proper road to reach ultimate success.”*’ Joseph Holloway described the
play in hisdiary, “Miss Milligan’' s twenty minutes peep into the legendary past . . . was
picturesque,” even though he thought the acting deplorable.*® And Y eats enthusiastically
praised the play in the February 1900 edition of Beltaine: “Miss Milligan’slittle play
delighted me because it has made in avery ssmple way and through the vehicle of Gaelic
persons, that contrast between immortal beauty and the ignominy and mortality of life
which is the central theme of ancient art.”*

With this contemporary acclaim it is difficult to understand why The Last Feast of
the Fianna and its author are amost ignored in histories and studies of Irish drama. This
neglect is especially puzzling because The Last Feast of the Fianna is alandmark play:
“The Last Feast of the Fianna is the first completely Celtic Twilight play in setting,
characters and theme.. . . For Alice Milligan there remains the honour of being the first
playwright to dramatise [sic] Celtic legend for an Irish audience.”*® Alice Milligan was
thus, alongside Y eats, Lady Gregory, and J. M. Synge, an innovative contributor to the
Irish drama, introducing the Celtic Twilight play to the Abbey playwrights and paving the
way for Y eats' s later legendary and mythological plays, such as The King's Threshold

and On Bail€' s Srand.

" Daily Express, 20 February 1900, quoted in Johnston, 100.

8 Joseph Holloway, Joseph Holloway’ s Abbey Theatre: A Selection from his Unpublished Journal -
Impressions of a Dublin Playgoer, eds. Robert Hogan and Michael J. O’'Neill (Carbondale, IL: Southern
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For al the praise Milligan’s play received among the critics, the maor
significance of the theatrical production of The Last Feast of the Fianna to the Irish
Literary Theatre (and therefore to the eventual formation of the Abbey Theatre) was its
poor execution. The bad reviews of the production, specifically the disparagement of the
English acting troupe, probably led to the play’ s current status as a footnote in Irish
dramatic history; this flawed performance, however, isthe very factor that caused great
changes in subsequent productions of the ILT.

Y eats had hired an English troupe of actorsto play The Last Feast of the Fianna,
as he had cast the preceding productions of the ILT, but their blunderings on stage
pointed up the bald fact that English actors simply could not achieve the desired effect.
Joseph Holloway apparently objected “to the lackluster performance of the English
actors.”" Another contemporary critic, “observed that the English players were startled
occasionally by audience reaction to allusions that were meaningless to the performers.”>?
Others suggested that

the performances demonstrated the need for Irish
actors. Acquiring such a troupe was more than
chauvinism or abid for the favor of ultra-
nationalists. . . . Certainly better interpretation of the

plays could be provided by an Irish company
familiar with Irish history and legend and mores.>

Y eats himself commented, after the final production of the ILT in 1901, that “there was

always something incongruous between Irish words and an English accent.”>* That such

> Joseph Holloway quoted in Introduction to Milligan, 43.

2 Andrew Malone, Ibid.

>3 Feeney, Introduction to Milligan, 43.

> W. B. Yeats quoted in Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, The Splendid Years (Dublin: James Duffy & Co., Ltd.,
1955), 5.
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an Irish troupe did not yet exist in Ireland was a stumbling block to Y eats and the Irish
Literary Theatre, and Y eats's mgjor objective during the years of the Irish Literary
Theatre, and later of the Irish National Theatre Society, was to find Irish actors and
actresses who could speak versewell.  Not until he heard William Fay’s Irish players,
perform Milligan’s The Deliverance of Red Hugh in August 1901 for Maud Gonne’s
women'’ s political group, Inghinidhe na hEireann (Daughters of Erin), did he redlize the
intrinsic rhythm that native Irishmen had for speaking verse. This performance
represented a confluence of events that would change the production of Irish theatre--
events that revolved around Alice Milligan, Maud Gonne, and the Inghinidhe na
hEireann.

Alice Milligan became politically aware at avery early age, listening to her father
and even to older children in Omagh talk about volatile political topics such as Home
Rule and the advent of the great political leader, Charles Parnell. She became an ardent
nationalist and an advocate of all things Irish. Her work as editor of The Northern
Patriot, an early nationalist magazine, brought her into contact with Maud Gonne on
November 13, 1895; Gonne wrote an article for the magazine in an attempt to gain
amnesty for several Irish political prisoners. The publication of this article probably led
to Milligan’ s dismissal from the magazine, but she and co-editor Anna Johnston (also
known as Ethna Carberry) immediately began another nationalist publication: The Shan
Van Vocht, a political vehicle that lasted another three years.>™ Milligan’s political

contact with Gonne, however, would lead eventually to her further involvement with the

* Johnston, 87. The term shan van vocht is Gaglic for ‘poor old woman,” a personification of Ireland also
known as Kathleen ni Houlihan.
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Irish Literary Theatre, through the dramatic productions of Gonne's political organization
for women, Inghinidhe na hEirrean.

Maud Gonne has been described by historians variously as arebel, afanatic, a
beauty, and atraitor (fig. 7).° What she seemed to be was a woman so dedicated to a
single cause—the freedom of Ireland—that she would sacrifice love, children, marriage,
and career for that single goal. In the course of her single-minded pursuit of Irish
independence, an unexpected by-product occurred in the theatrical world of late
nineteenth century Dublin: the formation of an acting company that became the nucleus
of the Abbey Players. And it all began with Maud Gonne' s burning need to contribute to
the nationalist cause.

Gonne's early life set the stage for many of her revolutionary tendencies, for her
mother died when she was only six years old and her father put her in the care of a
French nurse, awoman “intelligent and well schooled, with strong republican,
equalitarian, and philanthropic sympathies.”>" This environment, coupled with Gonne's

own independent nature, swayed her sympathies toward the Irish peasants who were

% See, for example, Margery Brady, The Love Story of Yeats and Maud Gonne (Dublin: Mercer Press,
1990); Nancy Cardozo, Maud Gonne: Lucky Eyes and a High Heart (London: Victor Gollancz, Ltd.,
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Renascence (Buckinghamshire, England: Colin Smythe, 1979); R. M. Fox, Rebel Irishwomen (Dublin:
The Talbot Press, Ltd., 1935); Samuel Levenson, Maud Gonne (New Y ork: Reader's Digest Press, 1976);
Antoinette Quinn, "Cathleen ni Houlihan Writes Back: Maud Gonne and Irish Nationalist Theatre" in
Gender and Sexuality in Modern Ireland, Anthony Bradley and Maryanne Gialanella Valiulis, eds.
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997); Margaret Ward, Maud Gonne: A Life (London:
Pandora Press, 1990).
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Figure 7. Maud Gonne
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evicted from their homes by wealthy English landlords and created in her a burning
desireto see dl of Ireland free from English rule.

Her first personal encounter with the English occurred after her father’s death in
1886, when she was sent to London to live with her father’ s eldest brother, William
Gonne. Uncle William's English sympathies and strict running of the household proved
intolerable to Maud'’ s high-spirited nature. The first and only clash resulted in Gonne's
first use of the theatre as ameansto her ends. William, finding Gonne' s personal account
book not in order, informed his niece that her father had left her penniless and she would
either have to be adopted by an elderly aunt or make her own way in the world.*®

Gonne opted to earn her own living and, having been refused admission to a
nursing program because of weak lungs, elected to go on the stage. This attempt soon
bore fruit, as Gonne had contacts in the theatrical world. A London actor, Herman Vezin,
had seen her in an amateur production in Dublin and assured her she could make a career
on the stage if she wished; he gave her his card and told her “‘If ever you do cometo

me.1 »n 59

Gonne took him at hisword, and Vezin put her in touch with atheatrical agent
who immediately got her a position in atouring company, as the leading lady in “an
abominable melodrama and Heartsease, an English version of Adrienne Lecouvreur,” a
well-made tragedy by Eugene Scribe.®

Four months later she sent her uncle “a six-foot poster, printed with her namein

foot-high letters, announcing that she would have the leading rolein two plays.”®* Uncle

¥ Maud Gonne MacBride, The Autobiography of Maud Gonne: A Servant of the Queen, A. Norman
Jeffares and Anna MacBride White, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 56. To avoid
confusion, hereafter all citationsto this work will be given under the name Gonne.
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William’ s response was typically English and Victorian: he asked her to spare the family

humiliation by taking a stage name. Gonne replied that “the name belonged to me and |

thought | was honouring it by earning my bread.

» 62

Unfortunately the defiance ended abruptly. In her autobiography Gonne wrote:

| had worked very hard at voice production and
spent nights and days rehearsing in drafty, dismal,
dusty halls and theatres. The day | wasto have
started on tour found me lying weakly in bed, after a
haemorrhage of the lungs. . .and owing alarge sum
for breach of contract to the director of that
ramshackl e touring company, which | did not know
how to pay.®®

She soon learned that her uncle’ s statements were false and that she was actually a

woman of independent means. The episode, neverthel ess, made Gonne readlize that the

theatrical world was a viable agency for her to use when necessary.

Gonne's nationalism first surfaced in 1886 when, after the theatre escapade, she

was taken to France to recuperate from her lung ailment. There she met Lucien

Millevoye, a Frenchman whose own purposein life was to win back Alsace-Lorraine for

France and who urged her to leave the stage and make politics her life's ambition:

Why don’t you free Ireland as Joan of Arc freed France?
Y ou don’t understand your own power. To hear awoman
like you talking of going on the stage isinfamous. Yes,
you might become a great actrice; but if you became a
great actrice as Sara Bernhardt, what of it? Anactriceis
only imitating other people’ s emotions; that isnot living;
that is only being a cabotine, nothing else. Have amore
worthy ambition, free your own country, free Ireland.®*

%2 Gonne, 60.
8 Gonne, 60.
% |bid., 64-65.
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Gonne, who had fallen deeply in love with Millevoye, heeded his advice and returned to
Ireland to work as a political advocate for nationalism rather than as a theatrical
performer (fig. 8). Gonne managed to overlap the two spheres frequently.

Soon after returning from her meeting with Millevoye in France, Gonne attempted
to join both the Celtic Literary Society and the Irish National League. She was rebuffed
by both with the explanation that women were barred from membership in these
societies. Undaunted by this set-back, Gonne worked for years on the outskirts of the
political movement as a successful public speaker for the societies that would not accept
her in their ranks. She had never before attempted oratory, but Tim Harrington, a
Parnellite member of Parliament, persuaded her to speak at various political rallies and
gatherings. “ She had the gift to hold a crowd, and her stage training enabled her to
project her voice effortlessly, even in the open air.”® Thistraining and her own innate
“tendency to dramatise [sic] life, which she freely admitted,”® became her personal tools
in the pursuit of afree lreland. From 1894 onward, she lectured steadily and undertook
three lecture tours in Americato raise money for The Amnesty Association and to

support Arthur Griffith’s nationalist newspaper The United Irishman.®’
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Figure 8. Maud Gonne at about the time she met Lucien
Millevoye.
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Finally, in 1900, she “at last succeeded in founding Inghinidhe na hEireann (the
Daughters of Erin). | called ameeting of all the girlswho, like myself resented being
excluded, as women, from National Organizations. Our object was to work for the
complete independence of Ireland.”®® And though Gonne had renounced the theatre as a
career, she clearly recognized the power of theatre to forward the nationalist aims of her
new organization (fig.9).

