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Abstract in English 

 

The thesis is concerned with the analysis and comparison of the first two plays of the Irish 

playwright Denis Johnston, The Old Lady Says “No!” and The Moon in the Yellow River, in 

terms of their thematic and formal aspects. While in the case of themes both plays deal with 

topical issues of Irish history and politics of the 1920s, at times touching upon more universal 

problems (such as the question of idealism, progress or violence), the dramatic treatment of 

these topics is markedly different in each of the two dramas. Whereas The Old Lady Says 

“No!”  is essentially an experimental comedy that draws inspiration from international avant-

garde movements, The Moon in the Yellow River works in a much more traditional, realistic 

mode. The thesis is divided in two parts, dealing with the themes and the use of dramatic 

techniques respectively. The first chapter summarises the main thematic concerns of both 

plays and focuses on the way in which they react to a specific political and cultural climate of 

Ireland in the 1920s. The chapter examines the plays mainly as Johnston’s critical reflection 

on Ireland after the Civil War, but also tries to distinguish the instances when Johnston 

transcends the topical nature of his drama and uses Irish issues to move into a more universal 

territory. The two remaining chapters are concerned with the formal aspects of the plays. 

These are examined in the context of the historical developments in Irish theatre. The second 

chapter explores Johnston’s adoption of avant-garde techniques in The Old Lady Says “No!” 

and focuses on their application on the native subject. Johnston’s innovative adaptation of the 

traditional conservative approach in The Moon in the Yellow River, as well as the play’s 

affinity with the work of G. B. Shaw, is discussed in the third chapter. The main concern of 

this thesis therefore is to put both plays in the historical context, locate the thematic parallels 

and analyse Johnston’s use of experimental and traditional dramatic techniques. 

 

Key words: Denis Johnston, The Old Lady Says “No!”, The Moon in the Yellow River, 

avant-garde, expressionism, Irish drama, Irish history 



Abstrakt v českém jazyce 

 

Bakalářská práce se věnuje porovnání a analýze prvních dvou her irského dramatika Denise 

Johnstona, The Old Lady Says “No!” a The Moon in the Yellow River, z pohledu obsahového 

i formálního. Po tematické stránce se obě hry zabývají problematikou irské historie a 

reflektují politickou situaci v Irsku dvacátých let dvacátého století, přičemž se zčásti dotýkají 

i obecnějších témat, jako jsou například otázky idealismu, pokroku či násilí. Ve formálním 

ztvárnění těchto témat se však tyto výrazně liší. Zatímco v případě The Old Lady Says “No!” 

se jedná v podstatě o experimentální komedii, jež nachází inspiraci v mezinárodních 

avantgardních směrech, The Moon in the Yellow River představuje spíše tradičnější, 

realistický přístup k tématu. Bakalářská práce je rozdělena do dvou částí, z nichž první se 

věnuje tematickému zaměření, druhá pak použití specifických divadelních postupů. První 

kapitola shrnuje hlavní témata obou her, přičemž se zaměřuje na způsob, jakým tato dramata 

reagují na konkrétní politickou a kulturní situaci v Irsku dvacátých let dvacátého století. Hry 

jsou v rámci této práce vnímány převážně jako Johnstonův kritický komentář ke stavu Irska 

po občanské válce. Práce se nicméně rovněž snaží upozornit na případy, kdy Johnston 

překračuje historicky aktuální rámec hry a využívá irskou tematiku jako můstek k obecnějším 

závěrům. Dvě zbývající kapitoly se zabývají formální prvky jednotlivých her, které jsou 

nahlíženy v rámci historického vývoje irského divadla. Druhá kapitola zkoumá Johnstonovo 

využití avantgardních postupů v The Old Lady Says “No!” a zaměřuje se na jejich 

přizpůsobení irskému prostředí. Johnstonovo inovativní zpracování tradičního, 

konzervativního přístupu v The Moon in the Yellow River, jakož i podobnost této hry 

s tvorbou G. B. Shawa, je předmětem třetí kapitoly. Tato práce si tedy klade za svůj hlavní 

úkol zasadit obě hry do historického kontextu, najít tematické paralely a porovnat způsob, 

jakým Johnston využívá experimentální a tradiční divadelní postupy. 

 

Klí čová slova: Denis Johnston, The Old Lady Says “No!”, The Moon in the Yellow River, 

avantgarda, expresionismus, irské drama, irská historie 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Denis Johnston’s first two plays, The Old Lady Says ‘No!’ (1929) and The Moon in the 

Yellow River (1931), represent quite distinct opposites in terms of the form as well as within 

the historical context of Irish theatre. On the one hand, The Old Lady, an extravagant play, 

which draws inspiration from foreign avant-garde movements, on the other hand, The Moon, 

an overtly realistic drama which conforms most of its formal features to a home-grown type 

of national theatre realism. On the one side, Johnston’s debut in the progressive Gate Theatre, 

on the other, his return to the very much conservative Abbey. While the plays seem to 

epitomise these contrary tendencies formally, in terms of their subject matter they create a 

much more harmonious pair. Micheál Mac Liammóir, one of the founders of the Gate 

Theatre, expressed concisely the different objectives of both Dublin theatres: ‘whereas the 

Abbey set out to show Ireland to herself and then to the world […] we in the Gate began by 

attempting to show the world to Ireland.’1 As far as the subject matter is concerned, 

Johnston’s first two dramatic endeavours seem to be, however, aiming conspicuously in the 

first direction. Both The Old Lady and The Moon are concerned, though each in its own 

fashion, with Ireland, particularly with her history and politics.  

The aim of this thesis is therefore twofold. Firstly, it will attempt to delineate the 

major themes common to both The Old Lady and The Moon and analyse them in the historical 

context. Since both plays are topical in the sense that they react to a specific political and 

cultural climate of Ireland in the 1920s, an effort will be made to examine them as Johnston’s 

critical reflection on post-revolutionary Ireland, but also to distinguish the instances when 

Johnston transcends the topical nature of his drama and uses Irish issues to move into a more 

universal territory. The first chapter will deal precisely with those problems. The nature of 

                                                 
1  Quoted in Christopher Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama. Mirror up to Nation (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1997) 123. 
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such an inquiry would have necessarily required a continuous comparative approach, 

however, due to the complexity and the markedly different structure of the respective plays, 

its feasibility was questionable. The first chapter therefore follows an unusual, though 

hopefully clear and efficient, pattern: after an historical introduction, each play will be 

examined separately, yet with frequent cross-referencing, up to the point when they both 

reach their climactic, thematically crucial point which in both cases constitutes an on-stage 

shooting of a character. The rest of the chapter will deal with the consequences of these 

incidents and lead up to the final comparison that will sum up the main thematic parallels 

between the two plays. 

Secondly, this thesis will look at the two plays from a formal perspective, examining 

the varied dramatic techniques used by Johnston and their different or similar application in 

the context of each play. The primary focus of this section will be to analyse the way in which 

the techniques of artistic styles as diverse as Continental expressionism and the Abbey 

Theatre realism were employed to communicate the main thematic concerns. For that reason, 

each play will be treated in an individual chapter in this case: The Old Lady in the second and 

The Moon in the third. Furthermore, as was already mentioned, Johnston’s dramatic work, 

formally rather inconsistent, is historically connected both with the increasingly authoritative 

and conservative Irish National Theatre and its emerging counterweight, the more 

controversial and innovative Gate Theatre. The distinct formal features of Johnston’s first two 

plays will therefore be discussed with regard to the historical context of Irish theatre. 

This intention to combine the historical, thematic and formal perspective thus also 

partly clarifies the choice of primary texts that are the subject of this thesis. Both The Old 

Lady and The Moon represent Johnston’s attempts to find a viable form to reflect upon the 

problematic reality of post-revolutionary Ireland, its historical roots and rather uncertain 

future. Coincidentally, it is also these first two plays, especially his dramatic debut, that have 



- 10 - 

met with a greater critical acclaim, or indeed attention. Johnston’s dramatic work is by no 

means limited to these two dramas and it certainly would not be justified to say so, even 

though it might have been the general opinion when Johnston wrote sardonically, and no 

doubt with great exaggeration, about his need to correct the impression that he had ‘died of 

some unspecified disease in the summer of 1933, and [had] never written anything since.’2  

Johnston’s later work indeed runs in many directions both within and outside the 

confines of theatre, and perhaps for that reason it loses the immediacy of his first dramatic 

endeavours. The next play – A Bride for the Unicorn (1933) – for example, develops the wild 

experimentation of The Old Lady into a truly original style, but concerns itself with an 

idiosyncratic mythology and universal rather than topical themes. Irish political issues are 

once again tackled in The Scythe and the Sunset (1958), Johnston’s mature realistic drama and 

a late answer to O’Casey’s Plough and the Stars (1926), which however offers more of a 

retrospective analysis than a direct response to political issues. For similar reasons, this thesis 

does not discuss Johnston’s work for radio and television, and concentrates on his work for 

stage which has been traditionally associated with the effort to ‘show Ireland to herself.’ 

Since there is no official chronological division of Johnston’s rather haphazard 

dramatic output, the ‘early plays’ is a term rather of convenience than of any substantiated 

theory. Nevertheless, this thesis will venture to apply this designation to The Old Lady and 

The Moon, that is Johnston’s first plays produced in the Gate Theatre and the Abbey Theatre 

respectively. Both plays give evidence to a great talent and to Johnston’s effort to search for 

new innovative ways in Irish theatre, but they also bear witness to a troubled period in Irish 

history. As such they will be treated on the following pages. 

 

                                                 
2  Denis Johnston, Preface to the Collected Plays (1960), reprinted in his Dramatic Works of Denis Johnston, 

Vol. 1 (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1977) 7. 
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THEMES IN DENIS JOHNSTON’S EARLY PLAYS 

 

The outset of Johnston’s career as a playwright falls within the first decade of Irish 

independence, a complicated period in Irish history during which mixed feelings about post-

revolutionary Ireland and contradictory visions of both Irish past and future dominated the 

public discourse. The prolonged waiting for the time when, in Robert Emmet’s words, Ireland 

would ‘take her place among the nations of the world,’1 along with the long history of 

unsuccessful attempts to achieve this goal, eventually burdened the moment with expectations 

that could not possibly be satisfied. The revolutionary nationalist rhetoric also endowed the 

anticipated event with an air of almost miraculous metamorphosis and caused the whole Irish 

history to give the impression of being a dramatic build-up to this transformative moment of 

national resurrection. The drama of Easter Rising of 1916, despite its initial unpopularity with 

the Dublin audience, eventually achieved, if not the independence itself, then certainly the 

status of a seminal historical event and the ensuing executions of the leaders of the uprising 

crowned the highly theatrical scenario of this ‘blood-sacrifice ritual.’2 However, the glorified 

uprising was soon to be overshadowed by a much more prosaic and harsh reality of the 

Anglo-Irish military conflict and the subsequent Civil War which divided Ireland between 

‘those who maintained that the revolution was over and others who passionately held that the 

struggle had to continue.’3   

The Anglo-Irish Treaty effectively partitioned Ireland, granted dominion status to 

twenty-six southern counties that formed the new Irish Free State and left post-revolutionary 

Ireland convulsed with conflicting feelings. The pro-Treaty party Cumann na nGaedheal, for 

                                                 
1  Robert Emmet, The speech from the dock, quoted in R.F. Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972 (London: 

Penguin Books, 1989) 286. 
2  Foster, Modern Ireland, 484. 
3  Nicolas Grene, The Politics of Irish Drama. Plays in Context from Boucicault to Friel (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999) 136. 
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which the independence represented unprecedented responsibility of government, was 

confronted with the arduous task of building a new independent state in the post-war, 

impoverished country. For those who opposed the Treaty and did not accept the Irish Free 

State as a legitimate entity, the war for independence continued, with the pro-Treaty 

government constituting the new opposition. The stern practicality and severe measures with 

which the new government defended itself against the attacks of the anti-Treaty forces were in 

sharp contrast with the pre-revolutionary idealistic visions of future Ireland. Such conditions 

could then create nothing but an air of disillusionment and failure, so characteristic for the 

first years of the Irish Free State. 

Johnston’s first two plays are responsive to this climate, and like many plays of this 

period, they are faced with the problem of how to represent the revolution and the subsequent 

reactions to it.4 Both plays are in this sense topical, yet Johnston’s approach to the problem 

allows for a much more general reading. The main dramatic concern in both plays could be 

summed up as a conflict between dream and reality. Both plays comment on the 

disillusionment with the real outcome of idealised visions of the future, on the inability or 

unwillingness to abandon a dream even in face of sobering reality, but also on the power of 

words and visions that could both change the world for better as well as destroy it, inciting 

physical actions that lead to the vicious circle of self-perpetuating violence. 

 

The Old Lady Says ‘No!’ 

 

As Harold Ferrar points out, The Old Lady works primarily as a satire of national 

immaturity, aiming chiefly on the parochial nationalist fervour which in Johnston’s play finds 

its expression in the sentimental, patriotic rhetoric of the nineteenth-century Irish poetry and 

                                                 
4  Grene, The Politics of Irish Drama, 136. 
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melodrama5 and its embodiment in a romanticised version of Irish revolutionary leader Robert 

Emmet. The play opens with a play-within-a-play parody of a generic nineteenth-century 

patriotic melodrama about Emmet’s last days. The entire opening scene, featuring Emmet as 

he parts emotionally with his lover, Sarah Curran, near Rathfarnham, before he gets arrested 

by British officer Major Sirr, is a mosaic composed of fragments of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century Irish patriotic verse, prose and drama. Although both language and setting 

conform to the scenario of nationalist melodrama, the action turns in a quite unexpected 

direction: the anticipated sentimental denouement is cut short when the protagonist, who is 

throughout the play referred to as ‘the Speaker,’ gets accidentally knocked down by a clumsy, 

overenthusiastic actor, portraying one of the Redcoats. After an awkward attempt to carry on 

with the performance, the curtain finally falls down and a doctor, called in from the audience, 

attempts to resuscitate the unconscious Speaker. By means of this highly theatrical opening, 

Johnston introduces one of the main dramatic metaphors of the play: Robert Emmet, 

representing the nationalist fervour of republican idealism, is portrayed as a melodramatic 

actor, a representation which in consequence constitutes an attack on national republicanism 

and undermines it as a form of play-acting.  

This idea is further developed during the course of the play. At the moment when the 

doctor goes off the stage to fetch a rug to cover the actor’s feet, the audience is transferred 

into the Speaker’s mind, the scene shifts into a hallucinatory dream and the play proper 

begins. Soon it becomes clear that the first blow was only one of many the Speaker is about to 

suffer. The confused protagonist, who now oscillates between full adoption of Emmet’s role 

and preservation of his acting consciousness, is transported to the modern Dublin and forced 

to confront his dreamy visions of free Ireland with the prosaic reality of the Irish Free State. 

As the Speaker enters the streets of modern Dublin, Johnston begins to execute a satirical 

                                                 
5  Harold Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1973) 23. 
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deconstruction of republican nationalism: in a series of confrontations, the Speaker is 

deprived of his ideal Ireland, his dignity as a revolutionary leader and ultimately he is faced 

with the violent consequences of his own militant rhetoric.  

After a brief chaotic interlude, during which the scene is changed, the shattered 

Speaker, still stammering his melodramatic lines, gets immediately confronted with the 

mundane reality of twentieth-century Dublin: 

 

SPEAKER (now in the midst of traffic.) Men of Eire, awake to be 

blest! Do you hear? (He fiercely accosts a PASSER-BY.) Do you 

hear? Awake! 

PASSER-BY(politely disengaging himself). Sorry. The banks close at 

half two.6 

  

This first encounter essentially foreshadows the prevailing spirit of the subsequent 

confrontations. Whether it is a bus driver refusing to take the Speaker back to his longed for 

Rathfarnham, a preoccupied businessman ignoring his urgent pleas for help or a pair of 

working-class girls interpreting the Speaker’s inquiries about his lost lover as sexual 

harassment, the juxtaposition of Emmet’s idealism with the mundane materialism of modern 

Ireland always mocks the Speaker’s theatrical pose and haughty rhetoric as inadequate or 

irrelevant to the modern-day Dubliners.7  

 While the contact with modern Dublin reveals the inappropriateness of the Speaker’s 

outdated posturing, the next confrontation exposes the political short-sightedness and violent 

legacy of his assumed role. The Speaker encounters the statue of Henry Grattan, an Irish 

constitutional nationalist politician and Emmet’s contemporary who campaigned for the 

legislative independence of the Irish parliament towards the end of the eighteenth century. 

