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Martin Světlík, “Themes and Techniques in Denis Johnston’s Early Plays” (BA Thesis) 

 

Martin Světlík’s interpretation of Denis Johnston’s first two plays, The Old Lady Says “No!” and 

The Moon in the Yellow River, remarkably supersedes the level of work expected from a student 

seeking a bachelor’s degree. His is a most articulate, intelligent and balanced extended essay 

which combines theatre history with formal analysis, judiciously uses most of the existing 

secondary sources, and produces a coherent, original argument. 

 

The candidate reads the plays largely as Johnston’s commentary on the flaws of post-

Independence Ireland, the legacy of the Civil War, and the use of violence both for the political 

emancipation of the country and for the maintenance of the Free State. As such, Světlík bases his 

argument in solid research of the historical context, and argues that disparate as the plays 

formally are, they should be regarded as companion pieces due to their thematic affinity. 

Moreover, a principal structural similarity is identified in the climactic shooting of a character in 

both of the plays. Finally, considerable space is given to a discussion of Johnston’s ambivalent 

treatment of heroism and courage. 

 

Světlík persuasively positions Johnston’s early work in the context of the nascent Irish theatre, as 

represented by the Abbey on the one hand and The Gate Theatre/The Dublin Drama League on 

the other. Appropriate attention is paid to the work of prominent contemporaries in this 

framework, such as Sean O’Casey. These may be well-rehearsed subjects; however, the candidate 

proceeds to offer an outstanding series of comparisons with the work of Strindberg, Shaw, the 

German expressionists and Josef Čapek, and produces an enlightening commentary on 

Johnston’s strategic use of references to Joyce’s Ulysses, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and works by 

Schiller and Keats. The overall analysis of the theatrical styles employed by Johnston brings, 

similarly, a number of refreshing specific points, such as the discussion of the principle of musical 

counterpoint in The Old Lady. The candidate’s conclusion that The Moon in the Yellow River is, 

despite its formal conservatism, “no less challenging or subversive then The Old Lady” (89) in its 

commentary on Irish society and politics is well justified in this accomplished essay. 

 

I recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade it as “excellent”. 
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