Although the Inghinidhe na hEireann was established as a “ political and cultural
organization,”® Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, an early member of the society, reported that it
was primarily adramatic organization and that “its object was to encourage young
Dubliners to write for the stage and to establish the nucleus of a national dramatic
company.”® Indeed, the by-laws of the society stipulated that one of its goals was “to
discourage the reading and circulation of low English literature, the singing of English
songs, the attending of vulgar English entertainments at the theatres and music hall.”*

To replace those English entertainments, the Inghinidhe na hEireann *“experimented with
inventing an Irish popular theatre, mounting ceilidhe, magic-lantern shows, tableaux
vivants and one act plays.” > The society’s most significant contribution, however, was
the development of native Irish actorsin adramatic class held at the Inghinidhe meetings.
Maud Gonne herself “used to teach init all | had learned in my short-lived stage

adventure.”

% 1bid., 266.

% Antoinette Quinn, “Cathleen ni Houlihan Writes Back: Maud Gonne and Irish Nationalist Theatre,” in
Gender and Sexuality in Modern Ireland, Anthony Bradley and Maryann Gialanella Valiulis, eds.
Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997.

" Nic Shiubhlaigh, 3.

™ Quinn, 42.

2 1bid. Quinn’s article gives extensive descriptions of all of these theatrical and para-theatrical activities.
® Gonne, 176.
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Figure 9. Maud Gonne's Inghinidhe na hEireann,
circa 1905-06.
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The amateur dramatics were extremely popular in the organization, and as early
as December 1900, Gonne and the Secretary of Inghinidhe, Maire T. Ni Cuminn (Quinn),
both wrote to Alice Milligan asking for help with atheatre production. Milligan had
gained experience with directing tableaux when she assisted in the centennia celebration
of the rising of 1798 and, by 1900, was considered somewhat of an expert in the genre.™
In aletter dated December 30, 1900, Quinn wrote,

Miss Gonne has asked me to write you with
reference to the Gaelic Tableaux, which we are so
anxiousto have in Dublin. We were so pleased to
hear from Miss Kileen that you were interested in
the project and had so kindly promised to give us
the benefit of your experience and assistance in
carrying them out. . . . Miss Gonne tells me you are
a perfect wonder at tableaux and | am sureif you
will not help us we shall never be able to do them
and must abandon the idea altogether.”

Gonne herself wrote the same day to urge Milligan to assist them:

| know it is asking agreat deal of you to come and
help us, but we know how kind you are in helping at
such entertainments and you are so clever & have
such agenius for dramatic effects that if you came
we are certain of amagnificent success. . . . Without
your help we feel very much afraid of trying them
as none of us have had much experiencein
tableaux.”

Such fulsome compliments to Milligan’ s theatrical expertise paid off. She journeyed to
Dublin to help with the tableaux in spring 1901. She aso must have been duly impressed

with Inghinidhe’ s theatrical abilities because, according to Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh,

™ Therising of 1798 refers to the unsuccessful Irish rebellion against English rule. During the short lived
conflict French soldiers landed in the town of Killalato aid the Irish army.

® MaireT. Ni Cuinn, Dublin, to Alice Milligan, Belfast, 30 December 1900, National Library of Ireland.
® Maud Gonne, Dublin, to Alice Milligan, Belfast, 30 December [1900], National Library of Ireland.
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Milligan “had written some plays and it was suggested that we should put on two of her
plays The Deliverance of Red Hugh . . . then another play The Harp.””’

Realizing that the society needed additional guidance for such an undertaking,
Gonne brought in William and Frank Fay as professional theatre artists. Frank Fay was a
drama critic for the United Irishman and an el ocution teacher, while Willie Fay had
performed in various professional troupes before taking ajob in Dublin as an electrician.
Willie Fay was then currently performing farces in an English music hall, the Union Jack
Coffee Paace, with atroupe that included some of thelnghinidhe actresses. Disturbed
that some of its actresses might play in a venue antithetical to the precepts of the society,
Inghinidhe “passed aresolution forbidding any of their membersto act for Fay in his
English farces & for the Coffee Palace.” ”® Gonne instead “begged them to coach her
girls, asthey [the Fays] were already coaching a mixed group of amateurs calling
themselves the Ormonde society.” ”® By 1902, the actresses from the Inghinidhe dramatic
classes had merged with the actors from the Ormonde Dramatic Society to form W. G.
Fay’s Irish National Dramatic Company.

It was evidently during this time that Y eats became acquainted with the Fays and
their work for he wrote in his autobiography, “I saw William Fay’s amateur company
play Miss Milligan's Red Hugh, an historical play on the style of Walter Scott. ‘Y onder
battlements’, all the old rattle-traps acquired modernity, reality, spoken by those voices. |

came away with my head on fire. | wanted to hear my own unfinished Baile' s Srand, to

" Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, “Lecture Given to Galway Branch of Women Graduates Association [1948],”
D, Papers of Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, National Library of Ireland.

8 Letter to W. B. Yeats from Maud Gonne in The Gonne-Yeats Letters 1893-1938176.

" Coxhead, Daughters, 49-50.
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hear Greek tragedy spoken with a Dublin accent.”® Y eats was obviously “on fire”
because of the production values he had witnessed. Equally important, his viewing of this
production may have “inspired his own famous play Cathleen ni Houlihan.”®" What is
certain is that when Y eats was ready to produce Kathleen he engaged the Fays and their
acting company for the playing of it.** Inghinidhe na hEireann, in this production of The
Deliverance of Red Hugh, brought *Y eats and the Fay brothersinto direct touch;
[athough] the tableaux vivants probably did little for the freedom of Ireland . . . they
assembled the most important figures in the early days of the national theatre, for A.E.
(George Russell) was with Y eats at the Antient Concert Rooms that night [in 1901] and
Lady Gregory was there too.”® The convergence of people and events that would lead
directly to the establishment of the Abbey theatre was almost compl eted.

In April 1902, Inghinidhe na hEireann sponsored the first production of W. B.
Y eats s and Lady Gregory’ s nationalist masterpiece Kathleen ni Houlihan, aprime
example of the patriotic one-act play thelnghinidhe favored. The story is simple but
deeply stirring: on the eve of the marriage of Peter Gillane’s oldest son, a poor old
woman visits his cottage. She is a wandering woman who speaks of losing her “four
fields’ to the English and who speaks of the young men who have fought for her through
the years, and of the men who must yet fight for her to regain her land. The son,

Michael, heeds her cry, stirred by Kathleen’ s refrain that those who take up her service

8y eats, Autobiography, 383-4.

8 Johnston, 102.

8 \When Y eats and Lady Gregory wrote Kathleen ni Houlihan in 1902, the title character’s first name was
spelled with a“K” to distinguish it from the title character of one of Y eats's earlier plays, The Countess
Cathleen. Yearslater, Y eats changed the spelling to Cathleen ni Houlihan.

8  Gerard Fay, The Abbey Theatre: Cradle of Genius (Dublin: Clonmore & Reynolds, Ltd., 1958), 35.
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“shall be remembered for ever;/ They shall be alive for ever;/They shall be speaking for
ever;/The people shall hear them for ever.”® He then goes to join the French during the
rising at Killalain 1798. After he goes, the younger son, when asked if he had seen the
old woman on the path, reports, “1 did not; but | saw a young girl, and she had the walk
of aqueen.”® The poor old woman is Kathleen ni Houlihan, the embodiment of Ireland
itself.
Y eats and Gregory wrote the play after Y eats had a dream

of a cottage where there was well-being and

firelight and talk of amarriage, and into the midst

of that cottage there came an old woman in along

cloak. Shewas Ireland herself, that Kathleen ni

Houlihan for whom so many songs have been sung

and for whose sake so many have gone to their

death.®®
When Y eats showed the script to Gonne she was thrilled. Sherealized that Y eats had
finally managed to write the ultimate nationalist propaganda play, in her words, the “most
perfect play ever written in Ireland.”®” The catch was a stipulation Y eats placed on the
piece: either Gonne played thetitle role or Inghinidhe na hEireann could not produce the
play. The bait was simply too tempting, and Gonne accepted the role, arole that many
believed she actually lived day-to- day in her effortsto free Ireland. It wasthis
convergence of her personawith the role of Kathleen ni Houlihan that created the
legendary performances of April 2, 3, and 4, 1902.

Maud Gonne' s entrance into the theatre that first night caused a great sensation.

She arrived late and * caused a minor sensation by sweeping through the auditorium in the

8 William B. Y eats, Cathleen ni Houlihan, in Eleven Plays of William Butler Yeats, ed. A. Norman
Jeffares (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1964), 229.
85 H
Ibid., 231.
% 1bid., 248.
8 Maud Gonne quoted in Coxhead, Daughters, 50.
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ghostly robes of the Old Woman . . . ten minutes before we were due to begin. Frank Fay
pursed his lips and stamped away in annoyance . . . ‘Unprofessional!” he caled it.”®® The
performance which followed was attested by al present to be one of the most powerful
theatrical experiences of their lives. Maire ni Shiubhlaigh, one of the company’s
actresses, remembered the performance as an inspiration to the country:

How many who were there that night will forget the

Kathleen ni Houlihan of Maud Gonne, her rich

golden hair, willow-like figure, pale sensitive face,

and burning eyes, as she spoke the closing line of

the Old Woman turning out through the cottage

door. . . Her beauty was startling. Y eatswrote

Kathleen ni Houlihan specially for her, and there

were few in the audience who did not seewhy. In

her, the youth of the country saw all that was

magnificent in Ireland. She was the very

personification of the figure she portrayed on

Stage.89
In fact, many were struck with the mesmerizing power Maud Gonne generated in the role
(fig. 10). Mary Colum, wife of the playwright Padraic Colum, wrote “to our eldersin
Dublin it was Maud Gonne' s creation of the role that was significant. Those who saw her
on the first night said that when she came on the stage, with her marvel ous beauty, her
height, and the memories of her militant patriotism, peopl€’ s hearts stopped beating, and
many, including Y eats himself, wept.”® In a subsequent letter to Lady Gregory, Y eats

described Gonne' s performance as “played. . . magnificently, and with wierd [sic]

8 Nic Shiubhlaigh, 17.
¥ bid., 19.
% Mary Colum, Life and the Dream (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1947), 112.
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Figure 10. Maud Gonne in thetitle role of Kathleen ni

Houlihan in 1902.