                                                 
6  Denis Johnston, Selected Plays of Denis Johnston, ed. Joseph Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin Symthe, 

1983) 48. 
7  Grene, The Politics of Irish Drama, 154. 
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Grattan’s efforts were dashed by the suppressed 1798’s Rising which effectively caused the 

abolition of the Irish parliament and the establishment of a legislative Union with Great 

Britain. The attempted rebellion of Robert Emmet in 1803 was equally harmful to Grattan’s 

endeavour, since it not only proved to be ineffective in terms of its aims but it also set the seal 

on the Union. The Speaker and Grattan thus represent two opposing political and rhetorical 

styles: while the first embodies theatricality of militant romantic nationalism, the latter stands 

for the constitutionalist tradition. Grattan carries on undermining the Speaker’s 

unacknowledged theatricality by the sustained metaphor of play-acting (‘Fool, fool, strutting 

upon the stage! Go out into the cold night air, before you crucify yourself in the blind folly of 

your eternal play-acting’8). Presently, however, the criticism becomes more focused on the 

destructive and violent nature of physical force nationalism: 

 

GRATTAN: Full fifty years I worked and waited, only to see my 

country’s new found glory melt away at the bidding of the 

omniscient young Messiahs with neither ability to work nor the 

courage to wait. 

SPEAKER: I have the courage to go on. 

GRATTAN: Oh, it is an easy thing to draw a sword and raise a 

barricade. It saves working, it saves waiting. It saves everything 

but blood! And blood is the cheapest thing God has made.9    

 

Beside the imprudent political thinking and the virtual futility of the 1803 rebellion, 

Grattan’s criticism also points out the mindless acts of violence that occurred as a result of 

Emmet’s thoughtlessness. When the Speaker tries to regain his position as a revolutionary 

leader by alluding to those who died for Ireland (‘Their graves are red but their souls [are with 

                                                 
8  Johnston, Selected Plays, 37. 
9  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36-37. 
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God in glory]10), his words backfire on him as Grattan brings up the death of the liberal Lord 

Chief Justice of Ireland Kilwarden who was dragged from his carriage and stabbed to death 

by the Dublin mob that joined Emmet’s rebellion11 (‘Ah yes, the graves are red… the grave of 

one poor helpless old man, the justest judge in Ireland’12). In addition, Grattan also invokes 

Kilwarden’s supposed last words: the judge pleaded that no man should ‘perish in 

consequence of [his] death […] save by the regular operation of the laws.’13 The notion of 

Kilwarden as a man of law who valued both his own life and the lives of the others is put in a 

direct contrast with the one of Emmet who represents a rebel driven by a single vision and 

oblivious to the consequences of his actions. While Kilwarden tried to prevent his death from 

being the cause of more bloodshed, Emmet’s death set an example for numerous other 

‘omniscient young Messiahs,’ who died whilst they were ‘playing’ Robert Emmet. Thus, 

Grattan again attacks the Speaker’s assumed pose, but, he also indirectly accuses Emmet of 

prolonging the cult of death and martyrdom:  

 

Ah, the love of death, creeping like a mist at the heels of my 

countrymen! Death is the only art in which we own no masters. Death 

is the only voice that can be heard in this distressful land where no 

man’s word is taken, no man’s message heeded, no man’s prayer 

answered except it to be his epitaph. Out into every quarter of the 

globe we go, seeking for service in which to die: saving the world by 

dying for a good cause just as readily as we will damn it utterly by 

dying for a bad one. It is all the same to us. It is the only thing that we 

can understand.14    

 

                                                 
10  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. The Speaker at this point fails to recall his lines from the opening playlet. See 

Johnston’s Selected Plays, 26. 
11  Paul Bew, Ireland: The Politics of Enmity 1789-2006 (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007) 69. 
12  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
13  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
14  Johnston, Selected Plays, 37. 
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Again, the confused Speaker tries to defend himself by denying any responsibility for 

Kilwarden’s death (‘I did my best to save him, but the people were mad’15) and justifying the 

violence by the exceptional circumstances (‘It was horrible. But it was war.’16). Yet his words 

turn against him once more when Grattan sneers at the unimpressive military force involved 

in Emmet’s ‘war’ (‘Eighty tattered turncocks from the Coombe; a plumed hat, and a silver 

sword. War, for the liberation of Erin!’17). However, not only does Grattan’s mockery expose 

Emmet’s overblown rhetoric, it also points out the problem of Emmet’s violent legacy: in the 

light of this example, the romantic gesture of martyrdom appeared more important than the 

actual political outcome. This was apparent not only in Pearse’s ‘blood-sacrifice ritual’ of 

1916 Rising but also in the era of the Civil War and its aftermath. Although Erin was 

technically liberated, IRA was still involved in a ‘war’ against the Irish Free State and kept 

creating still more martyrs. Johnston thus hints at the notion of certain disingenuousness and 

egotism of militant nationalism as the whole scene suggests that ‘the need for a cause proved 

to be stronger than the need for a nation’18 and death and martyrdom were more important 

than the said cause.19  

The Speaker flees from Grattan’s revealing presence into the streets where he 

temporarily recovers his position among the city crowd. Yet once more, he is facing the 

charges of being only an impostor and the accusations subsequently lead to an almost 

lynching-like scene, during which the panicking Speaker accidentally shoots Joe, a young 

                                                 
15  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
16  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
17  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
18  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 34. 
19  The Speaker’s confrontation with Grattan also prefigures some of the themes in Johnston’s second play, The 

Moon in the Yellow River, such as the leaders’ reluctance to accept responsibility for the actions carried out 

in their name or the justification of a murder as an outcome of political necessity. These issues form a 

significant part of both the action and the debate in Johnston’s second drama and thus establish a thematic 

continuity between the two plays. Cf. the present work, pages 42-45. 
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IRA man standing by. This culmination of the first act (proportionally, this is also the 

midpoint of the play) thus demonstrates visually the violent consequences of the Speaker’s 

militant rhetoric. Since the actual act of violence takes place in the streets of modern Dublin, 

the scene also creates an effective link between the history and the present conflict and 

stresses Emmet’s violent legacy in modern Ireland, still having effect on revolutionary 

dreamers, be it real ones, such as Pearse, or fictional, like Darrel Blake in Johnston’s second 

play.    

The disparaging sentiment towards the aims and methods of militant republicanism 

was commonplace during the first decade of the Irish Free State both in the political discourse 

and in the cultural sphere, including the theatre. As the fragile stability of Cumann na 

nGaedheal government was constantly threatened by the anti-Treaty forces, those cultural 

institutions that expressed favour to the new regime, such as the National Theatre Society at 

the Abbey Theatre, became significant ideological agents. The new government’s subsidy to 

the National Theatre Society, which implicitly confirmed the Abbey’s important relationship 

with the new regime, provoked in turn not only open declarations of political loyalty from the 

Abbey, but it also left its mark on the theatre’s repertoire: priority was given to the plays that 

were more or less ‘openly critical of nationalist anti-Treaty ideology and rhetoric.’20 Perhaps 

the most famous example of such treatment of militant nationalism would be Sean O’Casey’s 

Dublin trilogy where the nationalist zeal is portrayed as being primarily a violent and 

destructive force, while simultaneously the nationalist rhetoric of heroism is mocked as mere 

bravado. While Captain Boyle’s drunken republican boasting in Juno and the Paycock or 

Donal Davoren’s fanciful playacting in The Shadow of the Gunman illustrate the self-

aggravating theatricality of republican rhetoric, the Pearse-like figure of the public speaker 

                                                 
20  Lionel Pilkington, Theatre and the State in Twentieth-Century Ireland. Cultivating the People (London and 

New York: Routlege, 2001) 90. 
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‘celebrat[ing] bloodshed in a nationalist cause’21 in The Plough and the Stars foreshadows the 

deadly effects of such oratories. The drama of O’Casey’s Dublin plays is founded on the irony 

that springs from the discrepancy between official ideology and individual experience.22 In 

this respect, Johnston’s approach is very similar to O’Casey’s, since the difference between 

dream and reality constitutes the basis for both the criticism and the dramatic action.  

In The Old Lady, the critique of the destructive mindlessness and egoistic motivation 

of militant republicanism is voiced by Grattan who assumes the authority of the voice of 

reason and historical hindsight. From that position, he condemns the violence and futility of 

Emmet’s actions on a rational basis while the Speaker’s theatrical idealism remains to be 

ridiculed by a mere contact with the unpoetic reality of modern Dublin. When O’Casey 

employs comical subversion as a means of criticism, the baseness of the actual outcome, as 

opposed to the pompous rhetoric, is expressed in a relatively moderate implicit manner, since 

the presentation is confined within the limits of realistic portrayal. Johnston’s extravagant 

dream-play, however, allows for much more expressive parallels in this respect. Johnston’s 

approach to revolutionary political idealism is in this way reminiscent of James Joyce’s 

treatment of Emmet’s speech from the dock in Ulysses. At the end of the ‘Sirens’ episode, 

Joyce quite irreverently lets Mr. Bloom’s recollections of Emmet’s last words interfere with 

Bloom’s loud bowel movement, establishing thus not only the satirical link between Emmet’s 

rhetorical and Bloom’s physical flatulence but also expressing the absolute ‘chasm between 

Emmet’s dream and martyrdom and ordinary human concerns.’23       

Nevertheless, Johnston’s criticism does not point solely in the Speaker’s direction. At 

the beginning of the Act II, the scene shifts from Dublin streets to Dublin salons. Up to this 

point, the satire took aim at militant nationalism in the context of modern Ireland. However, 
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Johnston now moves to the other side of the barricade, so to speak, as he examines the official 

Irish Free State establishment. The act opens with a scene of a party ‘under the aegis of the 

Minister for Arts and Crafts and his nice little wife’24 and the satire is directed at the new Irish 

Free State middle-class elite. It is worth a notice that the characteristics which are subject to 

criticism are essentially very similar to those that have already been satirised: theatricality and 

violence. In the case of Emmet’s actions, Johnston stressed the peril of radical ideals; his 

portrayal of Dublin streets and salons mocks in turn the commodification of these ideals 

which is shown ‘to go hand-in-hand with pretence and corruption.’25 While the opening 

playlet in the first act lampooned the histrionic nationalist posturing using Emmet’s pompous 

rhetoric, the satire in Act II aims at rhetoric of quite a different kind. The opening of the first 

scene features the Minister’s daughter, Maeve, lispingly reciting a children’s poem, ‘King’s 

Breakfast’ by A. A. Milne, followed by an insincere show of appreciation from the party 

guests. Besides being an obvious attack on a corrupt and hypocritical society, the initial scene 

implies that the nationalist theatre of grand gestures, performed by revolutionaries like Emmet 

or Pearse, has been degraded to a theatre of petty bourgeois concerns. The opening playlet 

represents a condensed version of nationalist ideals; the salon scene in turn shows a dilution 

of ideals in general. The statue of Grattan is present at the party only because the Minister and 

his wife ‘always have a few of the nicest statues in on Sunday evening.’26 Lady Trimmer, 

representing the Anglo-Irish element,27 accepts the new establishment and is more than happy 

to meet ‘the Mr Emmet,’ not because of reverence for the revolutionary but out of 

convenience, since the people ‘of the old regime ought to get in touch with those sort of 
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people as much as possible.’28 The triad of state-supported artists, O’Cooney, O’Mooney and 

O’Rooney,29 representing the high culture, engage only in pointless frivolous debates and the 

power of imagination, so vital to idealists like Emmet, is reduced to the ‘Section 15 of the 

Deserving Artists’ (Support) Act, No. 65 of 1926.’30 Johnston also alludes to the violent 

origins of the Irish Free State in the War of Independence, yet even then the portentous 

revolutionary rhetoric boils down to O’Cooney’s nostalgic memories of ‘hid[ing] in the 

chimbley from the Tans.’31 Ultimately, the Speaker’s desperate attempt to recall his lines and 

to recover his Emmetian pose fails as the whole scene dissolves into a fantastical singalong. 

Various members of the party sing simultaneously different words and the cacophony of 

voices expresses the overall ‘mishmash of modern Ireland.’32 Besides being a hilarious 

comedy, the scene thus offers also a subtly unsettling picture of the state of post-revolutionary 

Ireland. 

 Although Johnston’s unflattering portrayal of the profane Dublin may initially seem 

to work primarily as a dramatic foil to the Speaker’s idealised Rathfarnham, this satirical 

juxtaposition proves to be double-edged, since the contrast works both ways: the Speaker’s 

exaggerated theatricality is made to appear inappropriate in the environment of post-

revolutionary Dublin and the crass vulgarity, pretentiousness and materialism of the modern 

city is emphasised by the proximity of the Speaker’s idealistic vision of future Ireland. The 
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whole play is thus ‘poised between satiric debunking of the claims of the revolution and 

satiric exposure of the society that has failed to live up to those claims,’33 reflecting in a 

dramatic form the general feeling of disillusionment with the situation in the Irish Free State.  

One of the main subversive elements of Johnston’s satire – his treatment of ‘Shan Van 

Vocht,’ the allegorical personification of Ireland – provides an illustrative example of such 

double-edged approach. In the Irish nationalist tradition, the character figures as a poor old 

woman who is transformed into a young beautiful queen as a result of the Irishmen sacrificing 

their lives in order to protect her and her four green fields (the historical provinces of Ireland: 

Leinster, Munster, Connacht and Ulster34) from strangers. In Johnston’s play, this notion is 

introduced right at the beginning of the play as the melodramatic playlet opens with men’s 

voices singing offstage an eighteenth-century patriotic ballad ‘Shan Van Vocht.’35 However, 

through a series of allusions, which will be dealt with in detail in the following chapter, this 

image gets significantly twisted. The character with whom the Speaker is eventually 

confronted is no longer a mysterious old woman luring young men to die for her cause but a 

Flower Woman, a shabby cackling crone who resorts to begging for money and even to 

selling her green fields. This transformation has several implications: on the one hand, as a 

degradation of the icon of Irish nationalism it constitutes an attack on republican idealism, on 

the other hand, as a personification of modern Ireland, it also represents a scathing critique of 

the current state of affairs. The Speaker’s second encounter with the Flower Woman is even 

more revealing in this respect: 

 

WOMAN (patting him [Speaker] roguishly on the shoulder). […] 

Have ye nothing for me, lovely gentleman? 

SPEAKER. What do you want? 
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WOMAN. It’s not food or drink that I want. It’s not silver that I want. 

Ochone. 

SPEAKER. I have no time to waste talking to you. 

WOMAN. What is it he [Grattan] called it? … the cheapest thing the 

good God has made … eh? He-he-he. That’s all. For your own 

lady. 

SPEAKER. I’ve nothing for you. 

WOMAN. Gimme me rights … me rights first! […] or I’ll bloody well 

burst ye!36 

 

Johnston’s criticism of the current political and cultural situation in Ireland is reflected in the 

Flower Woman’s roguish demeanour, vulgar expression and overtly materialistic concerns. 

Rather than inspiring people to fight for the nation, she demands her ‘rights,’ and rather than 

trying to save her green fields, she is far too keen to sell them off. However, although she is 

no longer the dignified figure of the nationalist tradition, she still has the power to ‘[send] her 

poetic sons to death’37 and she still demands their sacrifice. In this respect, her desire for 

blood displays almost vampiric qualities.38 This portrayal in turn represents Johnston’s 

dissenting sentiment towards militant nationalism which in post-revolutionary Ireland was 

still haunted by the spectre of the Poor Old Woman. The fact that the Speaker initially does 

not recognise the Flower Woman and that he even feels repulsion for her, yet he is willing to 

die for Ireland, only demonstrates the unreality of his idealism: even in face of prosaic reality 

he is unable to abandon his dream and is willing to execute it in action. The Speaker’s 

reluctance to accept reality combined with his militant zeal, is symptomatic of the problem 

Ireland was facing during the 1920s and the early 1930s: while the new post-revolutionary 

government of the Irish Free State was trying to consolidate its power through conservative 
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policies and stern defensive measures, some members of the anti-Treaty forces were still 

fighting a war for independence fuelled by the romantic visions of free Ireland. Such conflict 

of a past dream against the merciless reality, channelled through violence, constitutes one of 

the main motives also in Johnston’s second play The Moon in the Yellow River.     

 

The Moon in the Yellow River 

 

Johnston’s second play for stage moves away from ridiculing the nationalist rhetoric 

and pretentiousness of the Irish Free State elite to a much darker treatment of the actual 

outcome of the post-revolutionary situation. Although Johnston’s first play already hinted at 

the violent consequences, which stem from the conflict between dream and reality, his second 

endeavour offers more immediate portrayal of such possibilities. While the dream-like 

environment of The Old Lady produced a playful, yet considerably unsettling, confrontation 

of sentimental patriotism and prosaic reality of modern Ireland, proving the former irrelevant 

and the latter pitiful, The Moon introduced the real world in which such combination becomes 

the matter of life and death.  

With The Moon Johnston moved from the experiments at the Gate Theatre and 

adopted for his next treatment of Ireland the traditional realistic mode that was better suited 

for the Abbey theatre, the supposed traditional place ‘to show Ireland to herself,’ in which the 

play was produced. In the preface to the play, however, Johnston argues whether a play ‘in 

which the references range from Slovakian convents to Paraguayan railway bridges, […] the 

commentator is a German, and the theme is international industrialism,’39 not to mention the 

title which comes from Ezra Pound’s translation of a Chinese poem, should at all be 

considered an Irish play suited for the Abbey. Yet despite its cosmopolitan references and 
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possible universal interpretations, The Moon stays deeply rooted in Irish environment, 

offering insightful portrayal of the problems of post-revolutionary Ireland.  

