
Abstract 

 

The purpose of this MA thesis is to analyse the function of the comic elements in several 

post-conflict Northern Irish plays that deal with the legacy of the Troubles. This thesis stems 

from the hypothesis that the approach towards the armed conflict has changed during the 20 

years of peace and has allowed playwrights to offer comical perspectives that not only critically 

engage with the issue, but at the same time help both sides of the conflict deal with the 

remaining trauma caused by it. The thesis provides a close reading of four Northern Irish plays 

which have achieved a considerable critical acclaim. The four plays chosen for the purpose of 

this MA thesis are: Tim Loane’s comedies Caught Red Handed (2002), produced by the 

Tinderbox Theatre Company, and first performed in 2002 as a site-specific piece at the 

Northern Bank Building in Belfast; To Be Sure (2007), also written by Tim Loane, which 

premiered at the Lyric Theatre in Belfast five years later;1 The History of the Troubles 

(accordin’ to my Da) (2002), a collaboration between the playwright Martin Lynch and the 

comedians Connor Grimes and Alan McKee, first performed at the Northern Bank as a 

commission by the Cathedral Quarter Arts Festival; and David Ireland’s Cyprus Avenue 

(2016), which premiered the Abbey Theatre in 2016. The choice of the plays was determined 

according to several criteria. Firstly, the selected plays were written after the Good Friday 

Agreement. The temporal distance is a key factor in the selection, as the purpose of the thesis 

is to analyse the contemporary legacy of the Troubles as expressed through drama. Moreover, 

the thesis argues that the temporal distance has enabled authors to create a more critical 

perspective and increase the use of comic elements to express their criticism. Thus, the second 

criterion is connected to genre; the plays must be written in a comic mode, such as: satire, 

 
1 Both plays are included in the analysis as they function as counterpart. Responding to this, Lagan Press 

published them in a joint collection under the title of Comedy of Terrors in 2008. 



slapstick, scatology, farce, parody, mimicry, the carnivalesque, the burlesque and the 

grotesque. Finally, the point of view of each of the plays in respect to the religious segmentation 

is the final factor that has influenced the initial process of selection. These specific plays were 

chosen because they represent all sides of the conflict: Cyprus Avenue shows the perspective 

of Loyalist characters, The History of the Troubles (accordin’ to my Da) of Catholic ones, 

while Tim Loane’s Caught Red Handed and To Be Sure depict both perspectives respectively. 

Given the scope of this MA thesis, the selection of authors and the number of works addressed 

is limited to the three authors considered most suitable for this research topic. Lamentably, 

several plays that fulfil the previously stated categories2 had to be omitted due to the limited 

scope of the research.  

It is obvious that the legacy of the Troubles still plays a key role in the contemporary 

drama from/about Northern Ireland due to the increasing number of plays deal with memory 

and truth recovery, such as site-specific performances and community plays. On the other hand, 

plays that veer from the narrative of the Troubles and instead focus on the life of ordinary 

people, as well as global topics that reach outside Northern Ireland have also become extremely 

common. The plays analysed in this thesis fit in the first category as they deal with the legacy 

of the Troubles employing comedy to show a perspective that offers a critical engagement with 

the issue. 

 As a theoretical basis to the study, I will employ Eric Weitz’s The Cambridge 

Introduction to Comedy and Henry Bergson’s theory on humour as presented in On Laughter. 

Weitz’s and Bergson’s works provide an excellent overview of the structure and functions of 

humour and will be used to give a succinct introduction to humour theory. Given that many of 

the analysed plays employ tragicomedy and shocking, grotesque elements to express their 

 
2 For example, Shibboleth (2015), written by Stacey Gregg, which deals with the influence of the 

globalised economy in working-class Belfast that is still divided by the legacy of the Troubles. 



stance on the Troubles, Mikhail Bakhtin’s and Wolfgang Kayser’s work on the grotesque will 

be also used as a theoretical basis. In order to show the changes in the literary and theatrical 

approaches to the conflict in the works of the post-conflict authors, the introduction will 

provide a brief historical overview of the Troubles, as well as of the numerous dramatic clichés 

employed to represent them during their duration. Furthermore, the introduction will briefly 

analyse the current socio-political situation in post-conflict Northern Ireland. The following 

three chapters will focus on close reading of the comic elements and their use in four notable 

plays by three prominent contemporary Northern Irish playwrights. The second chapter will 

analyse the parodic and satirical elements in Tim Loane’s comedies Caught Red Handed 

(2002) and To Be Sure (2007). Set in the future, the two plays function as counterparts and 

present grotesque leaders of Loyalist and Republican parties. Ironically enough, both leaders 

are trying to arouse tensions between the two sides in order to maintain political control in a 

very similar manner and with humorous consequences. This humour, however, is 

cringeworthy, as it closely resembles the actual rhetoric used by Loyalist and Republican 

leaders during the Troubles themselves. The third chapter will deal with the play The History 

of the Troubles (Accordin’ to my Da) (2002), a collaboration between the playwright Martin 

Lynch and the comedians Connor Grimes and Alan McKee. Faithful to its title, the play leads 

the spectator through more than thirty years of the Troubles through the eyes of the main 

character Gerry. Not only does this allow us to see the conflict from a subjective perspective 

but also offers comic relief by juxtaposing grotesque bodily humour with grim episodes of the 

armed conflict. The fourth chapter will focus on David Ireland’s Cyprus Avenue (2016). This 

play deals with the exploration of post-conflict Loyalist identities and the legacy of the 

Troubles, with a massive dose of black humour and shocking “in-yer-face” elements, such as 

the murder of the protagonist’s own family in the name of Loyalism. The final chapter will 

compare the three different approaches and try to evaluate their effect on the understanding of 



the conflict as well as on the healing of the trauma caused by it, arguing that the importance of 

the comic elements of these plays reaches over the narrow context of the Troubles and can help 

spectators around the world who have experienced similar situations better understand and deal 

with their own traumas through humour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