71

power.”®* Joseph Holloway, the well-known Dublin architect and drama critic, reported
that

Most of the saying of the mysterious ‘ Cathleen’ (a

part realized with creepy realism by the tall willowy

Miss Maud Gonne, who chanted her lines with rare

musical effect, and crooned fascinatingly. . .some

lyrics) found ready and apt interpretation from the

audience who understood that Erin spokein

‘Cathleen,” and they applauded each red-hot

patriotic sentiment right heartily.*
And the All-Ireland Review stressed the relationship between Gonne' s theatrical role and
her more customary role of nationalist orator, making her performance continuous with
her politics:

‘The well-known nationalist orator did not address

the other actors asis usual in drama, but spoke

directly to the audience, asif she was addressing

them in Beresford Place . . .she can scarcely to said

to act the part, she lived it.” %
From this point on, the public viewed Maud Gonne as Cathleen ni Houlihan, arole with
which Gonne also identified herself for the rest of her life.

One legacy of this celebrated performance was its impact on other actresses in the
company, and indeed on those future actresses who were in the audience. Maud Gonne
set a high standard for playing the Poor Old Woman that many critics would say was
rarely met and never surpassed.

Y et because the play was so popular, and because it became a staple of the INTS

and the Abbey Company, actresses were constantly being asked to undertake the part.

%8 W. B. Yeats, Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, Vol. I11, 1901 — 1904, eds. John Kelly and Ronald
Schuchard (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 167.

2 Holloway, 17.

% Quinn, 46.

% Nancy Cardozo, Maud Gonne: Lucky Eyes and a High Heart (London: Victor Gallancz, 1979), 220-
21.
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Thefirst actress to reprise Gonne's role was Honor Lavelle when the play was revived
the following year, first in May and again in October 1903 (on the bill with Synge'sIn
the Shadow of the Glen). The results were not promising. An article reviewing the May
performance faulted the whole company, saying the play “needed much better acting and
stage-management to give it anything like its full effect.”® Joseph Holloway, however,
singled Lavelle out in aletter to Willie Fay as the ultimate cul prit in the production’s
negative criticism: “Kathleen Ni Houlihan fell very flat, chiefly owing to thetitlerole
being enacted in too listlessakey . . . tell Miss Lavelle to throw more enthusiasm &
earnestness into her Kathleen.”*

The second actress to attempt the role was Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, cast as
Kathleen before the opening of the Abbey Theatre in December 1904. Nic Shiubhlaigh
recounts her experiences with the role, including an homage to Maud Gonne's
performance:

People have said that through the years my playing
of the part has been creditable, but | would like it
known that every time | have played Kathleen |
have modelled [sic] my performance on the one
given originally by Maud Gonne. Although | have
seen many famous actresses play Kathleen since, |
have yet to know of a performance which surpassed
hers on thelittle stagein St. Teresa' s Hall.”’
After Nic Shiubhlaigh left the theatre in 1905, the part was given to the company’ s new

leading lady, Sara Allgood, who had her own ideas about the role.*®

% Unidentified review in Newspaper Cuttings, Vol IV, Abbey Theatre Papers, National Library of Ireland.
% Joseph Holloway, Dublin, to William G. Fay, Dublin, 9 October 1903, Newspaper Cuttings, Vol 1V,
Abbey Theatre Papers, National Library of Ireland.

9 Nic Shiubhlaigh, 60.

% See Chapter 6 for Allgood’s conception of the part.
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But only eighteen months after her nationalist triumph in Kathleen ni Houlihan,

Maud Gonne angrily resigned her position as Vice-President of the INTS and Inghinidhe
na hEireann severed their ties with the organization aswell. The reason for this rupture
was the Society’ s shift in focus from producing pointedly nationalist dramas, such as
Kathleen ni Houlihan and Deirdre, to producing plays with artistic or literary merit only.
Gonne wrote to Y eats repeatedly during September 1903 of her concerns about this new
direction the theatre company was taking. In early September she wrote, “1 still think it
will be best for me to cease to be the vice president of the theatre Co, | won’'t undertake
any but National fights, & the theatre Co does not seem inclined for such fights.”® On
September 9 she voiced her annoyance with William Fay’ s disregard of the nationalist
cause, writing, “ Of course the theatre is a great disappointment to me & to al the
nationalist interested in it, & it isentirely Fay’'sfault if heis considered anti-national or at
least indifferent to national things. . . .He openly discarded a national play, The Saxon
Shilling, [sic] & repeatedly he spoke slightingly of the national societies, without which
societies he would never have come under your notice a all. He openly boasted now that
he had a better class of public & he didn’t care for them [nationalist plays] & wouldn’t
consider them.”*® Her final letter that month, dated September 25, chastised Y eats for
pretending to forget the origins of the National Theatre Company and for seeming to
condone Fay’s actions.

Fay having succeeded in a certain measure through

you & your friends. . . haslost his head & thinks he

can insult the National Societieswho created him.

It was not ‘hear say’ reports | sent you, to me Fay

said that hedidn’t careaD about the
Nationalist Societies & other rude remarks. . . .He

% Maud Gonneto W. B. Yeats, in The Gonne-Yeats Letters, 173.
100 1 hid.,, 174.
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refused a national play that you yourself
recommended, he acted for nothing for Unionists &
drove hard bargains with Nationalist Societies, he
naturally made it impossible for the National
Societies to co-operate with him. Y ou forget the
existence of the National Theatre Society was
originally due to Inghinidhe na hEireann & Cumann
na Gaedhal [a men’s organization that was
precursor to the Sein Fein Party]. . . . It was
Inghinidhe na hEireann & Cumann na Gaedha who
financed each of Fay’sfirst attempts at National
performances. On each occasion we not only gave
him the dresses & scenery we had paid for, but also
gave him more than the fair share of profits & even
when there was aloss made up something for Fay,
not for himself naturally but with the idea of
helping the formation of aNational Theatre Co.'™

Enclosed with this | etter was a copy of another |etter to Mr. George Roberts, the
President of the INTS, tendering the resignation of her office:

| wish to resign my position as Vice-President of

the N. T. Society. When | joined the Society |

understood it was formed to carry on National &

propagandist work by combating the influence of

the English stage. | find it has considerably

changed its character & ideals & whilel shall

always be interested and glad of its success, | can

no longer take an active part in the direction &

work. ™

The final straw for Gonne came in October 1903 with the Society’ s production of

J. M. Synge' s In the Shadow of the Glen, a play in which the representation of Irish
peasant women’ s sexuality diverged wildly from the nationalists' depiction. The play’s
suggestion that awoman, trapped in aloveless, arranged marriage, could find happiness

with aman in an adulterous relationship was considered by the nationalists as a slander

on al Irish womanhood. Gonne protested when the play was accepted for production by

101 .
Ibid., 176.
192 photocopy of letter from Maud Gonne to George Russell in The Gonne-Yeats Letters 1893-1938, 178.
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the Irish Nationa Theatre Society, calling it “horrid.” To make the production even more
galing, she confided to Yeats, “it was forced on the Company by atrick. They were told
the reading Committee had accepted it & they had no choice in the matter & yet Russell
tells me as far as he knows it was never submitted to the reading Committee.” *%

At the opening night performance, Gonne walked out of the theatre in the middle
of the play, protesting that not only was it a misrepresentation of Irish women, but that it
was aso the personalization of the struggles of one woman rather than an exploration of
the struggles of Ireland. In ascathing rebuttal in The United Irishman to a statement by
Y eats that the Society wished only to present propagandain the form of good art, Gonne
wrote:

A play which will please the men and women of

Ireland who have sold their country for ease and

wealth, who fraternize with their country’s

oppressors or have taken service under them, aplay

that will please the host of English functionaries and

the English garrison, is a play which can never

clam to be national literature. . . . The center of the

national lifeis still among the poor and the workers,

they alone have been true to Ireland, they alone are

worthy and they alone are capable of fostering a

national literature and a national dream.'®
Gonne aso wrote a one-act play, Dawn, as arefutation of Synge's play and as“an
experiment in combining realism with nationalist political allegory in aplay focusing on

apeasant heroine.”*® Though the play was never performed, it was published in the

United Irishman in 1904. Despite her disappointment with the INTS, Gonne kept in

103 Maud Gonneto W. B. Y eats, in The Gonne-Yeats Letters 1893-1838, 174.
104 Maud Gonne quoted in Coxhead, Daughters of Erin, 54.
15 Quinn, 51.
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close touch with Y eats until his death, and often attended the Abbey Theatre, although
she never acted on the Abbey stage; indeed, she never acted again on any stage.

But it was too late. She could not withdraw her inspiration; she could not take
back the actresses of the INTS who had gotten their first training at her handsin the
drama classes of the Inghinidhe na hEireann. Her contribution to the Abbey Theatre was
firmly established, though her desire to induce nationalism through the agency of the
theatre was only partially fulfilled.

Maud Gonneis probably best remembered as the beautiful woman who inspired
Y eats' s greatest poetry, though she herself most likely would prefer to be remembered as
the “Great Liberator,” sharing thetitle with Daniel O’ Connell. Gonne's contribution to
the Irish dramatic movement and the Abbey Theatre is her least remembered but possibly
most deserved accolade. Alice Milligan’sroles as playwright and director, though amost
completely forgotten, were essential to the early cultivation of native Irish actors and to
the literature of the Celtic Twilight. Florence Farr is remembered mainly as arather
eccentric woman who dabbled in mysticism, the mistress of George Bernard Shaw, and
who died an early death in India. But sheinspired W.B. Y eatsto form his early ideas
about theatre and verse drama, and through him inspired the aesthetics of the Abbey
Theatre.

It is clear that these three women shared several important traits. They were not
ordinary women. Although reared in different parts of the British Isles, all shared
elements that were unusual in Victorian society. All three came from upper-middle or
upper class families; the fathers of all three were very liberal in their views on the

education of women, so all received education that included college-level studies. The
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financial circumstances of their families allowed each woman some degree of
independence. Maud Gonne was independently wealthy at the age of twenty-one,
Florence Farr lived off of atrust fund set up by her father, and Alice Milligan, although
she worked throughout her life, was financially secure enough to choose a career in
writing and lecturing. Farr and Gonne were English, and Milligan, although Irish, lived
much of her lifein Belfast among English sympathizers. All three of the women were
Protestants.'®

Perhaps the most extraordinary commonality among these three women, however,
was their unconventional lives. Farr and Gonne both had extramarital affairs (Gonne
even produced two children out of wedlock); both married and divorced relatively
quickly. They both also had very close, personal relationships with William Butler
Yeats. ' Milligan never had any documented extramarital affairs, but neither did she
marry, an anomaly in Ireland at the turn of the last century. Also unconventional were
her fierce nationalist loyaltiesto Ireland, atrait she shared with Maud Gonne. Although
nationalism in women was not considered unconventional in Ireland in the early
twentieth century, the intensity of Gonne's and Milligan’s patriotism was severe enough
to be called exceptional.