Similarly to The Old Lady, Johnston’s second play is a topical drama in the sense that 

it is reflective of the political and cultural climate in the 1920s. However, while the 

extravaganza of The Old Lady takes as its point of departure the historical fact of Emmet’s 

disastrous enterprise and its ambiguous legacy, the much more sober drama of The Moon is 

based on Johnston’s invention. In the preface to his later play The Dreaming Dust, published 

in the collected edition of his plays, Johnston reflects on his dramatic work pointing out that 

‘with exception of The Moon in the Yellow River all [the] plays included in the […] collection 

are in various ways historical. That is to say, their very divergent plots have got a factual 

basis.’40 Nevertheless, despite Johnston’s emphasis on the fact that the action which takes 

place in The Moon is a pure fabrication, the possibility of such a scenario is not.  

Johnston builds the plot around two topical issues of 1920s Ireland: firstly, the series 

of executions of seventy-seven members of the anti-Treaty forces during the Civil War, and 

secondly, the launch of the hydroelectric Shannon Scheme by the Irish Free State in 1929. 

Although these two episodes are, as Harold Ferrar argues, historically unrelated,41 they stem 

from the common historical roots. The executions of the anti-Treaty political prisoners, 

carried out by the Irish Free State between 1922 and 1923, were in many ways symptomatic 

of the general impact the Civil War had on Ireland. In the first place, they epitomised the 

general bitter experience of the bloody struggle between the pro-Treaty government and the 

opposing anti-Treaty forces, which brought about situations where the comrades-in-arms from 

the War of Independence became the executioners of their former fellow combatants, and 

confirmed the sad fact that ‘[p]restige and service to Ireland were no barrier to execution.’42  
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Moreover, the fact that the executions were performed not only as a punishment for offences 

such as unauthorised gun possession, but also as an immediate act of reprisal for the violent 

actions committed by the anti-Treaty forces, showed that the use of murder as a political 

argument can be practised with ease both by the revolutionaries and the new official 

government.  The tragic irony of Ireland’s history remains, as Johnston himself puts it, that 

the new government of the Irish Free State ‘proved to by much tougher than the English had 

ever dared to be’43 and that in order to maintain the stability of the newborn state, it seemed 

necessary for those in power to eliminate those on the other side of the barricade, who 

however once fought for the same cause.  

The launch of the hydroelectric scheme, along with the uproar and controversy it had 

caused, was an event which in a way characterised the whole period in Irish history when the 

nation was struggling to be born into the modern world. The Shannon Scheme was a gigantic 

project which comprised a hydroelectric power plant devised by the new Irish Free State 

government and built under German supervision to harness the River Shannon. In the context 

of government’s generally conservative economic policies, the project represented quite 

exceptional far-sighted innovative move and also the ‘government’s most significant gesture 

in the direction of industrialisation.’44 However, besides the effort for modernisation of 

Ireland, the scheme had a distinctively political significance: to the world it signalled that 

independent Ireland can now stand on its own feet and in the country itself it served also as a 

diversion from the disillusion and scepticism that followed after the Civil War and the 

establishment of the Irish Free State. The fact that almost every aspect of the project gave rise 

to some kind of opposition is illustrative of the conflicting ideologies from which the new 

Irish identity had to be constructed. For the anti-Treaty opposition the Scheme was 

unacceptable, since it was devised by the government of a state which was in their eyes 
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illegal, repressive and British-imposed. Moreover, there was a distrust over the ‘cult of the 

machine’ and industrialisation which was deemed a threat to the native ‘Gaelic’ rural society. 

Strong nationalist feelings also gave way to some expressions of xenophobia over the German 

supervision and last but not least, the traditional religious objection to the supposed over-

ambitiousness of the project also had its say.45     

The whole enterprise had, due to reasons mentioned above, substantial media coverage 

and it was even commemorated in art by Irish painter Seán Keating, who was commissioned 

by the government to execute a series of paintings depicting the progress of the work. One of 

these paintings, called expressively Night Candles are Burnt Out, shows an allegorical scene: 

a family gazing to the horizon at the unfinished works with a couple of workers resting by, 

accompanied by a priest reading by the candlelight in the corner while on the other side, a 

man is holding up an extinguished lamp towards a skeleton dressed in tatters and hanging 

from an electric pillar; the centre of the foreground is occupied by a businessman with the 

construction plans under his arm confronting a gunman who is gripping the strap of his rifle. 

The title suggests, in Keating’s own words, that ‘the dim candlelight of surviving 

medievalism in Ireland is fading before the rising sun of scientific progress.’46 The central 

figures then symbolise the antagonistic forces of the progressive government and the 

opposition who hinders the material progress. The menacing skeleton should, according to 

Keating’s interpretation, stand for the ultimately forgotten ‘stage Ireland,’ yet one cannot strip 

away the post-war context in which the skeleton would probably have much darker 

connotations. Finally, the inconspicuous presence of the Church-representing figure of a 

priest, who seems not to engage in worldly things, is as much important and telling as the 

absence of any representative of the German involvement. Keating’s painting thus captures, 
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both by the presence and absence of certain symbols, not only the issues related to the 

Shannon Scheme but also the general state of post-revolutionary Ireland.  

In The Moon Johnston combines the two historical events, the executions and the 

Shannon Scheme, to foreground the conflict between dream and reality and its violent 

consequences, echoing the main themes from The Old Lady. Similarly to Keating, Johnston 

uses the microcosm of the hydroelectric scheme to illustrate the birth of a nation, convulsed 

with conflicting visions and ideologies. However, while Keating seemed to have very clear 

political view when he described the theme of Night Candles are Burnt Out as ‘the transition 

of Ireland from a country of ancient stagnation to a state of freedom and progress,’47 Johnston 

shows much more sceptical treatment of the subject. ‘Birth of a nation is no immaculate 

conception,’48 says one of Johnston’s characters, suggesting that there is always a price one 

must pay for such a change. Similarly to Keating’s work, where the actual power house only 

looms in the background while the symbolic figures in the foreground convey the message 

with their stances, gestures and facial expressions, in The Moon, the main dramatic themes are 

focussed around well-developed characters adopting antagonistic views.  

The action takes place in a house converted from the former officers’ quarters of the 

fort covering the river mouth, in the vicinity of a hydroelectric power station. Mr. Tausch, a 

German hydroelectric engineer in charge of the power scheme, comes to dinner and to pay 

respects to the owner of the house, a retired Irish railway engineer Mr. Dobelle, and his 

family: slightly eccentric sister Columba and estranged daughter Blanaid. The first act 

consists predominantly of the conversation between Tausch and Dobelle and the confrontation 

of their diverse beliefs introduces some of the main themes. Enthusiastic, well-meaning 

Tausch is an embodiment of order and industry. Convinced that technological progress is a 
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universal redeeming force, his mission consists of bringing this ‘gospel of progress’49 to 

under-developed countries. He is excited to meet Dobelle, whose articles he has studied and 

whose example he tries to follow, and assumes that they are both of the same conviction. 

However, Dobelle, the distinguished engineer who had ‘built railways bridges anywhere from 

Hungary to Gran Chaco,’50 has renounced the work of his youth as well as the belief that he 

could change the world in such fashion and the articles he once wrote are just a bitter 

reminder of his youthful ideals. He has rejected the outside world and its irreconcilable 

problems in favour of his present ‘hermitage,’ where he occupies himself with toy trains 

running in pointless circles rather than with real railway bridges through which the progress 

spreads into the world, and spends ‘quiet evenings with the unambiguous encyclopaedia’51 

instead of reading Goethe, who says that ‘when we are old we must do more than when we 

are young.’52 Dobelle’s world differs greatly from Tausch’s, despite the latter’s assumptions 

of the opposite, and their confrontation exposes the conflict between Tausch’s idealistic 

visions and Dobelle’s sober view of reality. Thus Tausch’s outpourings of sentimentality hit 

hard the wall of Dobelle’s stoic rationality:        

 

DOBELLE: […] Why should you wish to come here? 

TAUSCH: Ach, how can one say. It is the call of the west wind. One 

grows tired of those places where everything has been done 

already. Then one day comes the call of romance. I answer. You 

understand. 

DOBELLE: I certainly do not. It sounds like nonsense to me.53   
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For Dobelle, Tausch’s innocent self-assurance is a source of both amusement and 

pain.54 Rather than scorn he feels pity for the German, for whom Ireland is a romantic 

mystical land, who perceives his mission as an adventure in which he brings the light of 

progress to the exotic corner of the world, and who in his simplicity believes that to 

understand the country a course on its language and customs taken in Munich has to suffice. 

Dobelle is aware that sooner or later Ireland will show to Tausch her real face and that such 

awakening will turn out to be quite an unpleasant experience for the German. Initially, he tries 

to guide Tausch out of the romantic delusion as he points out that in Ireland ‘we may believe 

in fairies but we trade in pigs,’55 yet Tausch’s vision is unyielding even when Dobelle warns 

him that his efforts will bring him only recognition of his own powerlessness and that Ireland 

will not leave his innocent optimism intact: 

 

[I]f you stay here, you will find yourself out. And that to my mind is 

always a pity. […] It is not the destiny of a man like you to be buried 

in this accursed hole. […] Here […] we have vampires in shimmering 

black that feed on blood and bear bombs instead of brats. And 

enormous crows that will never rest until they have pecked out your 

eyes and left you blind and dumb with terror. […] And in the mists 

that creep down from the mountains you will meet monsters that glare 

back at you with your own face.56              

 

Such parables, however, have absolutely no effect on determined Taush, who does not take 

Dobelle’s appeal as a warning but chooses to understand it as a symptom of prevailing 

superstition and lack of determination, which only bids him go on with his messianic quest. In 

possessing such attitude, he resembles the Speaker in The Old Lady, whose resolve to find his 
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lost Rathfarnham partially protects him against the attacks on his ideals. Nonetheless, just as 

the Speaker gets gradually deprived of his illusion, Tausch is also forced in course of the play 

to face situations that disrupt his vision. The conversation between idealistic Tausch and 

sceptical, if not nihilistic, Dobelle is reminiscent of the Speaker’s dispute with the statue of 

Grattan in The Old Lady. While Grattan’s position represented historical hindsight, Dobelle’s 

attitude is based on experience, but in both cases, the conflict essentially involves debunking 

of romantic idealism. Both Grattan and Dobelle expose the inappropriateness and irrelevance 

of their respective counterparts in given environment: Tausch’s simplistic faith in progress is 

inconsistent with a country that is buried deep in the complex issues of her history and 

politics, just as Emmet’s romantic nationalism does not fit into political culture of the Irish 

Free State. Yet Tausch, like the Speaker, would not and cannot wake up from his dream, since 

to abandon the vision means to give up the heroic/messianic pose which constitutes both 

Tausch’s and Emmet’s identity.  

Just as Tausch affirms his self-confidence with an impromptu speech about the power 

of progress, suggesting that Ireland could be with ‘a little organization’ completely 

‘transformed and redeemed by power’ to ‘a happy nation of free men,’57 his words are 

suddenly interrupted by an apparition of a shadow of a gunman, who informs Tausch and the 

others present in Dobelle’s house that the Power House is going to be blown up. Although 

this truly melodramatic moment is immediately deflated in a really absurd manner as the 

gunman politely asks Tausch to sell him some petrol for the burning, it represents quite a 

powerful blow to Tausch’s self-assurance. It is the first bit in ‘a grand parade of Irish 

illogicality’ 58 the German engineer is about to experience. Moreover, it creates an 

introduction to another significant clash of ideals which is about to unfurl as the IRA leader 

Darrell Blake comes on stage to personally negotiate with Tausch.  
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Blake is an epitome of a young romantic rebel. Restless, reckless, yet with 

considerable charm and grace, he aspires to join the ranks of the romantic saviours of Ireland 

in the tradition of Robert Emmet. However, like the Speaker in The Old Lady, he has to face 

the situation where his heroic pose has become anachronistic. Since the liberation of Ireland 

from the British rule was technically achieved with the establishment of the Irish Free State, 

Blake’s principal cause for fighting has been thus undermined. Nevertheless, similarly to the 

protagonist of Johnston’s first play, Blake’s need for the cause proved to be much stronger 

than the need for a successful resolution. In other words, the Irish political idealists like the 

Speaker or Blake ‘need[ed] to be revolutionaries more than they want[ed] a country’59 and 

their effort therefore deteriorated to a largely revolution for the revolution’s sake, which in 

turn provided the stage they needed to perform their role of the saviour. The self-centred 

theatricality of Blake’s actions indeed constitutes an essential part of his demeanour. As 

Harold Ferrar points out, Blake engages in ‘an aesthetic revolution,’60 which appreciates the 

revolution in its pure idealistic form (‘A beautiful word. So few people appreciate beautiful 

words nowadays!’61) and stresses the spectacular side of the endeavour. These priorities are 

evident, for example, from Blake’s readiness to employ an effective but unreliable home-

made cannon instead of the usual petrol bombs to blow up the Power House because, as Blake 

himself puts it, the ‘job is worthy of a bit of style’62 and to let Tausch call the Free State 

troops just for the thrill from the deadly ‘entertainment’ to fire the gun just before their arrival 

(‘God, what a scheme! I’ll be laughing for months’63).  

For all their superficial, though by no means inconsiderable, differences Tausch and 

Blake represent the two sides of the same coin of militant romantic idealism. While Tausch 

                                                 
59  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 45. 
60  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 50. 
61  Johnston, Selected Plays, 126. 
62  Johnston, Selected Plays, 132. 
63  Johnston, Selected Plays, 133. 



- 33 - 

seems to embody more the messianic zeal to change the whole world, Blake represents rather 

the theatrical, more extravagant side of the enterprise. Despite all his flamboyance, rhetorical 

skill and quicksilver wit, with which he easily and convincingly argues against the pedantic 

and ponderous German, Blake betrays a ‘highly strung and sensitive disposition’64 and an 

underlying obsession with death (To death […] that makes the whole world kin. There’s 

nothing cruel about her. […] Quite the reverse.’65), which once again evokes the familiar 

notion of the self-destructive fight, be it against a real enemy or an imagined one. Both 

Tausch and Blake consider themselves redeemers of Ireland and they both see Ireland as a 

stage on which they can play the hero. Although blowing up the Power House seems to have 

little connection with fighting for free Ireland, from Blake’s perspective, it is a logical 

conclusion. Commissioned by the government of the Irish Free State, the Power House is 

regarded both as a symbol and as an instrument of the government’s power. For Blake and his 

men, who are determined ‘not to recognize the Government until the country is free,’66 any 

such manifestation is undesirable and therefore necessary to be dealt with. Besides that, Blake 

makes a general case against modernity by challenging Tausch’s strong conviction that 

industrial progress can save mankind. While for Tausch the might of the machinery ultimately 

means freedom, Blake perceives it as just another kind of oppression, a ‘shackle on your 

limbs, and a self-inflicted one at that.’67 Even more so when it is imposed by a native 

government that in Blake’s eyes absorbed the English imperialism.68 He rages in truly 

‘blakean’ manner against the dark satanic mills of Tausch’s Power House before offering his 

own vision:  
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The rest of the world may be crazy, but there’s one corner of it yet, 

thank God, where you and your ludicrous machinery haven’t turned us 

all into a race of pimps and beggars […] To me it is progress just to 

live – to live more consciously and more receptively.69 

 

The irony of such a powerful statement is that it comes from a man determined to save Ireland 

through the ‘martyr’s customary “war”,’70 that is lay down his life for her. The two liberators 

of Ireland are thus impaired in one way or another. Blake is overburdened with history while 

Tausch is ignorant of it; the first one is unwilling to come to terms with the changing times, 

the latter in turn cannot grasp ‘the Irish preference of mismanaging their own affairs.’71 

Completely in keeping with the slightly absurd atmosphere that permeates the play, 

the argument then escalates into a mock trial, in which most of the characters express their 

view on the proposed destruction of the Power House. The scene is slightly reminiscent of the 

lynching-like situation at the end of the Act II in The Old Lady, in which Dubliners put their 

self-professed saviour on improvised trial, but it also presents an interesting cross-section of 

opinions and thus offers a glimpse of what could have been a problem solving discussion. The 

irony of the situation is, however, that neither of the principal adversaries has any real interest 

in resolving the problem. Both Tausch and Blake hold a steadfast belief in the rightness of 

their actions and the trial means nothing but them both playing for time: Tausch in hope for 

saving his work and Blake waiting for the right moment to execute his hazardous attack. The 

debate gets ultimately interrupted by the sound of the arriving Free State army lorries. The 

whole incompetence of the revolutionaries is suddenly exposed in a rather farcical manner: 

the army’s arrival is reported too late, the cannon fails to fire as the shell only slips out of the 

muzzle with a dull clank on the ground,  and Blake’s former comrade-in-arms, now the army 

                                                 
69  Johnston, Selected Plays, 138-39. 
70  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 49. 
71  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 49. 



- 35 - 

Commandant, Lanigan, enters to make his arrests. Then, in what has been described as ‘the 

most famous coup de théâtre in Irish drama,’72 Lanigan calmly and without a word shoots 

Blake dead.  