These tendencies to flaunt tradition carried over into the women's theatrical lives,
for they were all innovators trying to stretch the boundaries of traditional theatre practice.

Although almost every area of theatre practice was influenced in some way by these three

1% The exception was Maud Gonne who, though born Protestant, converted to Catholicism just before to
her marriage to Major John MacBride in February 1903.

197 Farr’ s affair with Y eats is documented above; no documentation exists linking Gonne and Yeatsin a
sexual tryst, however, Y eats once wrote to Lady Gregory that Gonne had kissed him “the bodily mouth,”
suggesting that they did have one sexual encounter during their relationship. Mary Lou Kofeldt, Lady
Gregory: The Woman Behind the Irish Renaissance (New York: Atheneum, 1985), 129.
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women, they were particularly influential in the areas of acting, playwriting, and staging
practices.

All three of these women strongly influenced the acting style that finally emerged
in the Abbey Theatre. Maud Gonne's influence came directly from her acting thetitle
role in Kathleen ni Houlihan, which, as we saw, influenced many actresses at the Abbey
Theatre, specifically Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, who wrote that “ her interpretation was a
triumph of restrained, sensitive acting.”*® It came indirectly from her having established
in Inghinidhe na hEirrean a dramatic school in which she taught aspiring actresses, such
as Maire Quinn, Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, Maire Garvey, and Sarah Allgood, who were
later to comprise Willie Fay’ s theatre company. Although Frank Fay became the official
acting coach at the Abbey Theatre, Maud Gonne' s influence on the acting at the Abbey
remained at least as long as the actresses who had passed through her hands. Alice
Milligan aso affected the acting practices of the early Abbey theatre, primarily through
the production of her own play, The Last Feast of the Fianna. During the production of
this play, it became apparent that a company of native Irish actors was needed for the
dramas of the Irish Renaissance instead of the English actors usually hired. This
necessity opened the door for Willie Fay’s Irish National Dramatic Company, whose
actresses had already been shaped by Milligan when she directed Inghinidhe’' s early
productions of patriotic tableau vivants. Lessdirectly, Florence Farr influenced the
acting style at the Abbey Theatre through her own acting talents and their impact on W.
B. Yeats. Because Y eats so admired Farr’ s acting techniques, he strove to enable her

style of non-realistic acting in his verse dramas at the Abbey. Although the redlist acting

1% Nic Shiubhlaigh, 14.
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style became the Abbey Theatre' s trademark in its Irish peasant dramas, the non-realistic
style was also present, used consistently in Y eats' s verse plays.

The next areain which these three women influenced the Abbey Theatre was
playwriting. A major contribution to that component came from Alice Milligan, whose
involvement with the Abbey Theatre, while more subtle than Farr’s, nevertheless had a
significant bearing on the theatre. While Farr sought to change theatrical practice itself,
Milligan aspired to change the political climate in Ireland through drama. The most
significant contribution to that change was the innovation of the Celtic Twilight play, of
which Milligan’s The Last Feast of the Fianna was the prototype. The realization of a
play that used Celtic myth for plot, setting, and theme, illustrated how effectively these
myths could be portrayed on stage and encouraged Y eats, and others, to take
mythological characters and events as subjects for their dramas. Indeed, Y eats, George
Russell, and John M. Synge used Milligan's model for severa of their early dramas,
producing some of the most popular playsin the early Abbey's repertoire. Even more
directly, Farr assisted Y eats in writing at least two of his plays, working closely with him
on revisions of The Shadowy Waters and Deidre. Her influence on these playsis found
both in the language (and particularly in the sound of the language) and in the imagery,
which she often inspired. It can aso be argued that Maud Gonne's play, Dawn, had an
indirect influence on playwriting at the Abbey. As arefutation of In the Shadow of the
Glen, Dawn provided a counterpoint to Synge’s comic tale of an unfaithful wife through
astark look at the true plight of the Irish peasants, who were constantly subjected to
unjust eviction from their homes. Dawn also presented atemplate for patriotic drama

along more readlistic lines than Kathleen ni Houlihan; its publication in The United
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Irishman in October 1904 may have stimulated other playwrightsin their nationalist
offerings. Florence Farr’ s unconventional ideas about the theatre also influenced Y eats's
plays. Because Farr herself was so sensitive to the intricate interplays of sound, her
preoccupation became Y eats' s preoccupation, which manifested itself in his plays.
Dramas such as The King's Threshold, On Baile' s Srand, The Shadowy Waters, and
Deirdre, which were often played in the Abbey’ s repertoire, have Farr’s stamp on them
through their language and more particularly through the sound of their language. Thisis
especially true of The Shadowy Waters, because Farr was so intimately connected with its
creation.

Farr’ s innovations in staging practice were perhaps her most profound legacy to
the Abbey Theatre. Her influence on Y eats in the area of scenic design molded hisideas
very early in histheatrical career, changing his concepts of how theatre should ook and
sound. These concepts and practices were then realized at the Abbey because Y edats, as
one of the directors of the theatre, quite often had final say about how plays were staged.
Productions of The Hour Glass, The Shadowy Waters, On Baile' s Srand, The Well of the
Saints and many others have Farr’ simprint on them in the ssmple style of scene design
that she suggested to Y eats. In the 1906 edition of Samhain, Y eats wrote that scenery
should be “little more than a suggestion—a pattern with recurring boughs and leaves of
gold for awood, a great green curtain with ared stencil upon it to carry the eye upward
for apalace, and so on,” ideas that strongly echo Farr’s criticism of Tree' slavish
productions. '® Yeats s verse dramas and Synge's “artistic” plays were often staged

using non-realistic scenery, draperies, and lighting effects, to suggest a symbolic setting

19\, B. Yeats quoted in Liam Miller, “W. B. Y eats and Stage Design at the Abbey Theatre,” Malahat
Review, 16 (October 1970): 56-57.
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and to evoke the imagination of the audience membersto create the theatrical world on
stage. These plays stand out as different from the amost hyper-realism of the peasant
dramas performed at the Abbey, where real fishnets from the Aran Islands or real dresses
from a particular county were sent for to create a“dlice of life” effect on stage. Although
the verse dramas and symbolic set designs were not typical Abbey Theatre fare, they
nevertheless were arespected part of the Abbey repertoire and a fundamental though less
well- known trademark of the theatre.

Even before the building had opened its doors, the women of the Abbey Theatre

had begun to speak.



CHAPTER 3:
THE WOMEN WHO DESIGNED

At the turn of the twentieth century, set design had only just begun to be an
integral part of the theatrical production process. With the advent of realism and spurred
on by Richard Wagner’s idea of a unified production, settings designed for specific plays
began to emerge in the theatres, replacing the stock set and requiring the talents of a set
designer for professional productions. Although painted illusionism, with relatively few
three-dimensional details, was still the conventional style of design at the mgjority of
theatresin London, other ideas were beginning to emerge as well.

Hawes Craven and Joseph Harker, two English designers who worked for Henry
Irving at the Lyceum, created innovative set designs by simply introducing more three-
dimensional details onto the painted illusionistic sets. These detailed objects enhanced
the painted scenery and created a sense of reality heretofore not found in the English
theatre in the late nineteenth century. Working at the boundary of conventional set
design, Craven’s and Harker’ s experiments strove to improve redlistic detail on stage
while still adhering to the standard of illusionistic, two-dimensional, painted scenery.
This blending of realism and illusionism came to be called pictorial realism. Harker went
on to design for Hebert Beerbohm Tree, whose production of A Midsummer Night's
Dreamin 1900 featured live rabbits on stage as well as a carpet of flowers that could be
picked by the actors.

At the same time in England, Frank Benson, the actor-manager of the leading

Shakespeare repertory company, was experimenting with non-illusionistic set design for
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Shakespearean productions. In an effort to recapture the scenic simplicity of earlier
theatrical practices, Benson reduced scenic designs to several stock settings, therefore
placing more emphasis on his actors. The early 1900s aso saw the emergence of Gordon
Craig as perhaps the most radical English theatrical designer of thetime. Craig
emphasized simple, moveable screensto depict all the settings of aplay. Other design
traits include extreme height (to force a sense of grandeur into simple plays) and a
tendency to use right angles and parallel construction to emphasize a non-realistic world.

Set design on the continent during this period offered similar new devel opments.
While the boulevard houses continued to prefer illusionistic sets of the old sort, the
French naturalists, led by Andre Antoine at the Theatre Libre, advocated a hyper-realistic
style. These scenic designs were characterized by highly detailed settings of lower-class
dwellings, in keeping with his choice of producing the new realistic and naturalistic
plays. Antoine sought to reproduce as nearly as possible on stage the exact environment
for each play, in gritty, realistic detail. In his 1888 production of The Butchers, the set
boasted real carcasses of bloody beef hung up in the shop. This style of design,
emphasizing asit did the importance of the environment on action, reinforced the need
for specific sets for each play. The Theatre de |’ Oeuvre, under the direction of Aurelien-
Marie Lugne-Poe, however, was experimenting with a completely different concept in
stage design. Basing his ideas on the maxim “the word creates the décor,” Lugne-Poe
reduced scenery to simple designs of color painted on drapes of fabric, often

commissioning visua artists such as Toulouse-Lautrec to create his set designs.”

! See Andre Antoine, Memories of the Theatre Libre, trans. Marvin Carlson (Coral Gables, FL:
University of Miami Press, 1964); Oscar Brockett, A History of the Theatre, 7th ed. (Boston: Allyn &
Bacon, 1995); Patti P. Gillespie and Kenneth M. Cameron, Western Theatre: Revolution and Revival (New



At the beginning of the twentieth century, then, there seem to have been three
distinct, if sometimes overlapping, styles of set design in England and France, countries
close enough to be influential to the management of the Abbey Theatre. Thefirst style
encompassed the conventional forms of illusionistic and pictorial realism promoted by
Harker and Tree, a style that combined painted scenery with some realistic detailing. The
second style, advocated by Antoine, took realistic detail to new levels, producing sets that
tried to recreate real life on stage, using three-dimensional objects. Thethird style
comprised the aesthetic, artistic, non-realism as seen in the scene designs of Craig and
Lugne-Poe. Although the Abbey became famous for its use of simple, redlistic settings,
the women who designed for the early Abbey stage seem to have closer ties to the non-
realistic school of stage and costume design.

Scene and costume design at the Abbey have not been well studied. Although
there are several reasons for this neglect, a primary reason is likely the sparse amount of
information in thisarea. Accepted practice of the day appears not to have deemed it
necessary to acknowledge designers; therefore, it is not unusual that the programs of the
period 1897-1925 mention designers only in specia cases. Too, the staple of the Abbey at
this time was the peasant play and the same set and costume e ements were probably used
over and over for economy’s sake, so there was not always a designer for each play.
Finaly, in their zeal for authenticity, the playwrights themsel ves often supplied scenic

items or costumes from everyday life, again by-passing or taking for themselves therole

York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1984); Edith Melcher, Sage Realismin France Between Diderot and
Antoine (Bryn Mawr, PA: Bryn Mawr Press, 1928).
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of designer. For thefirst production of Ridersto the Sea, for example, J.M. Synge sent to
the Aran Islands for fishing nets for the set dressing and pampooties, the traditional
footwear of the Aran people; likewise, Lady Gregory sent typical dresses from Gaway,
for usein her peasant comedies, so that the style and colors would be correct.? Such
efforts suggest that in many cases there was not a specific designer for either set or
costumes but rather a concerted effort by several people to supply the necessary items.

At the early Abbey Theatre, mounting the production took precedence over recognition
of thoseinvolved inits design.

From 1897 to 1925, however, there is documented evidence that several women
designed at the Abbey Theatre, either for the productions or for the theatre building itself.
Annie Horniman, Pamela Coleman Smith, Edith Craig, Elinor Monsdl, Lily Y eats, and
Sarah Purser al contributed designs, and there may have been others, although records do
not confirm their contributions. Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh records that Helen Laird, who
acted at the Abbey under the stage name Honor Lavelle, was the origina wardrobe
mistress for the theatre and “made the costumes which appeared in the first [1902]

" 3 \Whether these costumes were

production of Deirdre and Kathleen ni Houlihan.
Laird’ s designs was not specified, but if they were, then she holds the distinction of being

the first woman to design costumes for the Abbey’ s productions. Another instanceis

2 See SaraAllgood, “Memories,” TMs, 27-28, Berg Collection, New Y ork Public Library; William Fay
and Catherine Carswell, The Fays of the Abbey Theatre: An Autobiographical Record (London:Rich and
Cowan, Ltd., 1935), 194-6. For sources on crediting of designers see Cheryl Black, The Women of
Provincetown, 1915-1922 (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2002); Bobbi Owen, Scenic
Design on Broadway: Designersand Their Credits, 1915-1990 (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991).

3 Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh, The Splendid Years, (Dublin: James Duffy & Co., Ltd., 1955), 64. Nic
Shiubhlaigh also states that her mother was wardrobe mistress when the Abbey Theatre opened in 1904 and
that sheand J. A. O’ Rourke cut out and sewed the costumes for the productions. Again, no designer is
named, so the possibility exists that Mrs. Walker may have also designed costumes at the Abbey.
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Dorothy Travers Smith, who became the first resident scene designer at the Abbey in
1927. According to the Abbey’s financial ledger, she was paid 18.17.6 pounds on August
16, 1919, and although records do not show if this money was payment for set design and
construction, the possibility certainly exists that she began designing for the Abbey well
before 1927.

Women’'sinvolvement in set and costume design at the Abbey can be found well
before the doors opened in December 1904. Annie Horniman was the first woman to
whom costume design credit was given for a production by the Irish National Thestre
Society. In 1903, she designed and constructed costumes for Y eats' s historical verse
drama The King’s Threshold, the first of three plays Horniman would design for Y eats
and the Abbey. Although several historians have disparaged Horniman's artistic attempts
at the Abbey, a close look at the reviews of the productions and at contemporary criticism
of the designs reveal instead an asset that helped gain attention and respect for the Abbey
Theatre.

Annie Elizabeth Fredricka Horniman was born in 1860 into the family of a
wealthy tea merchant. Through a private education Horniman studied literature and
history, learned music and painting, and became fluent in both French and German.* Her
grandfather had made his money by the brilliant innovation of selling tea packaged in
little bags rather than loose, and Annie Horniman inherited a considerable sum of money
at hisdeath in 1893 (fig. 11). Thisinheritance made Horniman awoman of independent

means in the late nineteenth century and allowed her the financia freedom to indulge her

* Sheila Gooddie, Annie Horniman: A Pioneer in the Theatre (London: Methuen, 1990), 14.
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interest in the theatre, first financing Florence Farr’ s season at the Avenue Theatrein
London and later providing capital for the Abbey Theatre in 1904.

In 1894, she met the young poet W.B. Y eats, during the season at the Avenue,
and it was this friendship that propelled Annie Horniman toward her involvement with
the Abbey Theatre. Horniman and Y eats shared many interestsin art, theatre, and the
occult. (They, dong with Florence Farr, Maud Gonne, and Pamela Colman Smith,
belonged to the occult society The Order of the Golden Dawn.) Their friendship
flourished, and for years after their meeting Horniman and Y eats were al but inseparable,
as she became his unpaid secretary. Most of all, she encouraged his poetry and his verse
dramas, which she felt were works of genius that should be shared with the world. To
this end she volunteered in 1903 to provide the costumes and set design for the first
production of Y eats' s verse drama The King’s Threshold.

Horniman was actually quite qualified to design for the play. At age thirteen she
had “constructed her own miniature stage with scenery and costumed players for whom
she wrote dialogs, thus producing her first plays.”®> From that time on she was an avid
theatre-goer who attended plays throughout Europe, encountering set and costume
designs by some of the most influential designers of the day. Most importantly, however,
she studied at the Slade School of Art from 1882 until 1888. Although her classes taught
her that she would never be a good painter, they did help develop her sense of the artistic,
of the color and form that created great works of art; it was a sense that she used both in

her personal dress and in her costume designs.

> Mary Kay Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn: Rebels and Priestesses (Rochester, VT: Park Street
Press, 1995), 30.
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The King's Threshold, set in ancient Ireland, is the story of a poet who goes on a
hunger strike when heis denied a seat at the King's council table. With a cast of
seventeen, it was a substantial undertaking for the INTS, challenging both the actors and
the costume designer. Horniman began her work in London, purchasing rich materials
that she cut out and then transported to Dublin in the late summer of 1903. Maire Nic
Shiubhlaigh remembers that Horniman arrived with “imported bales of the most
expensive dress materias, engaged ateam of English theatrical costumiers, and began
fitting us out for the production.”® She also recalls that most of the costumes were “richly
jeweled.”” Horniman herself helped sew the costumes as Jack Y eats's sketch attests (fig.
12). A black-and-white picture of these costumes exists in the archives of the National
Library of Ireland, but the picture does not do justice to the richness of the fabric or to the
decorative detail. It isthis photograph that prompted James Flannery’ s estimation that the
costumes “appear stiff, graceless, ill-fitting and lacking in any sense of unity or style.”®
He supports this opinion with a similar one expressed by Lennox Robinson that the
costumes were “incredibly graceless and ugly, clumsy material cut skimpily and often

»9

with mock fur which would not tempt a puppy.”” The bulk of the contemporaneous

newspaper criticism, however, does not agree with their opinions. The Daily Express

® Nic Shiubhlaigh, Splendid Years, 48.

” 1bid., 50.

8 JamesW. Flannery, Miss Annie F. Horniman and the Abbey Theatre, The Irish Theatre Series 3, ed.
Robert Hogan, James Kilroy, and Liam Miller (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1970), 15.

° Ibid., 38, n. 30.



Figure 12. Horniman sewing
costumes she designed for The
King's Threshold, 1903.
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reviewer was of the opinion that “in the matter of staging, nothing could be better. The
colour scheme was conceived with great taste and the individual dresses were well
designed — especially attractive were the costumes worn by the two princesses.”*° The
Freeman’s Journal gave even higher praise to Horniman as both costumer and set

designer:

Thetalented lady who has acted as Mr. Yeats' creative
scenic artist has produced for the setting for The King's
Threshold aform as complicated and as beautiful as that
which dominates a string quartet of Mozart. . . formis
certainly the secret of these costumes and this scenery —
form and a delicate perception of the beauty and value of
colour tones. The costumes are classic in the dignity and
beauty of the lines of the draperies, the restraint and
harmony of the colours, but the Celtic and romantic
influence comes out in the elaborate detail of therich
ornament — the jeweled devices, the embroideries, the
designsin precious stone. . . Even the properties are made
to harmonise with the central idea. . . the effect is. .. of a
perfectly homogeneous composition inspired by rare
intelligence and a poetic imagination.™

In fact, the reviewer wrote extensively about the costumes and said very little about the
play itself. And athough Joseph Holloway did not specifically comment on the costumes
or set, he did remark that “The King's Threshold was proved athing of exceptional
beauty to the eye and ear.”*? It therefore appears that the only negative comments have
come after the fact and by men who disliked Horniman and her influence on the Abbey

Theatre.

19 The Daily Express, 9 October 1903, in Irish Scrapbook |, Horniman Collection, John Rylands Library,
University of Manchester.

" The Freeman’s Journal, n.d. in Irish Scrapbook I, Horniman Collection, John Rylands Library,
University of Manchester.

12 Joseph Holloway, A Sdlection from His Unpublished Journal: Impressions of a
Dublin Playgoer. Robert Hogan and Michael J. O'Neill, eds. (Carbondale, IL: Southern

[llinois University Press, 1967), 26.
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The critics' reception of her designs for The Shadowy Waters and On Baile's
Strand also bears out the merit of her contribution in costume design to the Abbey. In
January 1904, Y eats' symbolist drama The Shadowy Waters was produced at Molesworth
Hall, and, although the play itself received rather bad reviews (apparently no one could
understand the meaning of it), Horniman’s costumes were praised as the one
understandable element of the production.** The Freeman’s Journal dubbed “the
costumes. . . aremarkable feature of the performance, and the entire mounting of the
piece, set in the dim colours of a subdued green, harmonized beautifully with the motif
drama, the action of which takes place on the dark waves of acold Northern sea.”**

This state of affairs may have insulted Y eats, for when he asked Horniman to
costume athird verse drama, On Baile' s Srand, which was to open the Abbey in
December 1904, he stipulated to Horniman that the scheme should be simpler, in order to
let the play itself shine forth. The Dublin Daily Express reported before the play opened
that “Beautiful emotion is not awakened by realistic scenery and gaudy dresses, but arises
from beautiful words beautifully spoken, and the costumes and scenery that will be used
in ‘On Baile's Strand’ are designed with the object, properly insisted on by Mr. Y eats, of
concentrating the attention of the audience on ‘the golden cadence of poesy.’”**> The
unfortunate result of Y eats's stipulations on the costumes was that they were to be the
least satisfying to Y eats, Horniman, and the audience at large. The week before the show

opened, Y eats and Horniman had a “ difference of opinion” about the costumes, as

1 Goodie, 56.

4 The Freeman’ s Journal, 15 January 1904, in Irish Scrapbook I, Horniman Collection, John Rylands
Library, University of Manchester.