 

Finales 

 

A sudden act of violence resulting in the death of a character constitutes a central 

turning point in both The Old Lady and The Moon. The two shooting incidents in both cases 

give completion to the previous foreshadowing, be it the already mentioned debate between 

Grattan and the Speaker in the first act of The Old Lady or the shadow of a gunman appearing 

early in The Moon. However, these occasions of violence also become the basis for the further 

development and the stimuli that drive the plays to their respective finales. In both cases, the 

death causes a realisation that challenges some of the initial perceptions held by the main 

characters. Being faced with the consequences of his accidental violent action, the Speaker is 

compelled to become aware of his true nature and subsequently to stand up in defiance of his 

role. Blake’s anything but accidental death by Lanigan’s hand and the following discussion on 

the morality of such actions in turn calls into question both Tausch’s and Dobelle’s attitudes, 

and leads to the ultimate frustration and the reconciliation respectively.  

 

Finale: The Old Lady Says ‘No!’  

 

In The Old Lady, the shock that follows the Speaker’s unfortunate accident with the 

gun is partly mitigated by a curtain fall and the following farcical salon scene. However, as 

soon as this interlude finishes, the consequences of the Speaker’s actions, now concerning not 

only the supposed deception but also the possible killing, once again catch up with him. He 

meets the Blind Man, a peculiar character of ambiguous origin and purpose, whose 
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conflicting, dual nature invites numerous interpretations. At first, the blind fiddler, tap-

tapping across the stage with a tin mug in his hand, seems to work just as another comic 

element in Johnston’s allusive mosaic, since his speech constitutes a recognisably Syngean 

pastiche73 that often verges on parody. However, the significant discrepancy between the 

character’s rather impoverished appearance and his alleged noble ancestry (‘High kings in 

Thomond, my fathers are. Lords of the Gael.’74) led some critics to argue that the Blind Man 

represents, in a manner similar to Johnston’s unflattering portrayal of the Poor Old Woman, 

the ‘degeneration of heroic Ireland,’75 for he is only ‘a blind maker of jigs and tunes who must 

live on the remains of the dead past.’76 In a similar contrasting fashion, the fiddler’s physical 

blindness does not hinder him from being an acute observer and a stern critic of his own 

environment, thus being paradoxically the one with the greatest insight. In this respect, 

Johnston might be alluding to a similar trait of Martin Doul, the blind beggar in Synge’s Well 

of the Saints77: 

 

Oh, but it is not myself that is in the dark at all, but them – blind and 

drunk with the brave sight of their own eyes. For why would they care 

that the winds is cold and the beds is hard and the sewers do be 

stinking and steaming under the stone sets of the streets, when they 

can see a bit of a rag floating in the wild wind, and they dancing their 

bloody Ceilidhes over the lip of Hell!78  
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However, his unusual insight is not limited to the present state of the community but, more 

significantly, the Blind Man’s visionary qualities are mostly concerned with the world of the 

dead and their stifling influence on the living:  

 

Oh, I have my own way of seeing surely. It takes dark man to see the 

will-o’-the-wisps and the ghosts of the dead and the half dead and 

them that will never die while they can find lazy, idle hearts ready to 

keep their venom warm.79 

 

Although the Blind Man’s appearance and diction come across as ridiculous at times, 

Johnston himself regarded the character as a voice of reason, he has assigned to him a role 

similar to Grattan’s.80 The encounter with the Speaker is therefore bound to produce another 

clash between dream and reality. Nevertheless, unlike Grattan, who acted as the Speaker’s 

adversary and directly questioned his heroic pose, the Blind Man recognises the Speaker as 

Robert Emmet, yet not as the living romantic hero the Speaker would believe himself to be, 

but as the dead martyr, the ‘poor Bob Emmet’ who ‘died for Ireland.’81 Finally, the blind seer 

reveals to the confused Speaker, whose sense of identity is once again shaken (‘He died for 

Ireland. I died. I?’82), a terrifying vision of the city: 

 

In every dusty corner lurks the living word of some dead poet, and it 

waiting for to trap and to snare them. This is no City of the Living: but 

the Dark and the Dead.83    
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The Speaker is thus relegated to those historical and literary shadows whose ‘death grip’ still 

holds tight on the city. During this process, which culminates in the final spectral gathering of 

the spirits, the Shadowdance, Johnston uses the Blind Man, who has been already established 

as a liminal figure, as a mediator between the world of the dead and the living. It comes as 

natural then that it is the sightless fiddler who guides the Speaker, as an Irish Charon, to his 

ultimate descent into the world of shadows (‘Take my arm now […] I’ll put you on your 

way’84).  

However, before the final Shadowdance, Johnston chose to emphasise this close yet 

uneasy relationship between the living and the oppressive shadows of the dead in a scene that 

neatly sums up all the major thematic concerns of the play. The Speaker, lured in by the voice 

of his lover, Sarrah Curran, is once again deceived as he suddenly finds himself in a dirty 

tenement house, face to face with the Flower Woman and her three, at least symbolical, sons. 

In a pastiche that takes its setting and style from O’Casey’s Dublin plays and its surreal 

atmosphere from the ‘Nighttown’ episode in Joyce’s Ulysses, Johnston depicts post-

revolutionary Ireland as a row over a game of cards between the indolent Older Man and the 

militant Younger Man, while a young patriotic poet, ignored by both, is quickly passing away, 

cursing his ‘mother’ who pays him back in his own coin. While for the first man the support 

of the current ‘status q’oh’ of the Irish Free State means the freedom to get drunk (‘We’re a 

Free State, aren’t we? Keep open the pubs’85), the latter, a diehard republican, is similarly 

inebriated by his political vision of future independent Ireland (‘Up the living Republic!’86) 

that is still worth fighting for.  
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The death of the third one, which is conceived as a parody of an O’Casey dying 

scene,87 constitutes the crucial moment of the play and marks the completion of the Speaker’s 

transformation. Just as Grattan’s accusation of Emmet’s violent legacy was presently 

demonstrated by the Speaker’s accidental shooting, so does the Blind Man’s revelation lead to 

a concrete example of the ‘thanatocracy of the dead patriots’88 of Ireland and their powerful 

political and literary legacy for the present. After the poet’s death, a delegation of Dubliners 

lead by the Blind Man comes to pay their respects to the patriotic martyr with a fervour that 

only matches their indifference while he was still alive. In this surreal sequence, the Minister 

for Arts and Crafts presents a tasteless bouquet as a ‘token of [the Government’s] regard’89 to 

the bereft mother, who immediately switches from condemning to praising her son and 

keening melodramatically over him (‘Ullagone! Ochone-a-re!’90), Lady Trimmer inquires 

about the possibility of purchasing the poet’s books and even the statue of Grattan has to 

recognise, in his own way, the young man’s ‘talent’: ‘Never mind. He died well. He knew 

how to do that.’91 Although the scene represents a grotesque display of the traditional 

sentimental veneration of ‘whoever has died, however unworthy,’92 it also marks symbolically 

the death of any kind of idealism in modern Ireland.  

All this has naturally an enormous impact on the Speaker, who for all his initial 

pomposity remains in core an idealistic dreamer whose dreams have been shattered. One by 

one, all his visions are taken from him: the ideal Rathfarnham with his beloved Sarah Curran 

has been lost to the wretched materialistic Dublin, haunted by the shadows of the dead 

patriots. His romantic idea of revolution has been revealed to be a mere sequence of random 
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acts of violence with no actual political significance and the supposedly noble act of 

martyrdom, originally professed by the Speaker’s militant rhetoric, has been proved to 

achieve nothing but continuation of the recurring violence. The poet’s death marks the point 

where the Speaker’s transformation comes full circle. Not only does he witness the birth of 

another shadow like himself, but the fact that the dead poet turns out to be Joe, the IRA man 

wounded during the shooting in the first act, makes the Speaker directly responsible for the 

demise of his spiritual disciple. The Speaker’s inability to in any way interfere leads to a 

crucial moment of realisation: ‘I am only a play-actor – unless I dare to contradict the dead! 

Must I do that?’93 He understands that to set himself free from the inherent violence of the 

nationalist cliché he has to reject this tradition and that he himself must assume the role of a 

creator. That he does as he exorcises the shadows of the Irish literary greats in his final effort 

to conjure up, with their help, a new utopian realm according to his will: ‘I will take this earth 

in both my hands and batter it into a semblance of my heart’s desire!’94 Having thus created, 

at least for himself, this new paradise, the exhausted Speaker sits down and for the last time 

looks at the ‘wilful, wicked old city’95 that had failed to live up to his dreams. Nevertheless, 

eventually, the city is rather unexpectedly forgiven in the Speaker’s final address:        

 

Strumpet city in the sunset 

Suckling the bastard brats of Scots, of Englishry, of 

Hugenot. 

Brave sons breaking from the womb, wild sons fleeing 

from their Mother. 

Wilful city of savage dreamers, 

So old so sick with memories! 

Old Mother 

                                                 
93  Johnston, Selected Plays, 72. 
94  Johnston, Selected Plays, 77. 
95  Johnston, Selected Plays, 78. 



- 41 - 

Some they say are damned, 

But you, I know, will walk the streets of Paradise 

Head high, and unashamed. 

[…] 

There now. Let my epitaph be written.96 

 

Although this final ‘impassionate offering’97 to Dublin (or, by metonymy, to whole 

Ireland and thus also to Emmet’s allegorical lover) suggests the spirit of reconciliation and 

hope, the scene is permeated with multiple irony. Despite the Speaker’s intention to reject the 

violent legacy as he symbolically flings aside his sword, his ‘creative act’ is pervaded with 

violent imagery: besides ‘battering’ the earth to the form of his liking, it mainly evokes the 

Credo of the Invincibles and thus brings in a reference to the Irish National Invincibles, the 

terrorist group responsible for the notorious Phoenix Park Murders.98 Furthermore, as soon 

the Speaker finishes his last line and succumbs to sleep/death, the doctor who was called to 

the unconscious actor at the beginning of the play returns, reminding the audience of the 

whole play-within-a-play framework. Consequently, the Speaker dissolves to the actor from 

the opening scene, which reassess his heroic final stand as just another performance and the 

Paradise on Earth therefore remains still only within the boundaries of the actor’s mind. The 

final scene thus, on the one hand, reaffirms Johnston’s initial criticism of the ineffectuality 

and the inherent violence of the idealist rhetoric, on the other hand, however, Johnston also 

shows a certain degree of understanding and sympathy for the dreamers as he displays the full 

emotional potential of their visions and elevates the parochial subject matter to the universal 

theme of search for the ideal.  
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Finale: The Moon in the Yellow River 

 

In The Moon, the sympathy and the hope for the dreamers becomes more complicated 

as Johnston presents a significantly bleaker view of their role and legacy in the modern world. 

Once again, the main conflict arises from the clash between the idealised notions of the past 

and the future and the harsh realities of the present. While in the first play Johnston presented 

this issue in terms of the contrast between the protagonist’s emotionally powerful but short-

sighted idealism and the materialistic, culturally sterile environment of the twentieth-century 

Dublin, his second play explores the problem as a power struggle, be it the power of 

technological progress, the political dominance or the familial hierarchy.99 The conflicting 

forces of modernity and tradition, pragmatism and idealism, efficiency and incompetence are 

presented variously through the attitudes of the four main protagonists of the play: Tausch, 

Blake, Lanigan and Dobelle.  

As was already pointed out, both Tausch and Blake are idealists with a strong sense of 

entitlement to their messianic role, yet each envisions a completely different method of 

redemption. Regardless of their contrary beliefs, their respective attitudes nevertheless 

illustrate the struggle of the nationalist revolutionary traditions in the world that has become 

gradually dominated by the new modernising powers of technological progress. In contrast to 

his superior rhetorical skill and the air of nonchalance that easily overshadows Tausch’s well-

meant but strained civility, Blake proves largely incompetent in carrying out his objectives 

whereas his adversary makes an active stand against the prepared attack and with a customary 

efficiency manages to call the Free State troops, thus essentially outwitting Blake. Tausch is 

soon joined by another representative of the active force, the taciturn Commandant Lanigan, 

who however, unlike Tausch, concerns himself neither with Blake’s nor Tausch’s idealistic 
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visions and adheres to a strictly pragmatic, if unorthodox, approach the opposition. After the 

arrest during which Blake professes his determination to carry on fighting, Lanigan, having 

obtained Tausch’s assurance that ‘the security of the works is essential,’100 dispassionately 

shoots down the detained revolutionary.    

In comparison with the deaths in The Old Lady, the calm brutality of Blake’s demise 

captures very well the sobering experience of the Irish post-revolutionary politics. Blake, as 

the traditional figure of Irish romantic rebel, is killed off by the ‘quintessentially modern 

figure, the professional butcher’101 Lanigan and his martyrdom does not yield any benefits. 

Unlike Joe or the Speaker in the first play, Blake is denied an emotional dying scene or a final 

speech, however ironic it might have turned out in Johnston’s interpretation. On the one hand, 

the scene shows once again the inescapability of violence as a means to political ends, on the 

other hand, it also reflects the historical development as it illustrates the transition of power 

from revolutionary dreams to the realpolitik of state-building.  

These two conflicting mindsets, one idealistic, the other pragmatic, are evident from 

Blake’s confrontation with Lanigan. The revolutionary still hangs onto the tradition of 

violence and spectacle that has, however, lost its political justification and deteriorated, 

despite Blake’s charisma and intelligence, into an empty gesture. In short, Blake still 

propagates the nationalist dream: ‘the dream from the past that looks to the future and ignores 

the present reality.’102 In contrast to his former comrade-in-arms, the plain ‘physical-force 

man’ Lanigan is actively involved in the present state of affairs as he defends the status quo of 

the Irish Free State and is prepared to protect its stability and safety by any possible means. 

His simple defence of the killing aptly sums up both Blake’s and his own role in the current 

situation: 
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I’m only doing my job […] I don’t pretend to be clever like [Blake] 

was. He was the brains and inspiration of the movement in the old 

days against the British. But now we seem to have a damn sight too 

many brains, and inspiration always ends in trying to blow up 

something. […] I’m a gunman. […] There’s no glamour on my side, 

nowadays. But God help you all if I wasn’t. It may be brains and 

inspiration that makes the country at the start, but it’s my help you’re 

always telephoning for before the end.103    

 

As far as individuals like Lanigan and Blake are concerned, there seems to be no real victor. 

Blake is dead and reported as ‘shot in an attack on the works’104 by Lanigan who does so from 

a sense of duty he however does not particularly enjoy. His strong conviction that ‘it’s not 

words but deeds the country needs’105 compels him to exercise violence as it proves to be the 

only working defence against the violent opposition. As a political realist, he does not seek to 

maintain the moral high ground (‘Ah, what’s the use of arguing. I was a rebel once. What I’ve 

done was war then. Now I’m on the other side and it’s murder. I admit it.’106) and he is 

prepared to uphold the law through force even if ‘it means a bullet in [his] own back sooner or 

later’107 in a possible retaliation for the killing. He realises he is only a part of the vicious 

circle of self-perpetuating violence, admits there is possibly ‘no end to the cycle of 

destruction’108 he is involved in and accepts his duty and his fate with stoic grace.    

Tausch, on the contrary, is far from emotional indifference. Unlike the pragmatic 

Lanigan who openly proclaims that the end justifies the means, Tausch’s idealistic viewpoint 

does not allow for any such moral relativism. Shocked by Blake’s death and outraged by what 
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he considers to be a cynical and criminal interpretation of duty on Lanigan’s part, the German 

engineer tries to disassociate himself from the Free State officer, refusing his services: ‘I do 

not require the type of protection you provide, and I will not have myself associated with you 

in the eyes of public.’109 As a result of his egocentric perspective, Tausch confuses his 

personal quest – the redemption of a nation through progress and modernisation – with affairs 

of the state, not realising that, like Lanigan or Blake, he is a part of the power struggle with an 

active role in the cycle of destruction. By denouncing Lanigan, Tausch only proves how little 

he understands his own involvement, despite Dobelle’s direct accusation: ‘Lanigan is just 

yourself. He is your finger on the trigger.’110 The brutally efficient officer is one of the 

‘monsters’ Dobelle warned Tausch would ‘glare back at you with your own face,’111 yet 

Tausch refuses to acknowledge any guilt on his part. His defence is once again grounded in 

his vision of an ideal, perfectly organised universe: ‘What I am doing here is greater than any 

of the considerations you fling at me – yes, greater even than the life of a man. […] There is a 

purpose in this life […] that transcends all personal feelings.’112 With a deadly irony typical 

for the play, the Power House blows up when one of the remaining shells goes off by sheer 

accident that is beyond powers of revolutionaries, the Free State troopers or engineers. As his 

ideal vision crumbles under the absurd reality, Tausch runs away in utter frustration (‘I think I 

go mad!’113), unable to cope with this final blow of Irish illogicality. 