> Dublin Daily Express, 23 December 1904, in Irish Scrapbook |, Horniman Collection, John Rylands
Library, University of Manchester.



witnessed by all the cast and by Joseph Holloway, who recorded the exchange in his

diary:

founded. The reviewer for her costumesin The King's Threshold had written at some

length about the merits of using a color scheme in connection with the design of a play:

At the conclusion of the play the entire company was
recalled on the stage, and an exciting and amusing
exchange of difference of opinion took place between
author Y eats and designer Miss Horniman. He with an eye
on the effect created as an author, and she as the designer
of the colour scheme of the costumes. Y eats likened some
of the kings to ‘extinguishers,’ their robes were so long and
sloped so from the shoulders. Father Christmas was
another of his comparisons. He wished the cloaks away,
but the lady would have none of his suggestions. Then
commenced alively scenein which the actors played the
part of lay figures, and Y eats and Miss Horniman treated
them as such in discussing the costumes. The red-robed
kings were told to take off their cloaks, which they did, and
then the green-clad ones followed. After much putting on
and taking off, and an abundance of plain speaking asto the
figures or lack of them among the players, a compromise
was arrived at, and the ‘ grey-fur’ on the green costumes
was ‘made fly,” and the red-clad kings were alowed to
carry their cloaks on their arms, though Miss Horniman
was of opinion that the red unrelieved, somewhat marred
the colour scheme she had intended. . . Candidly | thought
some of the costumes trying, though all of them were
exceedingly rich in material and archaeologically correct.
‘Hang archaeology!” said the great W.B. Yeats. “It's effect
we want on the stage!” And that settled it.*°

Horniman’s concern about the damage to her color scheme may have been well

93

“It may seem to many people in these utilitarian days that the idea of a colour schemein

connection with the production of aplay is apiece of fantastic irrelevance. But, after all,

when we think it out squarely and logically, why not a colour scheme? Perhaps we have

not realized how much can be expressed by harmonious combinations of colour, by the

* Holloway, 49-50.
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exclusion of every jarring note.”*” The “marring” of Horniman’s color scheme by Y ets,
then, may have contributed significantly to the inattention the costumes received in the
press. The ultimate result was that Horniman gave up costume design, ajob that she truly
enjoyed and of which she asked Y eats following the triumph of The King's Threshold,
“Do you realize that you have now given metheright to call myself *artist? How |

thank you.”*® After the disagreement surrounding On Baile’s Srand, Horniman confined
her attention at the Abbey Theatre to the financial arrangements of the theatre and to the
management of its English tours.

Two other women are also known to have designed for the Abbey Theatre during
itsearly years. Pamela Colman Smith, “Pixi€” to her friends, was asked by Y eats to
design the set for the first production of J. M. Synge’'s The Well of the Saints in February
1905. Shereadily complied, with the assistance of her friend, Edith Craig.

Corrine Pamela Colman Smith (fig. 13), born in Middlesex, England on February
16, 1878, to Charles E. and Corrine Colman Smith, had an unusual childhood. Her
father’s employment as an auditor for the West Indian Improvement Company required
him to travel often, from London to New Y ork and the West Indies; Smith and her

mother accompanied him on these trips, though her mother died when Smith was rather

Y The Freeman’s Journal, 8 October 1903, in Irish Scrapbook |, Horniman Collection, John Rylands
Library, University of Manchester.
8 A.E.F. Horniman to W. B. Y eats, 10 October 1903, Holloway Collection, National Library of Ireland.



Figure 13. Pamela Coleman “Pixie” Smith
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young. According to Smith’s correspondence, she lived in England until about the age of
ten, then moved to Jamaicafor severa years. Upon their return to England, instead of
packing his daughter off to a boarding school, Charles E. Smith preferred to allow her to
join Ellen Terry on tour with Henry Irving's Lyceum group. Through this acquaintance
Smith began her lifelong friendships with Ellen Terry and her daughter, Edith Craig. It

was, in fact, Ellen Terry who gave Smith the nickname of “Pixie.”

While touring with
Irving and Terry, Smith learned the rudiments of set and costume design.?® She also
became acquainted with the work of some of the Pre-Raphaelites, such as Sir Edward
Burne-Jones (afriend of Ellen Terry) whose influence can be seen in Smith’s later
work.?

In October 1893, Smith enrolled in the Pratt Institute of Art in Brooklyn, New
Y ork, with an eye to illustration or teaching. Upon graduation in 1897, she immediately
began selling her work and may have had illustrations published in the . Nicholas
Magazine.* During this time she also built a miniature stage and experimented with
production design, making sets from cardboard and wood and creating paper dolls with

elaborate costume designs (fig. 14).2

Smith made Y eats' s acquaintance in a roundabout way in July 1899, when she

9 W. B. Yeats, The Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, Vol. Two 1896-1900ed. Warwick Gould, John
Kelly, and Deirdre Toomey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), n. 429.

%0 Greer, 406.

2 Melinda Boyd Parsons, To All Believers: The Art of Pamela Colman Smith (Wilmington, DE:
Delaware Art Museum, 1975), n.p.

2 parsonsindicates that correspondence between Pamela Coleman Smith and the editor of the S.
Nicholas Magazine suggests that Smith did contribute illustrations to the magazine; however, Parsons
admits that she was unable to find any of Smith’s works in the magazine.

% Parsons, n.p.



Figure 14. Pamela Colman Sm
costume designs.

ith with miniature set and
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wrote to him in hopes of ameeting. Yeats, in aletter to hisfather, introduces her as“a
certain Miss Smith (Pamela Smith) who made awhile back some illustrationsto ‘ The
Land of Hearts Desire’ & printed them. . . . She has done some illustration to ‘ The
Countess Cathleen’ & isnow in London & at Lady Gregory’s suggestion | have
suggested that she go out & see you some Sunday afternoon & show you her drawings.”**
Smith became a great friend of Y eats and his family, painting several portraits of Y eats,
collaborating with his brother Jack on the illustrations for her magazine Green Sheaf, and
even joining, possibly at Y eats s urging, the Golden Dawn Society in November, 1901.%
Pamela Smith and her friend, Edith Craig (fig. 15), collaborated as designers on

many theatrical projects, several at the request of W. B. Yeats. Thefirst collaboration
they designed for Y eats was a production of Where There is Nothing for the Stage
Society. Yeatswroteto Lady Gregory of their designs and of his own part in the design
process:

| thought the design for the Monastery scene extremely

impressive. The design for Act | was a little humdrum. To

some extent this was my own fault for that Croquet lawn

and garden path has been the opening of so many Plays

[sic]. Suddenly while | waslooking at it occurred to me that

it would al be made fantastic by there being a

number of bushes shaped Dutch fashion into cocks and

hens, ducks, peacocks &c. Pamela began sketching them at

once (fig. 16).%

The production, which was finally mounted in June 1904, received mediocre reviews.

Y eats, however, seemed pleased enough with the results, especialy with Smith’s designs.

2 W.B. Yeatsto Jack B. Yeats, Yeats, Collected Letters Vol. Two, 430.
% |pid., Gould, Kelly, and Toomey, eds., n. 429.
% \W.B.Yeatsto Lady Augusta Gregory, Y eats, Collected Letters Vol. Two, 267.



Figure 15. Edith Craigin 1895.
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Figure 16. Above, Pamela Colman Smith’s sketches
of “anumber of bushes shaped Dutch fashion into
cocks and hens, ducks, peacocks’; below, her
backdrop for Where There is Nothing.
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Six months later, as the Abbey Theatre was about to open, Y eats again called on
Smith. Thistime her assistance was needed to help him out of a predicament with the set
designs for John M. Synge’'s The Well of the Saints, slated to open at the Abbey in early
January. Y eats had originally asked his brother Jack for a set design for the play, but six
weeks before the show was to go up the designs had yet to appear. 1n aletter to Lady
Gregory, dated November 24, 1904, Y eats wrote, “| am waiting on Jack’ s designs for

Synge's play, as it may be possible to use some bits of scenery which will
afterwards come in useful for Synge. They should come to-day or to-morrow [sic].
Failing this| shall get Pixie Smith who alone seems to understand what | want to make a
design, | am extremely anxious now. . . to get designs of a decorative kind, which will set
astandard and comein serviceable for different sorts of plays.”*’ In the end, Smith and
Craig did in fact execute the designs for The Well of the Saints, though the credit in the
Abbey program read “ Scenery painted from designs by Pamela Colman Smith and
another.” %

Interestingly, their design for The Well of the Saintsis an excellent example of the
minimalist style of set design advocated by Florence Farr. Although neither pictures nor
renderings of the set exist, the reviews of the production give an idea of the style of the
design. The Irish Times wrote of the scenery that

It is, we know, heresy to suggest an amplification of the
scenery. That, it is said, would unduly distract attention
from the literary matter, but there were periods during the
performance of Saturday when a little distraction from the
long-dawn dialogues would have been a redlief.

Saturday’s play was particularly crude in its scenic
equipment. It was a three act play, and in the first and last

" bid., 676.
% Abbey Theatre Program, February 1905.
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the background was a tolerably well-painted mountain,
reminiscent more of the west than the east of Ireland.?®

This description certainly suggests aminimalist set design, and the review in The Belfast
Evening Telegraph gives an even clearer indication that Smith and Craig were using
innovative techniques just then coming into practice and advocated by Farr and Y eats.
“With regard to the mounting of the play, really wonderful effects have been produced by
the simplest means. Flat cloths and faint tints suggested surprising semblances of rugged
lands and sombre skies.”*

There is evidence that Smith’s and Craig's designs were influenced also by the
ideas of Edith Craig's brother, Gordon Craig. In an earlier letter to Lady Gregory
(regarding the designs for Where There is Nothing), Y eats wrote that “ Pamela Smith
brought round a big sketchbook full of designs for scenery for the Play made by herself
and Edith Craig. They were particularly pleased because they know Gordon Craig's little
stage dodges and are using them rather to his annoyance.” " Y eats certainly approved of
Gordon Craig' s designs, writing to Craig in April 1901, “I thought your scenery to
‘Aeneas and Dido’ the only good scenery | ever saw.”** Gordon Craig’sinfluence on the
design of Pamela Colman Smith and Edith Craig may well have made Y eats more
receptive to their designs, because it made them more in sympathy with his own ideas of
how the mise en scene should look. Y eats wrote to John Quinn in New Y ork after the

opening of The Well of the Saints that “our decorative scenery for Synge's play has been

generaly liked. It was. . . though often mistaken in execution, obviously right in

% TheIrish Times quoted in Robert Hogan and James Kilroy, eds., The Abbey Theatre: The Years of
Synge 1905-1909 (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1978), 20.

% The Belfast Evening Telegraph, quoted in Hogan and Kilroy, Years of Synge, 21.

3 W. B. Yeatsto Lady Augusta Gregory, W. B. Yeats, The Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, Vol. |11, eds.
John Kelly and Ronald Shuchard , general ed. John Kelly (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990-1996), 267.

% W.B. Yeatsto Gordon Craig, Ibid., 53.
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principle.” %

Smith’s and Craig’ s design was the last known one executed by a woman at
the Abbey Theatre until 1927, when Dorothy Travers Smith became the first resident
designer at the theatre.

Asit has been shown, women influenced the Abbey Theatre in set and costume
design even before there was atheatre; it is certainly not surprising, then, that women
were also intimately involved in the design of the Abbey Thesatre building itself. Annie
Horniman, Sarah Purser, Susan “Lily” Y eats, and Elinor Monsdl all contributed to the
design of the theatre building in various ways and degrees, from the detailed architecture
and furnishings down to the design of the theatre’slogo. All were eager to contribute to
the theatre that was hailed as the unofficia “theatre of Ireland,” though the motives for
their work varied as greatly as their contributions.

In April 1904, Annie Horniman (fig. 17) wrote to the Irish National Theatre
Society, “1 am taking the hall of the Mechanics Institute in Abbey Street and an adjoining
building in Marlborough Street, which | propose to turn into a small theatre with a proper

entrance hall, green-room & dressing-rooms.” **

She then proposed to turn over the
theatre to the INTS rent free for their theatrical productions.

After having made the decision to create this theatre, Horniman kept her hand
firmly at the helm during the refurbishment of the Mechanic’s Hall, and she

commissioned the design work of two other women, Sarah Purser and Lily Y eats, to help

her decorate the new building. Almost from the moment she announced that she would

% W. B. Yeats to John Quinn quoted in Liam Miller, “W.B. Y eats and Stage Design at the Abbey
Theatre," in Malahat Review 16 (October 1970), 56.
% A.E.F. Hornimanto W.B. Yeats, April 1904, Y eats Collection, National Library of Ireland.



Figure 17. Annie Horniman
designed the interiors for the new
Abbey Theatre.
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givethe INTS a“small theatre,” Horniman set about making her presence felt in the
reconstruction of the old building. By virtue of her pocketbook, she was able to dictate
the particulars of virtually all areas of the renovations: engagement of the architect, site
manager and artistic designers; selection and purchase of materials; and design of the
building and itsinterior.

Her first task was to hire architect Joseph Holloway, an ardent theatergoer, to
renovate the building to her specifications; she also hired Willie Fay, who happily quit
his full-time job as an electrician, to be her construction overseer at 30 shillings a week.
Although the original buildings were small, the theatre she would build from them would
be well appointed (fig. 18). There would be a green room, asmall stage “with a
proscenium opening of twenty-one feet and a depth of only sixteen,” dressing rooms, and
an auditorium that would seat 562 people (fig. 19).*

Throughout the building process, Horniman made it clear to Holloway that she
would “have avoicein al decorative details of the theatre from determining the
placement of the molding, to choosing the colour schemes in the dressing rooms.”*
Without a doubt she knew how she wanted her theatre to look and how to accomplish that
end. Because the theatre was located in Ireland and dedicated to Irish plays by Irish
playwrights, Horniman insisted that the work and craftsmanship of the building be done
by Irish industry. (Thiseffort may have gone far toward establishing the idea that this

wasto bea*“nationa” theatre.) Besides employing local contractors, she managed to

% Hugh Hunt, The Abbey: Ireland’s National Theatre 1904-1979 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1979), 58. Maire Nic Shiubhlaigh added that the original green room was located off the lobby, but
was later opened up to

allow for arefreshment bar. Nic Shiubhlaigh, Splendid Years, 57.

% Flannery, 16.
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Figure 18. The exterior of the Abbey Thestre asit |ooked
from 1904 to 1951.
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after Horniman' s renovations.
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Figure 19. Interior of the Abbey Th
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secure amost all of the appointments of the theatre from Irish workers and artists. She
commissioned three local artiststo help decorate the interior of the Abbey: Jack B. Y eats
“to paint al the leading figures in the Society so that the portraits could hang in her new
theatre’; Sarah Purser “to design stained glass windows in her Dublin workshops. . .
[and] to make two windows and three lunettes for L24;” and Lily Y eats from whom “she
ordered embroideries from the Dun Emer workshops to hang on the theatre walls.”*" The
only items that she could not get in Ireland were ironwork electroliers, which were “being
made in Nuremberg from models specially chosen by Miss Horniman.”*®

The two women designers selected to assist Horniman in her attempt to create a
beautiful environment for the Irish National Theatre Society were chosen because both
were developing reputations as artists of the first caliber, in their respective mediums, in
early twentieth-century Dublin. Although Sarah Purser’s reputation as a portrait painter
was well established, her stained glass workshop An Tur Gloine (Tower of Glass) had
only opened in January 1903, but it had already attracted talented and creative artists,
such as A.E. Childe, Michael Healy, and Wilhemina Geddes. Likewise, Lily (Susan)
Y eats' s Dun Emer industries, which created all types of embroidery and needlework, was
arelatively young enterprise, yet Lily and her sister Lolly (Elizabeth Y eats) had already
made aname for themselvesin Irish textiles.
Sarah Henrietta Purser (fig. 20), born on March 22, 1848, to Benjamin and Anne Mallet

Purser, entered life with several advantages most girls of her time and station did

" Goodie, 62, 66.
% |rish News (Belfast), 15 October 1904, Annie Horniman Collection, Scrapbook #1, John Rylands
Library, University of Manchester.
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not possess. First was economic stability, for her father ran a successful flourmill while
his family was closely connected to the Guinness Brewery. The second advantage was
the family’ s favorable attitude toward education. Sarah’s parents decided to send her to a
school in Switzerland, “the Institution Evangelique de Mortmirail, near Neufchatel. . .
[that] taught a two-year course with home management and French as principal
subjects.”**

This education, coupled with areasonable artistic talent, stood her in good stead
when, in 1873, her father’s mills failed, and she was forced to find away to earn aliving.
The two accomplishments whereby a young woman of good family could earn aliving in
Victorian society were music and art; Purser opted for art. “Music would mean teaching,
an idea she disliked; whereas portraiture could be made to pay.”* After abrief interval
at the Dublin School of Art, Purser pursued her art education at Julien’sin Paris, “not in
the full sense an art-school, but rather an atelier, providing painting rooms, models and
criticism from the proprietor . . . reinforced by that of Academicianswho looked from
timetotime.”* Literally astarving artist for six months in France, Purser returned to
Ireland and set up astudio at 2 Leinster Street.** After an exhibition and several good
commissions, she was introduced to Lady Gore-Booth who commissioned her

‘to paint Con and Eva, and that went well. Then
Lady Gore's brother being at the Viceregal Lodge |
was called in there, and he got me afew

commissions for portraitsin London. They were
hung in the Roya Academy, and from that | never

¥ John O’ Grady, The Life and Work of Sarah Purser (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1996), 21-2.

0 Elizabeth Coxhead, Daughters of Erin: Five Women of the Irish Renascence, (Buckinghamshire,
England: Colin Smythe, 1979), 129.

L Ibid.

* Coxhead, 130.
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looked back - | went through the British aristocracy
like the measles.’®®

By the end of the 1890s, Purser was eager to expand her artistic horizonsin
Ireland, specificaly in the art of stained glass. With the help of Edward Martyn (a co-
founder of the Irish Literary Theatre), she managed to gain some financial support from
T.P. Gill, and in January 1903 she opened An Tur Gloine—The Tower of Glass (fig.
21).* Although her own interest remained mainly in portraiture, she believed it was
important to “provide an environment in which the artists could express themselves, and

n45

the apparatus enabling them to do so0.”™ What made her stained glass unique was the

emphasis placed on it as awork of art by one artist. Commercia glasswork was
apparently accomplished by dividing awindow into severa partsto then be completed by
various artists. But at The Tower of Glass there was acompletely different perspective.
Purser explained that the difference between her shop and an ordinary commercial glass

shop was that

we [sic] hold that each window should bein al its
artistic parts the work of oneindividual artist, the
glass chosen and painted by the same mind and hand
that made the design, and drew the cartoon, in fact, a
bit of stained glass should be awork of free art as
much as any other painting or picture. Thuswith us,
each person gets awindow or mosaic panel to do, and
doesit aone all through, according to his own
ideas.*®

* " 1bid., 131.

“ Gill at thistime was the secretary to the Department of Irish Agriculture which was administrator to the
Dublin Metropolitan College of Art. Purser suggested to Gill to employ A.E.Childe as a stained-glass
teacher at the College and she would let him manage her art workshop and act as chief artist-in-residence.
The College could then funnel their best students into her workshop when they were ready for employment.
Gill agreed to the proposal and Purser began to ook for alocation for the workshop. Coxhead, Daughters,
139-40.

* 1bid., 142.

“® Ibid.
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Fi ure 21. Sarah Purser
at An Tur Gloine.
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The result was truly a beautiful work of art, full of painstaking care. Purser’s
correspondence from this period contains many letters, mostly from small-town or village
folk thanking her for the splendid windows installed in their churches or cathedrals by her
hands.”’

Naturally, with such renown in her own backyard, Horniman gave the
commission for the windows at the Abbey Theatre to Purser, in September 1904, writing,

“1 accept the contract price of L24 for the two windows & 3 lunettes. Indeed | think it

» 48

wonderfully cheap.”™ The design of the windows, however, remained in contention.

Horniman'sfirst design concept for the windows included armorial bearings, but
aletter to Horniman from W.B. Y eats suggests Purser’ s displeasure with that idea. Y eats

said he had aready broached the ideato Purser but she objected to it “on the grounds of

149

its being like arestaurant.”™ Purser instead proposed a tree motif, which Horniman was

willing to consider, with reservations.

Artistically the tree with its leaves, fruits, & branches &
interlaced roots is charming and will do beautifully. | object
to any symbolism whatsoever. . . If you require something
where you have those circles, why not put the correct
heraldic shields of the provinces of the country?. . . anything
in writing, such as names must be put in letters which can be
read by ordinary people. If you put in Irish lettering it
would be decorative | know but excessively irritating to
many people, including me.>

In alater letter Horniman again agreed to Purser’ s design, and abandoned the idea of
armorial bearings, although she renewed her objection to symbolism in the windows:

If you object to armorial bearings that settles the matter. |
do not wish to have any symbols of any sort which are not

" For afull account of the life of Sarah Purser see John O’ Grady’s The Life and Work of Sarah Purser.

“8 Annie Horniman to Sarah Purser, 19 September 1904, Sarah Purser Papers, National Library of Ireland.
9 O Grady, 247.

% Annie Horniman to Sarah Purser, 19 September 1904, Sarah Purser Papers, National Library of Ireland.