Among the characters discussed above and in the context of whole the play, Dobelle 

has a specific position. While the others’ ways and beliefs are severely challenged but remain 

ultimately unchanged, Dobelle is portrayed from the beginning as a person whose worldview 
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has already undergone some transformation and therefore, by implication, as the one capable 

of change. As a result of the tragic early death of his wife in childbirth, Dobelle has lost his 

youthful optimism and faith in human progress, and this ideal is forced upon him once again 

by the naïve Tausch. The disillusionment stems from Dobelle’s unwillingness to accept the 

political or religious ‘rightness’ of certain actions that necessarily entail evil consequences: 

the fact that it was deemed right to sacrifice his wife’s life so that ‘the child’s immortal soul 

should be saved from Limbo’114 or that it is right to murder if only the safety of progress or 

the government is ensured. Dobelle’s physical and emotional seclusion is a natural result of 

this loss of faith that manifests itself in the ‘satiric neurosis,’115 as he attacks the 

‘righteousness’ of both the dreamers and the officially appointed killers. Unlike Blake, 

Tausch or Lanigan, Dobelle therefore takes a passive stand of a critical observer. While the 

others are, knowingly or not, all caught in the deadlock of violent retribution, Dobelle is the 

only one who eschews taking active part in the vicious circle as he ignores Tausch’s appeal to 

testify against Lanigan: ‘I don’t like the man, but hanging him won’t bring back Darrel Blake. 

[…] I prefer to continue hating him.’116 In consequence, Dobelle is the only one who is able to 

salvage something from the seemingly hopeless situation.  

After the shocking display of violence and absurdity, Dobelle is led to a self-scrutiny 

that challenges his own worldview. The hard-hearted bitterness with which he had faced the 

world since his wife’s death has deprived him of the natural ability to pity. Overwhelmed by 

the events of the night, but unable to cope with the suffering in any other way than through 

his satirical scorn, Dobelle holds a portrait of his deceased wife and asks for sympathy: 
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Ah, Mary, have pity on me and on poor Tausch. No, no Tausch. He’s 

too great to need pity. But me … Ah, Bice – la dolce guida … take 

away this cursed gift of laughter and give me tears instead.117  

 

Suddenly a figure in white appears at the head of the stairs, suggesting an apparition of 

Dobelle’s wife, only to be presently recognised as her daughter Blanaid, woken up by the 

Power House explosion. Through Dobelle’s initial confusion comes a moment of epiphany 

when he looks at his daughter for the first time without resentment and sees her not as a cause 

of her mother’s death, but rather as her living reminder. This revelation and the subsequent 

reconciliation with his own child necessarily weaken Dobelle’s obstinate defiance of 

‘righteousness’ and his belief that it is ‘always evil that seems to have made life worthwhile, 

and always righteousness that blasted it.’118 He abandons both uncritical optimism and 

nihilistic pessimism and accepts Good and Evil not as irreconcilable opposites but as 

complementing parts of life, with Evil being ‘the price of moving into the world of 

experience,’ yet not to be succumbed to.119  

However, not even such a hopeful scene of reconciliation can completely overshadow 

the destruction of the works, Blake’s death and the unresolved issue of the vicious circle of 

self-perpetuating violence. Dobelle’s personal redemption by the ‘simple meeting of 

exchanged love’120 between father and daughter cannot serve as a model for the complex 

political troubles of new-born Ireland. To this problem, Johnston offers no answer. 

Accordingly, it is not coincidental that the play ends with Dobelle’s expression of doubt that 
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makes the final impression significantly darker: ‘[D]eath and darkness. Ah, can anything cure 

them? … I wonder.’121 

 

*  *  * 

 

It is clear from the final scene of The Moon that Johnston does not show an easy way 

out, if any at all, from the labyrinth of violent politics that dominated Ireland in the first years 

of her existence as the Irish Free State. Instead of offering a solution to the problem of self-

perpetuating violence that pervades both plays, Johnston rather chooses to present the issue in 

its entire complexity, to uncover its sources and point out the consequences with all the 

abounding paradoxes. On the one hand, he shows sympathy for the dreamers in their heroic 

quest for the ideal, especially in contrast with the shortcomings of the real state of affairs. On 

the other hand, he is highly critical of some of the aspects that accompany such efforts, 

particularly of the self-aggravating theatricality of militant nationalism and the associated cult 

of death and martyrdom that had apparently lost its political justification and relevance at a 

definite point in Irish history. The seemingly unsolvable political issues then eventually yield 

to the more universal concerns of what appears to be the germ of philosophy of life which 

Johnston was to develop in his later work. 
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TECHNIQUES IN THE OLD LADY SAYS ‘NO!’  

 

Denis Johnston’s dramatic debut The Old Lady Says ‘No!’ is noted primarily for its 

iconoclastic approach towards both the traditional form and the subject matter alike. The 

subversive content that mocks simultaneously the romantic idealism of Irish nationalism and 

the squalid present of the Irish Free State is given form in no less radical subversion of the 

previous dramatic conventions that had so far reigned supreme on the Irish stage. The Old 

Lady is indeed a wild avant-garde play, a phenomenon of such extent unique in Irish theatre, 

especially at the time when the Irish theatre scene was dominated by the conservative 

dramaturgy of the Abbey Theatre. Consequently, much of the critical writing which deals 

with the formal aspects of the play tends to focus on putting the play within the broader scope 

of international avant-garde movements, namely Continental expressionism. It is debatable 

whether Johnston should be credited with the introduction of expressionism to Ireland, since 

as early as 1926, the realism of O’Casey’s Plough and the Stars was partly giving place to 

elements of expressionism. The more important point, however, is that The Old Lady in its 

own right defies the brand of expressionism, rather ill-defined as it is, and testifies to a much 

more eclectic contribution. The following paragraphs will attempt to outline the variety of 

Johnston’s artistic influences and analyse the manner in which these adopted techniques are 

used in relation to the main themes of the play.   

 

Realistic Roots and Avant-garde Inclinations 

 

With regard to the artistic influences that helped to shape his first play, Johnston 

himself remains rather vague and his comments on this matter usually take form of denial 

rather than acknowledgement. The only couple of works to which Johnston gives direct 

recognition in the preface to the play as having some bearing on the development of his own 

experiment are Beggar on Horseback by George S. Kaufman and Marc Connelly and  Josef 
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Čapek’s Land of Many Names. Other names (mainly expressionist authors such as Eugene 

O’Neill or Georg Kaiser) are mentioned only in order to be excluded as the sources of 

inspiration. In addition, Johnston also addresses the legacy of James Joyce’s experimental 

prose, which (as will be shown later) is indeed very likely to have inspired some aspects of 

the play. However, he focuses more on dispelling some rather implausible claims, such as that 

The Old Lady was influenced by Finnegans Wake, and Joyce’s contribution is then altogether 

reduced to the acknowledgement of several quotes from Ulysses.1 Such account, of course, 

cannot be taken at face value, especially if given by an author like Johnston who was prone to 

constant rewriting and reassessment of his own work. Although Johnston was not overly 

reluctant to acknowledge his sources of inspiration, it was only up to the point when it did not 

overshadow his own creative input.2 Thus, the search for Johnston’s original sources and 

designs has to go beyond his public statements to reveal an interesting mixture of both 

inclination towards realism and fascination with the experimental. 

In his essay on Johnston’s formative years and early influences that stand behind the 

playwright’s dramatic debut, John O’Brien puts forward two propositions. Firstly, the essay 

challenges the notion of Johnston’s adoption of the avant-garde as a direct attack on realism, 

and secondly, it suggests that the style of The Old Lady owes much equally to Continental 

experimental theatre as well as to the attempts for a realistic portrayal of the time and place in 

which the play was conceived and staged. Drawing on Johnston’s early diaries and papers, 

O’Brien presents the attitude of the future experimental playwright towards realistic drama as 

being far less critical than what the form of his first play would eventually suggest.  

                                                 
1  Denis Johnston, “Opus One,” Selected Plays of Denis Johnston, ed. Joseph Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin 

Symthe, 1983) 21-22. 
2  John O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years: Insights from the Early Diaries of Denis Johnston,” 

The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies 15.1 (July 1989): 38. 
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In fact, the passage from Johnston’s early diary entries that O’Brien quotes in support 

of his argument reads very much like a eulogy on realism. It contains what appears to be 

Johnston’s mimetic credo of that time: ‘What’s the reason for Art itself save as a mirror to 

nature. Why the highest Art is the reality itself.’3 Such direct statement in favour of realism, 

characteristically crossed out in a later revision, stands in a somewhat peculiar contrast to his 

later critical views and even more noticeably to the form of his first play. In the same passage, 

however, Johnston elaborates further on his claims in a way that facilitates understanding of 

his later dramatic decisions. Johnston makes a distinction between two kinds of art: one that is 

the ‘expression of Truth’ and one that expresses the ‘fear of the truth.’4 He thus by implication 

draws a line between the realistic art that, in his view, serves as the truthful reflection of 

reality as opposed to the supposed escapism of non-realist forms. It is significant that 

Johnston at this stage embraced the first option. Although he would abandon the realistic form 

in his first play, the idea of the clear, truthful reflection on reality would remain its driving 

force. It would protect Johnston from indulging in the excesses of non-realist, mainly 

expressionist, theatre where the abstraction and preoccupation with form would eventually 

overshadow the content. Or as O’Brien puts it more succinctly: ‘The realistic aspects of the 

play keep rampant expressionism in check.’5  

Johnston’s early rejection of abstraction in favour of a direct confrontation with reality 

plays no less a significant role in the context of the Irish political and cultural climate of that 

time. As a very turbulent and confusing period in Irish history, the situation in post-

revolutionary Ireland presented a very complex and sensitive subject for artistic reflection. 

The Old Lady represents a result of Johnston’s endeavour to tackle these issues, and it may be 

read as a dramatic experiment which found its expression in demythologizing both the Irish 

                                                 
3  Quoted in O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 35. 
4  Quoted in O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 35. 
5  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 53.  
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history and the present situation of Ireland. This approach, on the one hand, provided such a 

reflection of which the new-born Ireland was very much in need, and on the other hand, it 

accomplished an objective that was in its essence true to Johnston’s early reasoning, though 

ultimately achieved with different means. 

Johnston, along with his fellow dramatist Sean O’Casey, became gradually excited 

about the new forms of theatrical experiments which were thriving on the Continent, in 

Britain and in America in the 1920s but went almost unnoticed in Ireland where the rigid 

artistic and political formula of the Abbey Theatre still dominated the scene. Johnston himself 

had a chance to see a great number of avant-garde productions in Boston, New York, London 

and on the Continent,6 but for most of the Irish audience, the only contact with modern 

international theatre was through the modest enterprise of the Dublin Drama League. This 

small theatre, established as an offshoot of the Abbey Theatre, evolved from the necessity to 

have a separate experimental stage that would be able to put on modern foreign and generally 

more daring plays, since the Abbey Theatre was limited by its artistic conservatism (namely 

by Lady Gregory’s staunch opposition to anything that ‘smacked of the avant-garde or reeked 

of late nineteenth-century urban realism’7) and was too much exposed to political pressures. 

Although the Drama League was initiated by the Abbey Theatre manager and Yeats’s protégé 

Lennox Robinson, the project was partly conceived by Yeats himself, who, though firmly 

devoted to the idea of the national theatre, also felt the parochial limitations of the Abbey. The 

ironic fact that even Yeats’s own experimental plays were not produced by the Abbey but 

almost exclusively by the new theatre is illustrative of the state in which the once vibrant 

writer’s theatre found itself. Even though the Drama League represented a marginal 

                                                 
6  Christine St. Peter, Introduction to Denis Johnston, The Old Lady Says “No!” ed. Christine St. Peter 

(Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press/ Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1992) 9. 
7  Brenna Katz Clarke and Harold Ferrar, The Dublin Drama League 1918-1941 (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 

1973) 9. 
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phenomenon in the context of international theatre, it played a crucial role in the development 

of Irish theatre. It introduced new foreign and experimental plays to the Irish stage, attracted a 

regular audience and paved the way for establishing its artistic successor, the independent 

Gate Theatre. It also trained a generation of actors and directors and provided inspiration to 

writers, including Johnston and O’Casey.  

The involvement with the Drama League and the associated New Players had 

undoubtedly a major impact on the development of The Old Lady, since Johnston frequented 

the new theatre not only as a spectator but he was also involved in directing (Kaiser, O’Neill, 

Toller)8 and acting in (Strindberg, Pirandello)9 several of its productions. This gave Johnston 

an opportunity to try out the viability of various new forms and non-realist techniques instead 

of holding on to his former ideal of ‘photographic realism’ that seemed unproductive in 

comparison. The craft learned from foreign sources was ready to be skilfully employed on the 

native subject in Johnston’s attempt for the ‘expression of Truth’ exposing the odd reality of 

post-revolutionary Ireland.  

His dramatic endeavour, however, was not to be performed in the Abbey Theatre. 

Although Yeats initially showed relatively keen interest in the play and took great pains to 

revise it, suggesting extensive rewrites,10 Johnston’s Shadowdance, as the play was called at 

the time, was eventually rejected, needless to say to the author’s great annoyance. The 

rejection is traditionally associated with Lady Gregory who indeed did not think much of the 

play referring to is as the ‘impossible Emmet play.’11 By virtue of this attitude, Lady Gregory 

                                                 
8  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 37. 
9  Katz Clarke, The Dublin Drama League 1918-1941, 36-37. 
10  Ondřej Pilný, Irony and Identity in Modern Irish Drama (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2006) 85. 
11  Quoted in Christopher Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama. Mirror up to Nation (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1997) 121. 
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also figures in the apocryphal story about the origin of the play’s definitive title.12 

Nevertheless, it was primarily Yeats’s negative judgement that caused the rejection. Although 

Yeats recognised Johnston’s talent, he expressed dislike for the expressionist style, objected 

to the lack of clear form, 13 but mainly questioned the play’s suitability for the national 

theatre.14 It was, however, the double edged satire on both the nationalist ideology and the 

Irish Free State establishment, concealed within the formlessness, that posed perhaps the more 

serious difficulty for the Abbey. The general ambiguity of attitude and style of the play that 

was reflected in the use of various avant-garde techniques represented precisely the problem 

the national theatre was trying to avoid. 

This to some extent echoes another, more publicised rejection: the Abbey Theatre also 

refused to stage what could have been the first Irish expressionist play performed on Irish 

stage, O’Casey’s Silver Tassie. The play bears similarity to The Old Lady as it also depicts a 

controversial subject in an artistically innovative way inspired by Continental avant-garde. 

While Johnston made use of an eclectic choice of non-realist techniques to expose both the 

unflattering aspects of nationalistic ideology and the shortcomings of the Irish Free State, 

O’Casey created a highly contentious work combining anti-imperialistic portrayal of the Irish 

soldiers in the First World War, a very problematic issue in the context of Irish War of 

Independence, with a highly stylised expressionist performance based on the Catholic Mass. 

Johnston thus, similarly to O’Casey, transformed the new foreign artistic influences in order 

to capture and comment on issues of recent Irish past, present and possible future. However, 

the stage of the National Theatre could not yet accommodate such innovative approaches at 

                                                 
12  Johnston claimed that when he received the rejected manuscript it came with an inscription attached to it 

that read “the old lady says no,” indicating the unfavourable assessment by Lady Gregory who was thus, 

rather irreverently, referred to by some of the Abbey company. Johnston, “Opus One,” Selected Plays, 20. 

For a more detailed account on the origin of the title see St. Peter, Introduction to The Old Lady, 15-17. 
13  St. Peter, Introduction to The Old Lady, 15. 
14  St. Peter, Introduction to The Old Lady, 16. 
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that time and both O’Casey and Johnston had to realise their potential elsewhere, the former 

in his London exile and the latter in the newly established Gate Theatre. 

 

Themes and Techniques: Relationship and Application 

 

The main method Johnston used The Old Lady can actually be traced back to the last 

play of O’Casey’s Dublin trilogy, The Plough and the Stars, which already contains some 

indications of expressionist techniques. Generally, O’Casey’s play retains, both in the stage 

setting and the dialogues, the naturalistic style that characterised the two previous parts of the 

trilogy, yet occasionally, it loosens its strict confines to create an effect untypical of realist 

drama. In Act II, which is set in a public house, the increasingly loud and drunk conversation 

that takes place inside is at intervals suspended by a passionate patriotic speech delivered 

outside by a figure silhouetted against the window, creating almost ‘the ritualistic effect of the 

expressionist kind,’15 which was later to be taken to perfection in the quasi-liturgical Act II of 

The Silver Tassie. The two main features of this effect also constitute the basis of the principal 

dramatic method in The Old Lady: the fragmentation of theatrical space, mirroring the 

contrary mindsets, and the musical counterpoint that is produced by variations and clashes of 

different voices. 

Essentially, O’Casey employs some rudimentary elements of the expressionist style, 

namely the use of expressive rhythmical language and the disjointed nature of theatrical 

space, to create a scene which would be at once illustrative of the discrepancy between the 

two faces of Irish nationalism: the fanatic idealism of the Pearse-like oratory calling for blood 

sacrifice for Ireland, and the reality of the public house nationalism which involves drunken 

banter, fights and flirting with a prostitute. In Johnston’s play, the same effect is produced as 

                                                 
15  J.L. Styan, Modern Drama in Theory and Practice, Vol. 3: Expressionism and Epic Theatre (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002) 121. 
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the melodramatic protagonist, full of patriotic verse, staggers through the profane, modern 

Dublin and pursues his ideal Sarah Curran only to find a coarse Flower Woman. While 

O’Casey’s ironical juxtaposition only touches upon the possibilities of expressionist theatre 

and actually remains within the borders of realism, Johnston makes full use of expressionist 

techniques to make the most of this effect and creates a truly nightmarish vision of post-

revolutionary Ireland. 

The main action of The Old Lady takes place inside the mind of an actor knocked out 

during a performance and Johnston’s play therefore represents a dramatisation of the actor’s 

subconscious. This allows Johnston to abandon the logical structure of realist drama and 

adopt a dream logic akin to the one of Strindberg’s Dream Play or its expressionist 

successors. In this way, Johnston is exempt from the necessity to construct a plot in a 

conventional manner and he can build the play on a swift-paced sequence of contrasting 

elements, stressing the idea of counterpoint. The musical connotation is not out of place as 

Johnston himself admitted that the play was partly conceived out of curiosity ‘whether the 

emotional appeal of the music could be made use in terms of theatrical prose.’16 The original 

titles of the play, Shadowdance and Rhapsody in Green, also give evidence of such 

inclinations.  

The musical nature of the play is evident in Johnston’s use of a chorus. Furthermore, 

some of the dialogues are structured to a musical pattern, which is most clearly visible in the 

operatic finale of the salon scene and the ritualistic chanting at the end of the play. Last but 

not least, it is also manifested in the overall structure of the play, which has been described in 

musical terms as ‘a two-part Nocturne’ with a romantic ‘introductory movement.’17 This 

reflects the fact that while the thematic line established in the Prologue remains uninterrupted 

                                                 
16  Johnston, “Opus One,” Selected Plays, 20. 
17  Curtis Canfield, “A Note on Nature of Expressionism and Denis Johnston’s Plays,” Denis Johnston: A 

Retrospective, ed. Joseph Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1981) 40. 
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throughout the play, the tone shifts dramatically from the opening melodramatic playlet to the 

subsequent theatrical nightmare. Christopher Murray’s characterisation of the play as ‘both a 

fantasia and a discordant rhapsody’18 then sums up Johnston’s work rather neatly: free-

flowing in structure, episodic but thematically coherent and characterised by contrasting 

moods and tones. 

Application of these principles proved to be a suitable means of expression for 

Johnston’s reflections on the revolution in Ireland and the subsequent political climate. It 

enabled him to capture the various forms of ‘the death grip that cliché holds on national 

life,’ 19 through a combination of scenes representing diverse political, cultural and social 

environments of post-revolutionary Ireland. Johnston used the free-flowing structure to 

present these various elements in a quick succession and juxtaposed them deliberately in such 

fashion that would highlight and undermine the false mythologies and pretensions. Therefore, 

while the opening melodramatic playlet presents the popular version of the romantic 

nationalism with Robert Emmet as its embodiment, the relevance of his idealism is 

immediately challenged by the scenes from the materialistic Dublin, the coarseness of which 

is in turn only exemplified by the contrast. Similarly, the portrayal of the snobbish Irish Free 

State elite in the salon scene is characterised by a shallow political banter that is miles apart 

from the revolutionary fervour of figures like Emmet, whose image is revered but whose ideas 

are largely ignored. This scene is then confronted with one from a Dublin tenement house, 

reminiscent of O’Casey’s plays, where Emmet’s political legacy still lives but where the 

intoxication of revolutionary ideas mixes easily with alcohol and violence. Furthermore, the 

series of counterpoints facilitates not only Johnston’s satirical demythologising but it also 

reflects, in its chaotic nature, the general confusion of contradictory visions concerning Irish 

                                                 
18  Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama, 122. 
19  Harold Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1973) 21. 
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past and future in combination with the sense of failure and frustration – the inevitable legacy 

of the Civil War. 

The general dream-like chaos of The Old Lady was even amplified in the first 

production in Gate Theatre in which the play’s producer, Hilton Edwards, employed visual 

and sound techniques akin to those used in early expressionist productions. The quick shifts in 

scenes and styles were accompanied by changing drumbeats underlining the rhythmical 

chants, whilst pulsations of light were giving the play ‘a quality of the delirium of being under 

anaesthesia.’20 Continental expressionism provided Johnston not only with the visual style 

and the stylisation of speech but also with some of the key dramatic situations, or rather 

organising principles that helped to retain coherence of what might have become an entirely 

formless play. Thus, for instance, the play’s underlying motif of the idealist hero being 

confronted with his own ideals that have been corrupted beyond recognition echoes similar 

dramatic situation in Ernst Toller’s autobiographical play Masses and Man, as Johnston, like 

Toller, emphasises ‘the dramatic tension between the protagonist’s personal vision and the 

reality of its application and misapplication.’21 Similarly, the Speaker’s search for 

Rathfarnham, which is perhaps the closest one can get to a narrative in The Old Lady, bears 

several structural and thematic similarities to Josef Čapek’s satire Land of Many Names. The 

main story line of the play mirrors the Speaker’s quest for his own ideal land, which is, like 

the eponymous new continent in Čapek’s play, firstly envisaged, endowed with numerous 

hopeful epithets, yet subsequently corrupted, transformed into the land of the dead and finally 

lost. Even more significant is the fact that, besides the structural similarities of their respective 

plays, Johnston shares with Čapek the sympathy for the dreamers and idealists. Although 

Johnston, like Čapek, implicitly rejects idealism that grows at the expense of real life 

                                                 
20  Interview with Hilton Edwards, 4 Mar. 1966, quoted in Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 22. 
21  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 42. 
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concerns, he has a strong belief in the power of an individual to both create and corrupt.22 A 

clear manifestation of this sentiment, at once bitter and hopeful, comes in the Speaker’s final 

words, in one breath condemning the corrupt ‘[s]trumpet city in the sunset,’ yet expressing 

conviction that one day it ‘will walk the streets of paradise / Head high, and unashamed.’23  

 

Themes and Techniques: Deviations 

 

Although expressionism represented an exciting new form of theatre which Johnston 

was keen to exploit and adapt for his own purposes, the viability of the techniques was limited 

and Johnston in many cases deviated from the original forms and created his own distinct 

style. The Old Lady was initially intended for the stage of the National Theatre and as such it 

strived to present a reflection on Ireland, to simply ‘show Ireland to herself.’ In compliance 

with this premise, Johnston inevitably had to adapt the essentially international character of 

expressionism to the more parochial nature of Irish theatre.24 The ‘Irish Expressionism,’ as the 

style is sometimes branded,25 then consisted in the localisation of the schematic and undefined 

setting of Continental expressionist plays and in the transformation of characters from 

universal types into figures who would have local or historical connections with Ireland. 

One of Johnston’s deviations, which however does not seem to fit in the category of 

localisation of the expressionist universality, is the essentially comedic nature of The Old 

Lady, which stands in a direct contrast to the ‘complete absence of humour’26 of expressionist 

authors like Kaiser or Toller. In fact, although the majority of scenes in The Old Lady are 

conceived as a critical commentary, they usually have a strong comic potential. In one scene, 

                                                 
22  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 41. 
23  Johnston, Selected Plays, 78. 
24  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 52. 
25  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 52. 
26  Johnston, “A Note on What Happened,” Selected Plays, 83. 
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for example, the Speaker finds himself being rushed into a bus that tours ideal places, such as 

Tír na nÓg or New Jerusalem. On the one hand, this illustrates the corruption of the ideas 

such places represent by associating them with mundane commercial business (‘Special 

reduced fares […] schoolchildren, under twelve half price. Senior Citizens free.’27), on the 

other hand, however, the scene might also work perfectly as a stand-alone comic act. Johnston 

thus successfully replaces the means of critical commentary: the ‘earnest Angst’ of 

Continental expressionism is substituted by ‘comic deflation.’28 Although Johnston’s use of 

humour does not constitute strictly an Irish national trait, it has been argued that the comedic 

vein that pervades the play is ‘best regarded as distinctively Irish,’29 with Johnston himself 

suggesting that ‘a sardonic perspective on serious things’ represents a typical feature of Irish 

drama.30 

 

The Use of Language and the Type of Characters 

 

Johnston’s unique way of adapting the foreign avant-garde sources in order to 

incorporate them into the national frame of reference shows most prominently in his treatment 

of language and characters in the play. Besides the simple localisation, which would be in its 

own right a significant departure from the original sources, Johnston indulges in a far more 

complex use of the local references and their connotative potential. The use of allusions in 

The Old Lady proceeds from the dream logic that enables the structure of the play to be based 

on the principle of association. While this principle facilitates the contrastive method 

Johnston employs for more straightforward satire (the Speaker’s confrontation with the 

modern Dublin being one of the prime examples), the more intricate and subtle satirical points 

                                                 
27  Johnston, Selected Plays, 46. 
28  D.E.S. Maxwell, “Waiting for Emmet,” Denis Johnston: A Retrospective, 31. 
29  Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama, 122. 
30  Quoted in O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 52. 



- 61 - 

are made by the use of carefully selected and arranged references, the purpose of which is to 

‘evoke in the audience’s mind planned associations.’31  

Johnston’s characters in The Old Lady differ most patently from those in Continental 

expressionist plays in the respect that rather than universal types such as ‘Woman’ or 

‘Soldier,’ they represent characters more or less specific to Dublin and Ireland in general, not 

to mention portrayals of actual historical figures, or rather, their twisted versions. 

Nevertheless, they are equally dissimilar to the well-defined characters of realist drama, such 

as the psychologically complex characters in Johnston’s second play, The Moon in the Yellow 

River. In this respect, the dramatis personae of The Old Lady are most closely related the 

characters of August Strindberg’s dream plays. In the preface to A Dream Play Strindberg 

described this genre as an attempt to 

 

imitate the inconsequent yet transparently logical shape of a dream. 

Everything can happen, everything is possible and probable. Time and 

place do not exist; on an insignificant basis of reality the imagination 

spins, weaving new patterns; a mixture of memories, experiences, free 

fancies, incongruities and improvisations. The characters split, double, 

multiply, evaporate, condense, disperse, assemble. But one 

consciousness rules over them all, that of the dreamer.32 

 

The dream logic that effectively negates any constraints in terms of time and place thus 

affects the characters as well:  they lose their distinct form and represent the ever-changing 

emanations of the dreamer’s consciousness. Johnston in essence adopts this approach, yet 

compared to Strindberg’s dream plays, The Old Lady goes a step further in terms of 

complexity. While Strindberg works with associations that rely more on the universal 

                                                 
31  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 26. 
32  August Strindberg, Plays: Two, trans. Michael Meyer (London: Methuen, 1982) 169. 



- 62 - 

consciousness and the instinctive response, Johnston uses vast yet consciously specific range 

of references ‘for ironic effect on a specific, known audience.’33  

In Johnston’s play, the characters’ ‘fluidity’ and their characterisation by means of 

association then work not only as an expression of the free imagination but they also represent 

an effective tool for satirical observations. For example, the practice of one actor playing 

several roles, which Johnston uses in The Old Lady, establishes an easily recognisable link 

between different characters which are consequently set into contrast to create another level of 

meaning, usually purposefully satiric. Probably the most effective application of this method 

can be observed in the transformations of the titular character. The traditional allegorical 

representation of Ireland, variously referred to as the Poor Old Woman, Shan Van Vocht or 

Cathleen ni Houlihan, is first evoked early in the play as the Speaker meets a shabby flower 

woman who laments over the loss of her ‘four bewtyful gre-in fields.’34 Since the line is a 

corrupt quotation from Yeats’s and Lady Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan, the perhaps most 

famous portrayal of the eponymous character, the flower woman is instantly identified as 

Cathleen in the mind of an Irish audience. Unlike the traditional dignified figure of an old 

woman turning into a beautiful girl ‘with the walk of a queen’35 as the young men of Ireland 

die for her cause, Johnston’s Cathleen is a foul mouthed harridan who, after offering to trade 

her green fields for a penny, resorts to beggary and finally to open threats. The contrast is 

even starker as the same actress assumes both the role of Emmet’s lover Sarah Curran in the 

opening melodrama and that of a bawd in the tenement scene, an incarnation of the Flower 

Woman who is poised between savage condemnation and hypocritical kneeling over her dead 

son.  

                                                 
33  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 48. 
34  Johnston, Selected Plays, 36. 
35  William Butler Yeats, Selected Plays, ed. Richard Allen Cave (London: Penguin Books, 1997) 28. 
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The associations set into motion by these transformations are abundant; the satire is 

both subtle and searing and cuts in numerous directions as the allegorical ‘Old Lady’ says 

‘no’ to both the deadly consequences of nationalist idealism and to the soulless materialist 

world. The Flower Woman’s shabby presence directly subverts the nationalist imagery by 

representing, both visually and verbally, the sorry state of post-revolutionary Ireland as 

opposed to her miraculous transformation envisaged in nationalist mythology and depicted in 

revivalist dramas like Cathleen ni Houlihan. More subtly, however, the Flower Woman’s 

vampiric lust for the Speaker’s blood only accentuates an element already present in 

Cathleen’s original demand, so Johnston is drawing attention to the inherent violent nature of 

the nationalist cliché. Similarly, the mother’s false lamenting in the tenement scene parodies 

the traditional image of ‘the keening Woman of Ireland’36 but also echoes the salon scene 

with all its hypocritical reverence for revolutionary martyrs. Moreover, the embodiment of 

Ireland herself assumes the role of the critic in several situations. The nationalist bravado is 

exposed as the Flower Woman reveals the Speaker’s true identity (‘Let me tell youse that 

fella’s not all he says he is!’37) and the mother’s rejection of her sons contains an implicit 

critique of the Irish-revolutionary society (‘God forbid me for weanin’ a brood a sorry 

scuts!’38). Finally, although Sarah Curran’s character represents an equally specific reference, 

in the outcome the role seems to display much more universal qualities. As an embodiment of 

Emmet’s both physical and transcendental desires, that is being both Emmet’s lover and a 

personification of his dreamt-of ideal Ireland, her role seems to emphasise the universal 

aspect of Emmet’s search, showing him as a type, the universal dreamer whose search for the 

Land of Heart’s Desire is ‘as old and as universal as the Holy Grail.’39  

                                                 
36  Pilný, Irony and Identity, 96. 
37  Johnston, Selected Plays, 47. 
38  Johnston, Selected Plays, 73. 
39  Johnston, “A Note on What Happened,” Selected Plays, 84. 
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The doubling of the other characters works in a similar fashion, usually either 

emphasising or subverting the thematic connections. Thus Major Sirr, Emmet’s main 

adversary in the opening melodrama, is aptly paired with the statue of Grattan, connecting the 

physical antagonism with the ideological divergence, but the Minister for Arts and Crafts in 

the salon scene ‘bears strange resemblance to the Stage Hand’40 with a clear satirical intent. 

Nevertheless, Johnston’s indisputable innovativeness in this respect becomes evident in his 

treatment of the play’s protagonist. Just as in Strindberg’s dream plays where, instead of plot, 

‘the single vision of the dreamer himself’ supplies the inner unity,41 Johnston’s dreamer 

represents a central character, the fixed point around which everything revolves. For these 

reasons, Johnston’s decision to split even the dreamer himself into conflicting parts presents a 

major breach of the established principle. After being knocked down during the opening 

playlet, the actor playing Emmet enters the dream confused not only about the nature of his 

surroundings but also about his own identity, which seems to be oscillating between the 

portraying (‘I was playing Robert Emmet’42 and ‘I am only a play-actor’43) and the portrayed 

(‘I am Robert Emmet’44), sometimes even in a single line ([Emmet] died for Ireland? I died? 

I?’45). By complicating the central character’s identity, Johnston not only deepens the already 

unhinged atmosphere but also puts the idea of a schizophrenic mentality right under the 

spotlight. The Speaker’s ambiguous playacting, the ‘prevalent internal conflict between the 

actor and the acted,’46 then becomes the main dramatic metaphor and an acute reflection on 

post-revolutionary Ireland seeking for her role in the twentieth century. 

                                                 
40  Johnston, Selected Plays, 54. 
41  Styan, Modern Drama in Theory and Practice, 4. 
42  Johnston, Selected Plays, 48. 
43  Johnston, Selected Plays, 72. 
44  Johnston, Selected Plays, 43. 
45  Johnston, Selected Plays, 65. 
46  O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 49. 
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The Use of Allusions and Quotations 

 

Much of what has already been said about the characters can be applied equally to the 

question of language and its use in The Old Lady. ‘The method [of the play] is thematic,’ 

Johnston explains in the epilogue, ‘and a motif in the realm of thought is carried best by a 

name or a quotation.’47 The collage of direct citations, purposefully truncated misquotations 

and subtle allusions, ranging in origin and degree of universality from Irish advertisements of 

the 1920s to passages from the Bible, therefore represents a rich source of references. These 

are used by Johnston to evoke the desired associations in order to build up both the structure 

and the texture of the play. This palpably modernist use of quotations and paraphrases leads 

inevitably, and even more so in the Irish context, to the legacy of James Joyce. Although 

Johnston tended to downplay this influence, pointing out that a work of essentially any 

experimental writer can be traced back to Joyce as easily as his vocabulary to Webster’s 

dictionary,48 the fact remains that Joyce’s influence on Johnston goes certainly beyond the 

two quotes from Ulysses acknowledged in the preface to The Old Lady. 