114

aready perfectly well-known to the general public or which

could be called either religious, occult or pagan. The final

decision as to the artistic working must be with the artist but

the practical side, as to whether the artist proposes the thing

which is what is wanted, certainly must rest with the person

who gives the commission. Cannot you put something

which will be simply artistic? The lines of the trees go so

beautifully, they must not be interfered with.>*
A postscript to thisletter reiterates her objection to symbolism and highlights her fear of
censure from the Irish public. “To put it brutally — I won’'t give myself away by either
Church, Mystic, Freemason, Heroic, Irish, English or Patriotic symbolism of any sort
whatsoever.”>* The five windows (fig. 22) were duly completed by December 13, 1904.
They “filled openings in the three-bay lower facade of the Abbey Theatre, lighting the
foyer through large rectangular windows at either side of the main door and semicircular
fanlights above the lintels of windows and door.”* These windows remained in the
Abbey vestibule until they were destroyed by firein 1952. While they existed, they were
atribute to the artistic skill of Sarah Purser and the determination of Annie Horniman.

The other artist Horniman chose to help with the interior design of the Abbey

Theatre was Susan (Lily) Yeats (fig. 23), one of the most talented craftswomen of the
time. Born Susan Mary Y eats on August 25, 1866, a sickly, premature child, she was
quickly given the nickname Lily to distinguish her from her mother, for whom she was

named. Her parents, John Butler and Susan Pollexfen Y eats, aready had one child, a

son, William Butler Y eats, and would go on to have three more, despite adverse changes

L Annie Horniman to Sarah Purser, 21 September 1904. Sarah Purser Papers, National Library of Ireland.
52 H

Ibid.
3 O'Grady, 247.
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Figure 22. One of the stained-glass windows

created by Sarah Purser in 1904.
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Figure 23. Lily Yeats as ayoung
woman.
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in their fortunes. Although Lily was born into afamily of modest wealth (John Y eats
was at that time an up and coming barrister), her father was careless with money,
entrusting his property to an uncle who later went bankrupt and committed suicide. The
family fortunes turned even worse when John Y eats gave up law as a profession and
turned to painting. Lily Yeats' childhood was spent shuttling back and forth between the
impoverished household of her father and the affluent one of her maternal grandparents,
the Pollexfens.

Because of the monetary situation, Lily was taught by governesses at home
instead of going to school until the family moved to Bedford Park, a suburb of London, in
1879. Finally, at age 12, Lily was enrolled in Notting Hill High School. Thiswasa
progressive school, excellent in its emphasis on admitting students from diverse
economic backgrounds and in its stress on academic subjects rather than domestic. She
was there, however, for less than a year, withdrawn for reasons of ill health. Lily's
education for severa years afterward consisted only of storiestold by her mother of the
history of her home, Sligo, books read aoud by her father in the evenings, and her own
reading. In 1883, she wasfinally enrolled in The Metropolitan School of Art, whose
object was to teach not fine art but design for commercia manufacturing with the
eventua prospect of suitable employment for genteel women. Againin 1886, the
financia circumstances of her father forced a move back to London, and Lily’s formal
education was over.

The move to London, however, eventually did bring her the genteel employment
her family so desperately needed. She made the acquaintance of May Morris, daughter of

William Morris, noted designer and advocate of the arts and crafts movement then
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popular in England, and was offered a job embroidering with the Morris Company.
During her six-year apprenticeship with Morris, Lily learned a great deal about fabrics
and colors as well the business side of the embroidery industry. This knowledge, coupled
with her skill at embroidery, brought an offer of partnership in an embroidery enterprise
in Dublin by Evelyn Gleeson in 1902. Gleeson was an acquaintance of W.B. Y eats and
had been the secretary of the original Irish Literary Society. She was interested in the
burgeoning arts and crafts movement in Ireland and believed that a small workshop that
produced avariety of crafts, such as embroidered tapestries, carpets, and furniture would
be quite lucrative. Lily’s experience with May Morris made her an obvious choice for
partner. Together with Lily’ssister, Lolly (Elizabeth Y eats), they established the Dun
Emer Industriesin 1902, and by 1904 Lily’s reputation as a skilled embroiderer had
brought her many important commissions both in and outside of Ireland (fig. 24). >* With
Horniman's insistence on Irish manufacture for the Abbey, it is not surprising that Lily
Y eats was “commissioned to make an embroidered panel for the entrance hall” of the
theatre. The original panel was lost in the 1952 fire and no record of its design exists,
although examples of Susan Yeats' art do remain, including a panel depicting the Abbey
Theatreitself (fig. 25).

A third woman was responsible for another design feature of the Abbey Theatre,

one that has endured throughout the almost one-hundred-year life of the theatre. Elinor

> Dun Emer Industries was a two-fold business: Lily managed the embroidery design enterprise, while
Lolly established a printing business.

* Joan Hardwick, The Yeats Sisters: A Biography of Susan and Elizabeth Yeats (London: Harper Collins
Publishing, 1996), 135. Thiswork isthe only full account of the lives of these two artisans.
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Fi.gure 2. i Is (foreground) with her embroiderers at
Dun Eden.
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Figure 25. Tapestry by Lily Y eats depicting the Abb
Theatre.
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Mary Monsdl (later Mrs. Darwin) was an artist and illustrator in Dublin in the early
twentieth century. She was asked by Y eats and Lady Gregory to produce a drawing to be
used as an emblem for the theatre. Monsel obliged them on avisit to Coole Park in
September 1904, with adesign that utilized the legendary figure of Queen Maeveto
evoke a sense of Irish nationalism.”® Y eats wrote to John Quinn from Coole Park, “I
have just got from Miss Monsel who is staying here a very charming picture of Queen
Maeve with a big wolfhound to go on the programme. We think of it for a poster |ater
on.”>" The woodcut depicts Queen Maeve in the midst of a hunt, reaching over her back
for an arrow from her quiver with one hand while restraining an Irish wolfhound on a
leash with the other. In the background isarayed sunrising. The image speaks doubly
of Ireland in the person of the mythical queen and in the rayed sun, which is also
symbolic of Ireland. Thiswoodcut (fig. 26), printed in black ink on a medium brown
background, appeared on the original program cover for the opening productionsin
December 1904. The logo was also used on the posters for the opening night bill and on
the letterhead stationary of the Abbey Theatre. It remains the Abbey Theatre's emblem
to the present day and can be found both on posters and programs for contemporary
productions.

Horniman herself executed the remaining architectural designs and color schemes
in the Abbey Theatre. The sitein lower Abbey Street began as the Theatre Royal Opera

House in 1820, athough the building was razed by fire and rebuilt in 1872 as the Hall of

*® Thereisamost no information on Elinor Monsel Darwin. She may have been an acquaintance of Lady
Gregory’sfor her initials appear on Gregory’ s autograph tree — a copper beech on the grounds at Coole that
her guests carved their initials into. Monsel may have carved hersthere on this trip to Coole.

> W. B. Yeats to John Quinn in Kelly and Schuchard, 650.
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Figure 26. The Abbey emre Igo: |
Queen Maeve hunting with an Irish
wolfhound. In the backgroundisa

rayed sun, also symbolic of Ireland.
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the Mechanics Institute with the New Princess Theatre of Varieties (amusic hall) inside
(fig. 27).® Thelayout of this theatre seems to most closely resemble the early nineteenth
century provincial theatres of England, such as the Sparrow Hill Theatrein
Loughborough, Leichester; the Georgian Theatre in Richmond, Y orkshire; Fisher's
Theatre in North Walsham, Norfolk; and the Theatre Royal in Ipswich.>
Horniman was especially concerned with the seating arrangements of the

auditorium she was to remodel. Aninterview with Horniman for the Dublin Daily
Express, given in December 1904, suggested one of her interests:

The theatre is designed to hold between five and six hundred

people, and the seating accommodation is so planned that

the number of ‘bad seats’ will be reduced to aminimum. ‘In

fact,” said Miss Horniman . . . ‘| intend to see to that matter

myself, and if | find that there are any seats which are so

situated that a clear view of the stage is obstructed, | shall

have them removed. | do not think it isfair to take people's

money for seats which do not alow them to enjoy the play

in comfort.%
Comfort, however, was not her only concern. In her letter to Y eats offering the INTS the
use of the theatre, Horniman stipulates that “As the Company will not require the hall
constantly, | propose to arrange to let it for lectures and entertainments at a rental

proportionate to the seating capacity.”® She further specified that “the prices of the seats

can beraised, of course, but not lowered, neither by the Irish National Theatre nor by

*® Michea O’ hAodha, Pictures at the Abbey: The Collection of the Irish National Theatre (Dublin: The
Dolmen Press, 1983), 14-16.

* For descriptions of these theatres see Richard Leacroft, Theatre and Playhouse: An Illustrated survey of
Theatre Building from Ancient Greece to the Present Day (New York: Methuen, 1984).

% Dublin Daily Express, 15 December 1904, in Horniman Collection, Scrapbook |. John Rylands Library,
University of Manchester.

. A.E. F. Horniman to W. B. Y eats quoted in Lennox Robinson, comp., Ireland’s Abbey Theatre: A
History, 1899-1951 (London: Sidgwick and Jackson Limited., 1951), 44.
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Figure 27. Painting of the Old Mechanics
Theatre by Jack B. Y eats.
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anyone who will hirethe hall. Thisisto prevent cheap entertainments from being given
which would lower the letting value of the hall.”®* Horniman insisted that admission
prices would not include six-penny seats, customary in most Dublin theatres. To this
end, she instructed the architect to install half the auditorium with stall seating, which she
probably had seen in the London theatres and for which the Abbey theatre could charge a
higher admission (fig. 28). Horniman’s plan would make the Abbey a

middle-class concern, effectively denying access to the lower classes. This scheme was,
however, antithetical to the aims of the Irish National Theatre Society and would
eventually become a bone of contention between Horniman and the Society.

A manuscript note in the National Library of Ireland shows both Horniman's
painstaking attention to the least detail of decorating the theatre and her desire to make
the significant choices that would make the theatre a pleasing environment for the patrons
and alasting monument to dramatic art in Ireland.

Pillars brown like wood-work. Capitals and iron supports
above copper like balcony, Upper edge of balcony brown
like woodwork. Lower edge of balcony green like
proscenium. Dado of brown like wood work round the
whole theater up-stairs & in the area; edged with a ssimple
stencil. Omit side arches to proscenium, instead put two

shield-shaped mouldings to hold shields. These moulding to

bgsbeyond the measurements about 3 inches deep & of No.
l.

62 .
Ibid..
% A. E. F. Horniman, Design notes, D, n.d., Holloway Papers, National Library of Ireland.
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Fi gure 28. Interior of Abbey Thesatre after renovations. Note stall seatingin
front.
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This manuscript note include