Joyce’s influence can be seen perhaps most manifestly in the apparent affinity between 

the hallucinatory ‘Nighttown’ episode in Joyce’s Ulysses and the similarly nightmarish 

atmosphere of Johnston’s play. Besides the dramatisation of the stream of consciousness 

technique, a structural feature shared by Johnston and Joyce, there are also certain thematic 

parallels. The Speaker’s quest for Rathfarnham through the combined Hell and Purgatory of 

the ‘strumpet city’ of Dublin corresponds with Leopold Bloom’s visions of New 

Bloomusalem in a Dublin brothel, and the various characters that haunt the Speaker 

throughout the play have a role similar to that of the Sins of Past torturing Bloom in Joyce’s 

novel. However, in terms of language, Joyce’s impact on Johnston shows mainly in the 

                                                 
47  Johnston, “A Note on What Happened,” Selected Plays, 85. 
48  Quoted in O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years,” 50 
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manner in which the allusions and quotations are used for a concise characterisation of a 

person or a place.  

Thus, in the opening playet of The Old Lady, Johnston can ‘make the sound like Old 

Ireland’49 by creating the dialogue out of various snippets of Irish poetry, taken mainly from 

The Dublin Book of Irish Verse, an anthology containing a great number of poems and songs 

in patriotic and melodramatic style, and therefore suitable for setting up the appropriate 

environment for the Speaker in the role of an idealised romantic rebel. Conversely, Johnston’s 

Dublin is firmly anchored in the reality of the 1920s, and therefore characterised by 

contemporary slogans and songs, but mainly by abundance of local geographical references. It 

was perhaps the contrast between this specific feature and the otherwise ‘un-Irish,’ 

spectacularly avant-garde production that reportedly led Hilton Edwards to remark that the 

play ‘read […] like a railway guide and played like Tristan and Isolde.’50  

The extreme localisation, which is a feature strongly at odds with Johnston’s 

expressionist models, is at times balanced out by a more general reference, employed usually 

to suggest the universal outreach of otherwise distinctly Irish issues, or sometimes simply to 

endow the scene with the aura of solemnity. This might also be regarded as essentially 

Joycean echo, since just as the parochialism of Joyce’s Dublin lays foundations for more 

universal themes, so do Johnston’s fundamentally Irish setting and characters. The accidental 

shooting of Joe by the confused Speaker at the end of the first act constitutes a crucial scene, 

since, for the first time in the play, it actually shows, not only refers to, the Speaker and his 

reckless behaviour as a direct cause a violent death. The importance of the moment, however, 

might have been overshadowed by the preceding, rather farcical, scene of a mock-trial, were it 

not for Johnston’s use of an excerpt from the Catholic Mass for the Dead as a coda, which 

highlights the death motif with due gravitas. Similarly, as the heated discussion between the 

                                                 
49  Johnston, “A Note on What Happened,” Selected Plays, 85. 
50  Micheál Mac Liammóir, “The Old Lady Says ‘No!’” Denis Johnston: A Retrospective, 5. 
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young diehard republican and the older supporter of the Irish Free State in the tenement scene 

represents the Civil War in poetic compression, the language and the atmosphere itself echo 

O’Casey’s portrayal of the conflict in Juno and the Paycock, alluding to the close link 

between the national and familial tragedy. Johnston chooses to emphasise this connection and 

employ a more universal perspective with a reference to Cocytus, the frozen lake in the lowest 

circle of Hell in Dante’s Inferno, of which the first two parts are reserved for traitors to family 

and country. Finally, as the play is heading towards the end, the biblical references begin to 

proliferate, endowing the Speaker’s final creative act with almost divine attributes. The 

Genesis parallel is especially striking: ‘Yes, there is darkness now, but I can create light. I can 

separate the waters of the deep and a new world will be born out of the void.’51 The final 

scene in which the Speaker exorcises the shadows of Ireland’s great literary figures then takes 

a form of a liturgy with further references to Dante and allusions to Blake’s visionary 

writings, culminating in the Speaker’s final prophetic address, the last sentence of which 

symbolically comes from the historical Robert Emmet himself, namely from his famous 

speech from the Dock. 

While the quotations and allusions discussed above create something that might be 

called the texture of the play, their structural role is no less important. Some of the structural 

elements, that is those references that in some way contribute to the associative framework of 

the play by establishing connections that are used either to point out another meaning or 

highlight the satirical point, are contained already in the individual characterisations. For 

example, the already mentioned complex treatment of the Flower Woman/Cathleen ni 

Houlihan illustrates this approach: the quotations contained in the Flower Woman’s lines 

leads to her, structurally important, identification with Cathleen, while the bowdlerisation of 

                                                 
51  Johnston, Selected Plays, 76. 
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the quoted material contributes to her characterisation. One of the best examples of the 

ingenious use of references occurs in the opening playlet just before Emmet’s arrest: 

 

SARAH: The redcoats are everywhere. Last night they were around 

the house and they will come again. 

SPEAKER: Let them come! A million a decade!52 

 

In the immediate context, the Speaker’s retort may seem simply like an audacious, though 

grossly overstated, gesture of defiance. The Irish audience, however, might have recognised 

in it a line from Lady Jane Wilde’s poem ‘The Exodus,’ in which ‘a million a decade’ does 

not allude to the influx of British military presence in Ireland but refers to the disastrous 

impact of the Famine on Irish population. Not only does this alter the meaning of the 

Speaker’s answer, but it also triggers associations which allow the whole scene to be 

interpreted in various ways. In his analysis of this particular case, Harold Ferrar points out 

that the allusion in fact works in four ways: it characterises the Speaker and simultaneously 

deflates the characteristic, evokes a familiar association connected with Irish life which is in 

turn used to satirise the cliché involved in it.53 The Speaker’s reckless gesture delineates well 

the ‘impulsive heroism’54 of the romantic rebel but the absurdly large number diminishes it to 

mere bravado. Given the context, the quotation might be then really taken as a reference to the 

British occupation of Ireland, and therefore allude to a certain cliché of nationalist rhetoric, 

but precisely because of the melodramatic theatrical context the cliché becomes a target for 

the satire. Moreover, since Lady Wilde’s poem depicts a ‘Nation dying of inner decay,’55 that 

is a theme very close Johnston’s play, the structural importance of the quotation and its 

                                                 
52  Johnston, Selected Plays, 26. 
53  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 27. 
54  Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre, 27. 
55  Lady Wilde, “The Exodus,” The Dublin Book of Irish Verse, 1728-1909, ed. John Cooke (Dublin: Hodges, 

Figgis & Co., 1909) 326. 
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application becomes evident: besides providing a succinct characterisation and preparing the 

ground for the satire, it helps to sustain the thematic framework that holds the otherwise 

shapeless play together. 

 

*  *  * 

 

It can be argued that Johnston’s adoption of the experimental theatre was not intended 

primarily as an iconoclastic gesture towards the realistic form and so it resulted in a more 

considered and pragmatic choice of dramatic techniques. Indeed, Johnston’s primary 

motivation was not to break the mirror of realism, although he eventually had to discard it as 

an instrument that was no longer suitable for his artistic expression. Johnston’s varied choice 

of experimental and traditional techniques, parochial and cosmopolitan influence, were 

largely determined by the need to find a suitable form for the thematic concerns of the play. 

Although Johnston’s fascination with the new experimental forms and techniques played 

undoubtedly a significant role, his approach was more of a skilful borrower rather than of an 

ardent follower of the avant-garde. 
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TECHNIQUES IN THE MOON IN THE YELLOW RIVER 

 

With his second play, Johnston returned to the Abbey Theatre which had previously 

rejected his experimental debut. With the innovative mixture of national subject matter and a 

form inspired by the international avant-garde, The Old Lady Says ‘No!’ undoubtedly came as 

a revelation in the context of Irish theatre. The more surprising is then the overtly traditional 

realistic form of Johnston’s second dramatic endeavour, The Moon in the Yellow River, which 

seems to be, apart from the very similar thematic concerns, a direct opposite of his 

experimental first play. The explanations of Johnston’s decision to take such an artistic turn 

begin with a rather anecdotal account of Shelah Richards, an Abbey Theatre actress and 

Johnston’s then wife, challenging her husband to write a play that would fit perfectly the 

requirements for a national theatre play, so that it could not possibly be rejected.1 The Moon 

indeed reportedly started as a parody of a typical ‘Abbey play,’ lampooning some elements of 

the particular brand of country-cottage-kitchen realism the Abbey tended to favour, but as 

D.E.S. Maxwell points out, soon the ‘parody yielded Johnston’s subject.’2 Nevertheless, it is 

also important to consider the conservative nature of The Moon from the perspective of 

Johnston as a starting playwright, for whom a successful second play would represent a proof 

of his talent. Even when only drafting The Old Lady and unsure of its success, Johnston was 

planning to write a play in a realistic form3 which would in a way justify the eccentricity of 

his dramatic debut, since Johnston himself apparently held the view that ‘nobody has any 

right to write eccentric plays unless he can write sensible ones too.’4 Last but not least, 

                                                 
1  Denis Johnston, Orders and Desecrations. The Life of the Playwright Denis Johnston, ed. Rory Johnston 

(Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1992) 73. 
2  D.E.S. Maxwell, A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama 1891-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1984) 120. 
3  John O’Brien, “Expressionism and the Formative Years: Insights from the Early Diaries of Denis Johnston,” 

The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies 15.1 (July 1989): 53. 
4  Quoted in Bernard Adams, Denis Johnston: A Life (Dublin: The Lilliput Press, 2002) 113.  
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Johnston’s return to the Abbey was partly motivated by encouragement from Yeats who, 

despite his reservations to Johnston’s experimental play and doubts about its suitability for the 

national theatre, regarded Johnston as a very talented playwright of which the Abbey was very 

much in need.5 In general, however, The Moon can be seen just as another step in Johnston’s 

search for a viable form through which he could successfully communicate the subject matter. 

The following chapter will look into Johnston’s applications of and deviations from the 

realistic form in a relation to the main themes of the play, with references to the manner in 

which a similar subject is represented in The Old Lady.  

 

Setting  

 

Instead of the dreamscape of tam-tams, pulsing lights and waving curtains, which 

characterised the production of The Old Lady in the Gate Theatre, Johnston conformed the 

mise-en-scène in The Moon entirely to the style of the Abbey Theatre realism and went even 

to such lengths as to follow the household practice of setting the first and the final act to the 

same scenery so that there was no need to dismantle the stage set between the individual 

performances.6 The play therefore alternates two firmly outlined sceneries: one for the second 

act, the other for the rest of the performance. Both of these are realistically conceived box set 

interiors with an occasional prospect of the exterior through the opened door, although such 

‘glimpses’ are usually more of auditory rather than of visual nature. Johnston’s extensive and 

meticulously detailed stage directions, on the one hand, emphasise the realistic features of the 

set, on the other hand, they at the same time point out certain aspects that facilitate a symbolic 

reading. Thanks to such aspects, the possibilities of interpretation become significantly wider. 

                                                 
5  Christine St. Peter, Introduction to Denis Johnston, The Old Lady Says “No!” ed. Christine St. Peter 

(Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press/ Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1992) 17 and 

Ondřej Pilný, Irony and Identity in Modern Irish Drama (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2006) 85. 
6  Johnston, Orders and Desecrations, 74. 
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The play opens to the view of the living room in Dobelle’s house, which provides 

setting for the first and the last act of the play. The possible symbolic meaning of the setting 

has been pointed out several times before7  and the fact that the house is intended to represent 

post-revolutionary Ireland becomes increasingly obvious in the course of the play with the 

recurrent ambiguous references to the nature of the place, most prominently in Aunt 

Columba’s Yeatsian allusion to ‘too many strangers in the house.’8 As Johnston’s stage 

directions point out, it has been converted to ‘a fairly comfortable, if out-of-the-way, modern 

residence’9 from the officers’ quarters of the fort covering the river mouth. The sole fact that 

the play is set in a former military building, ‘a relic of Napoleonic scare,’10 in which 

numerous items evoke the warlike past, therefore not only foreshadows the major themes and 

the future events in the play, but is also representative of the state of Ireland in the aftermath 

of the Civil War. 

Although some adjustments have been made to accommodate the new purpose of the 

house, reminders of its former military purpose, with their implicit connection to violence, 

still lurk behind the façade of domesticity. As the curtain rises, for example, one of the things 

that can be seen on the stage is a thirteen-year-old girl, snug in a window seat and reading a 

book, yet through the very same window one can still discern a whitewashed wall with a 

cannon port in it. A similar contrast is even more striking in the second set which comprises 

another part of the former fort: an old armoury, now converted to a store of the Coast Life 

Saving Service but generally used as a dumping place. Here an actual gun, or at least its 

                                                 
7  See, for example, Harold Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1973) 46, or 

Veronica O’Reilly, “The Realism of Denis Johnston,” Myth and Reality in Irish Literature, ed. Joseph 

Ronsley (Wilfrid Laurier University Press: Waterloo, Ontario, 1977) 285-86. 
8  Denis Johnston, Selected Plays of Denis Johnston, ed. Joseph Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin Symthe, 

1983) 115. The reference comes from Yeats’s Cathleen ni Houlihan. See his Selected Plays, ed. Richard 

Allen Cave (London: Penguin Books, 1997) 23. 
9  Johnston, Selected Plays, 101. 
10  Johnston, Selected Plays, 112. 
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muzzle, appears in plain sight, along with four polished shells. These objects are then 

accompanied by various jumble of old furniture and nautical equipment, producing the 

contrastive effect of ‘violence cheek-by-jowl with lifesaving apparatus.’11 In a similar fashion, 

Dobelle’s toy train, an appropriate visual summary of the railway engineer’s resignation, 

represents an opposition to the distant but incessant background noise of the turbines in 

Tausch’s Power House, thus illustrating another major conflict of the play. 

Johnston’s realistic setting therefore provides considerably more than just a backdrop 

for a conversational play interspersed with bits of a melodrama. The fixed set of realistic 

details which confirms to the tradition of the naturalist theatre is endowed with contrastive 

symbolic meaning. This juxtapositions functions, surprisingly, in a manner similar to the 

quick, unexpected shifts of scenery in the pliable environment of The Old Lady. Both settings 

illustrate the thematic concerns of the plays, create associations and meaningful parallels, and 

expose irony. However, despite the similar roles both settings assume in the respective plays, 

the method of using their different potential to capture the confused state of post-

revolutionary Ireland on stage is markedly different in each case. The main difference lies in 

the treatment of the theatrical space: while The Old Lady uses fragmentation, The Moon 

strives for the utmost unity. While the changeable scenery in The Old Lady follows the dream 

logic and represents the whole picture in a series of related but fragmentary images, the 

constrains of the realistic drama and the essentially static nature of the setting in The Moon 

positively invites a metaphorical reading in which a single house on one evening represents a 

particular country in a particular, rather troublesome, period of her history.      

 

        

 

                                                 
11  O’Reilly, “The Realism of Denis Johnston,” 286.  
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The Type of Characters 

 

 Such interpretation of the setting inevitably influences the perception of the characters 

who are all either permanent or only temporary residents of the symbolic house and therefore, 

they all in one way or another represent the Irish society. As has been already touched upon in 

the first chapter, Johnston’s second play in this manner resembles Sean Keating’s allegorical 

painting, which captures the birth of Ireland as a modern industrial state. In Keating’s work 

each of the symbolic figures stands for a different force involved in the process. Thus The 

Moon can be also understood in those terms: Tausch, for example, represents the international 

industrialism supported by the violent force of the newly established state embodied by 

Lanigan, as opposed to the contrary political and moral attitudes represented by Blake, 

Dobelle or Columba. However, Johnston’s play lacks the clearly defined political perspective 

of Keating’s painting and such reading would mean a simplification of a play that Johnston 

himself described as ‘an exercise in character drawing.’12 Some of the characters might have 

been portrayed more crudely than the rest, as Veronica O’Reilly argues is the case of the 

character of Agnes Reilly and her son Willie, the members of the ‘servant class.’13 In their 

case, his rather frivolous attitude earns Johnston, perhaps rightly, the charge of ‘harbouring a 

superior ascendancy smile at the expense of the noble native.’14 However, as for the principal 

characters, Johnston’s comprehensive, well-balanced treatment of their respective 

personalities, as well as their conflicting views, proves to be a more engaging and convincing 

way of dealing with the subject matter than through a simple allegory. It is also in this respect 

The Moon represents a direct opposition to The Old Lady, since the strong emphasis on the 

fully developed characters comes partly a as a reaction to the expressionist features of The 

                                                 
12  Denis Johnston, “Preface,” Collected Plays. Vol. 1 (London: Jonathan Cape, 1960) reprinted in Denis 

Johnston, The Dramatic Works of Denis Johnston. Vol. 2 (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1979) 7.   
13  O’Reilly, “The Realism of Denis Johnston,” 287. 
14  Johnston, “Let There Be Light,” Selected Plays, 93. 
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Old Lady,15 in which, however, the lack of clearly defined characters constituted the basis of 

the main dramatic metaphor.  

The point has been made a number of times already that the particular manner in 

which Johnston uses the setting and characters in The Moon is strongly reminiscent of G. B. 

Shaw’s Heartbreak House.16 Comparing both plays, Shaw’s influence can seem very strong 

and a number of parallels might be drawn to support the claim. As in the case of Johnston’s 

embrace of the avant-garde in The Old Lady, where the use of experimental techniques was 

determined by a particular way of presenting the main themes, the formal resemblance 

between Johnston’s Moon and Shaw’s Heartbreak House is understandable, given the similar 

approach to the thematic concerns of the respective plays. Shaw’s England on the eve of the 

First World War and Johnston’s Ireland in the aftermath of the newly won independence and 

the subsequent Civil War share a similar atmosphere: they try to capture a particular society 

facing the threats of the violent modern age. Both plays employ the image of the house as a 

metaphor for the country (or, in Shaw’s case, the whole continent) that has to undergo radical 

changes. Following the metaphorical sense, in Heartbreak House, some of the inhabitants of 

Captain Shotover’s ship-like residence, which is heading towards the upcoming storm of war, 

have to learn navigation lest they should perish;17 in The Moon, an effort has been made to 

transform Dobelle’s house from the military fort into a habitable dwelling, which however not 

only leaves no room for the likes of Darrell Blake but, curiously enough, also not much room 

for Dobelle himself, as he finds himself constantly ignored. Johnston’s play in this respect 

thematises, on the one hand, the departure of the romantic rebel, yet on the other hand, it also 

                                                 
15  Johnston, Orders and Desecrations, 74. 
16  The general affinity between the two plays has been discussed, for example, by Thomas Kilroy in his “The 

Moon in the Yellow River: Denis Johnston’s Shavianism,” Denis Johnston: A Retrospective, ed. Joseph 

Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1981) 49-58. 
17 See Captain Shotover’s advice to Hector: “Navigation. Learn it and live; or leave it and be damned.” G.B. 

Shaw, Heartbreak House (London, New York: Penguin Books, 2000) 105. 
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hints at the declining status of the Anglo-Irish class in the new Irish Free State.18 In general, 

besides the thematic affinity and Shaw’s recognisable influence in terms of the structure of 

the play, Johnston in The Moon demonstrates the Shavian emphasis on the discussion as an 

essential part of the realist theatre. 

 

Structure 

 

In his analysis of the play, Thomas Kilroy argues that The Moon is orchestrated as a 

debate, each of the three acts being ‘constructed about a particular argument.’19 According to 

this division, Act I sets the theme by introducing the clash between the idealistic foreigner 

Tausch and the cynical Irishman Dobelle, during which the romantic preconceptions of the 

former are gradually debunked by the disarming rhetoric of the latter. The exposure of 

Tausch’s romanticised view of Ireland leads directly to his portentous eulogy on progress and 

organisation, yet this very speech is interrupted by the arrival of Darrell Blake and his IRA 

men, coming to blow up the manifestation of Tausch’s efforts – the Power House. The 

physical confrontation prefigures the verbal one in the following act. It starts as a private 

political argument concerning industrialism between Tausch and Blake but subsequently, it 

evolves into a mock-courtroom scene, involving nearly the whole cast, where both Tausch 

and his Power House are put on trial with the members of Dobelle’s household and the IRA 

men acting as a jury. Lanigan’s violent intervention at the end of Act II, which effectively 

puts end to any debate, then in turn becomes the subject of the discussion in Act III, involving 

Lanigan and Tausch, who once again finds himself facing opposition. The play in this manner 

follows the scheme of the Shavian comedy of ideas, which puts emphasis on the rational 

debate as a means of communicating the principal themes. However, Johnston intersperses it 

                                                 
18  For a discussion on the Anglo-Irish perspective in the play see Kilroy, “The Moon in the Yellow River: 

Denis Johnston’s Shavianism,” 50-52.  
19  Kilroy, “The Moon in the Yellow River: Denis Johnston’s Shavianism,” 54. 
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with bits of melodrama (sudden appearance of the shadow of a gunman in the window), 

incidents of comic deflation (the IRA men trying to buy petrol from Tausch) or even with 

scenes that border on farce (Aunt Columba hiding one of the cannon shells in a tea cosy). By 

these intentional emotional or, from the point of the main argument, irrelevant distractions, 

which partly disrupt the rational argument, Johnston thus prevents the purely intellectual form 

to take over and simultaneously points out the limitations of the rational debate.   

In contrast to the free-flowing structure of The Old Lady, determined by the dream 

logic and based predominantly on the use of associations, resulting in sudden, highly 

contrastive shifts in tone and mood, The Moon represents a neatly organised well-made play 

with a structure based on the principles of a polemical argument. Also the dynamics of the 

play differs considerably from Johnston’s experimental debut. While in the case of The Old 

Lady, the play gains an extraordinary momentum right after the short prelude, and the flow of 

energy carries on almost uninterrupted through the whole drama until it fully culminates in 

the final scene, the dramatic build-up in The Moon is arranged in a more measured and 

complex manner.  

In fact, the structure of The Moon is organised according to a much more regular 

scheme than the initial impression might suggest. The play adheres to the classical dramatic 

composition, following almost meticulously the well-known ‘pyramidal structure’ proposed 

by Gustav Freytag.20 After the initial exposition of the characters (covered by Tausch’s 

gradual confrontation with all the members of Dobelle’s household) and themes (outlined in 

the first debate between Dobelle and the foreign visitor), comes the first crisis: the appearance 

of Darrel Blake announcing his intention to blow up the Power House. This creates the 

conflict that sets the story in motion and initiates the rising movement of action, mostly 

                                                 
20  Following analysis is based on the principles outlined by Freytag in his Technik des Dramas (1863), 

paraphrased in Marvin Carlson, Theories of the Theatre: A Historical and Critical Survey from the Greeks 

to the Present, Expanded ed. (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1993) 257-58.   
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revolves around the respective efforts either to execute or prevent the explosion of the Power 

House. The tension builds-up gradually until the final scene of Act II, which represents the 

climax of the play in the form of the Free State officer Lanigan and his troops arriving to 

thwart the attack. Blake’s sudden death by Lanigan’s hand then constitutes the second crisis, 

an unexpected and violent ending of the climax. The slow curtain that separates Act II and 

Act III also marks the beginning of the falling movement, in which the play loses some of its 

momentum that had previously propelled the story to its emotional peak. In general, Act III 

can be characterised as the reflective phase of the play, since the principal surviving 

characters are preoccupied mainly with the interpretation or justification of the previous 

events. The third crisis, equal to its predecessor in its unexpectedness, comes at the very end 

of the play when the works, despite the circumstances, get burnt down by pure accident. This 

incident eventually leads, although rather indirectly, to the final catastrophe: the reconciliation 

of Dobelle with his estranged daughter Blanaid.  

Despite, or perhaps because of, the striking structural differences between Johnston’s 

first two plays, it is also important to notice some of the parallels, as they provide one with a 

useful comparison regarding the ways in which the themes are communicated through the 

form. It is not, for example, an incidental matter that in both plays, the central situation 

comprises an act of violence, namely a shooting that results in the death of a character. Due to 

the topical basis of Johnston’s first two plays, the issue of violence with its causes and 

consequences represents quite naturally one of the central themes and the prominence of such 

scenes only emphasise the fact. The difference between both cases is however no less telling: 

while the death by the Speaker’s hand comes about as an accident, a result of the impulsive 

behaviour typical for the epitome of a dismally ineffective but zealous and reckless romantic 

revolutionary, Lanigan’s shot represents a wilful action, calculated to serve a definite purpose 

and executed with a cold deliberation from the position of an institutional power. Both the 
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structural similarity and the individual differences between the scenes thus establish a 

thematic link between The Old Lady and The Moon as the revolver symbolising violence 

passes from the idealist revolutionary to the pragmatic gunman, illustrating ‘the dilemma 

facing a country which achieved independence through violence and can maintain peace only 

through exercise of more violence.’21 

 

The Use of Allusions and Quotations 

 

In contrast to its prominent role in The Old Lady, the associative method in The Moon 

does not represent the essential structural principle. The use of allusions and quotations in 

Johnston’s second play is therefore marked by a substantially lower frequency and a more 

subdued approach. The application of this artistic device in Johnston’s realist drama has 

nonetheless maintained some of the features characteristic for the use of references in The 

Moon’s experimental predecessor. Despite the fact that the scattered set of direct and indirect 

quotations in The Moon might be perceived as verging towards a merely ornamental function, 

as the main thematic concerns of the play are predominantly performed through the 

characters’ direct confrontations and expressed through dialogues, the use of references 

represents a significant contribution to the characterisation of individual protagonists as well 

as to the creation of some thematic links. 

One of the main thematic lines that pervade the play is the conflict between the 

romantic gesture committed in defence of some idealistic vision and the cynical detachment 

that tends to be the result of the exposure to the harsh reality. Lanigan’s cold-blooded 

shooting of Darrell Blake provides the ultimate physical demonstration of such confrontation, 

but the difference in the manner of speech of the adversaries is most illustrative of the 
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essential divergence between their characters. While the lines of the Free State officer are 

accordingly stern and relatively scarce, and even his more personal reflections in the Act III 

take a strictly matter-of-fact form, Blake’s speech is seemingly casual, at times nonchalantly 

mocking and perhaps slightly exuberant in the amount of references he manages to slip in, a 

feature which might cause this romantic revolutionary to give the impression of being ‘a little 

too much like a bright but tiresome Cambridge undergraduate.’22 Nevertheless, some of 

Blake’s references are not only thematically relevant but in a way also revealing. Their 

function goes beyond a mere expression of a personal trait, as the connotations they trigger 

point out to a broader thematic context in a fashion similar to the method used in The Old 

Lady.  

Blake’s death scene constitutes a prime example of such application. In the climactic 

moment of the play when the young diehard’s plan to blow up the works gets frustrated by the 

gun malfunction and the arrival of the Free State troops called in by Tausch, Blake, ostensibly 

unimpressed by Lanigan’s presence, sits down to the piano and casually starts playing what 

he declares to be ‘the Chinese National Anthem.’23 The lyrics actually come from Ezra 

Pound’s ‘Epitaphs,’ an adaptation of a Chinese poem depicting the deaths of two poets, Fu-I 

and Li-Po: the first dying of alcohol, the latter drowning whilst trying to fulfil his drunken 

desire to embrace the reflection of the Moon in the Yellow River. Though the song seems to 

have minimal relevance to what is happening on the stage, the image it evokes is in fact 

representative of Blake’s own situation. It echoes Johnston’s portrayal of the Speaker in The 

Old Lady as the prototype of a romantic rebel, inebriated with a single vision and prone to 

theatrical gestures in defence of an illusive goal with a reckless attitude towards his own life 

and lives of the others. Blake, with his impractical emphasis on the spectacular aspect of his 

actions, proves himself to be a typical representative of that – both in figurative and literal 

                                                 
22  Adams, Denis Johnston: A Life, 113. 
23  Johnston, Selected Plays, 153. 
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sense – dying breed.  This focus virtually hampers the successful completion of the mission 

and he is thus no match for the stiff but deadly efficient Lanigan.    

Bearing that in mind, the last reference which Blake manages to utter before the bullet 

ends his performance becomes much more revelatory and laden with meaning than it would 

seem at the first glance. As he finishes his song, Blake rises up from the piano and sighs: 

‘Died drunk! A pleasing thought. But needing a Nero to do it justice. Qualis artifex pereo!’ 24 

Blake’s evocation of the alleged last words of the controversial Roman emperor comes across 

as a curiously self-reflective comment: ‘What an artist dies in me!’25 Arguably aware of his 

own imminent death, Blake underlines, with his characteristic theatricality, the departure of 

the supposed artistry of the romantic rebel, as he clears the stage to make way for the cold, 

machine-driven world of Tausch and Lanigan. The ironic counterpoint to such use of the 

phrase (whether one reads it as Blake’s intention or Johnston’s satirical comment) is the 

questionable quality of Nero’s art, as well as the fact that the quote came into use to 

characterise a person who is blindly unaware of his own artistic inaptitude. The well-known 

rumour about Nero purportedly ordering the burning of Rome to stimulate his artistic 

inspiration then comes as an interesting parallel to Blake’s intended blowing up the works and 

as a subtle commentary on the violence as the driving force of the militant idealists such as 

Blake. 

Another series of powerful confrontations, which, though fully developed in 

dialogues, are also enriched in one way or another by several allusions, occur between the 

idealistic herald of progress Tausch and the sceptical Dobelle, seconded by his very 

conservative sister Columba. The German engineer, self-professedly summoned to Ireland by 

                                                 
24  Johnston, Selected Plays, 154. 
25  The Latin quotation comes from Suetonius’s De vita Caesarum, VI, 49. Although various translations differ 

in the exact interpretation, the general sense remains the same. 
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‘the call of the west wind’ and ‘the call of romance,’26 displays an inclination to present his 

work in Ireland in terms of a civilisation crusade, yet he also displays a customary eagerness 

to be charmed by the peculiarities of this ‘strange land,’27 provided they fit to his 

preconceived, heavily romanticised image of Ireland. His manners are therefore always polite, 

attentive and usually completely off the mark when confronted with the real Ireland’s 

oddities. This aspect of Tausch’s character also becomes apparent through his choice of 

references, as they are again not only illustrative of his attitude as such but they also 

encourage associations which in turn provide an additional subtext to the issues expressed 

explicitly through the dialogues.  

When Tausch’s enthusiasm meets with Dobelle’s ostensive scepticism, the German’s 

attempt to understand Dobelle and Ireland in general consists essentially of a projection of his 

own bias, namely the conviction of his rightness and of the beneficial effect that his own work 

has on the charming but impractical Irish. In reaction to Dobelle’s renouncement of his 

previous career, Tausch, unable to discern the real source of Dobelle’s bitterness, resorts to a 

simplistic explanation which is reflective of his preconceptions: ‘I think I understand. You 

prefer the life of the spirit. You long for – how does it go? – “… magic casements opening on 

the foam / Of perilous seas in faery lands forlorn.”’ 28 By quoting Keats’s ‘Ode to a 

Nightingale,’ Tausch evokes the idea of dreamy escapism, a tendency he apparently 

associates with the ‘strange land’ he had come to change. Tausch confronts this image with 

his idea of the virility of the new German nation and assumes an almost messianic pose as he 

proceeds to give a speech on freedom and power. In order to justify his work before Dobelle, 

he invokes Schiller, saying that ‘freedom cannot exist save when united with might.’29 

                                                 
26  Johnston, Selected Plays, 112. 
27  Johnston, Selected Plays, 113. 
28  Johnston, Selected Plays, 113. 
29  Johnston, Selected Plays, 121. 
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Before Tausch could have thrown in some more quotations, his speech gets interrupted 

by an apparition of a gunman threatening to blow up the works. The associations triggered 

both by the quotation from Keats and Schiller’s aphorism are gradually subverted as the 

situation gets out of Tausch’s hands. The violent and irrational Ireland he is faced with turns 

out to be very far from his conception of Keats’s ‘faery land.’ The issue of freedom, always 

being intertwined with might, assumes a completely different meaning when Lanigan shoots 

Blake in order to prevent the works from damage. Moreover, both Blake and Dobelle 

eventually use the passive/active dichotomy, which Tausch himself inadvertently introduced, 

in confrontation with the German engineer. Blake stylises himself in his customary allusive 

manner as ‘Persephone, weary of memory, putting poppies in [her] hair.’30 In opposition to 

Tausch, the ‘demon pantechnicon driver,’31 and his aggressive propagation of progress, 

Dobelle uses the Keatsian imagery to comment, with significant ironic overtones, on the 

accidental destruction of Tausch’s works: ‘Take your works where they belong. Here is 

Hesperides – the garden where men may sleep.’32 

Nevertheless, the potential of the Schiller reference is fully realised only after an 

argument between Tausch and Lanigan, when the Free State officer bluntly acknowledges the 

necessity of murder to secure the existence of the government, with Dobelle commenting on 

his departure: ‘The Moor has done his work. The Moor can go.’33 Since in its proverbial sense 

the phrase usually refers to the easy dismissal of a hired gun, in the immediate context, 

Dobelle’s remark degrades Lanigan to a mere killing instrument, a servant to the 

‘righteousness,’ i.e. assigns him the very role Dobelle himself had renounced. The quote, 

however, criticises Tausch as well: for his attempt to disassociate himself from Lanigan and 

                                                 
30  Johnston, Selected Plays, 143. 
31  Johnston, Selected Plays, 143. 
32  Johnston, Selected Plays, 168. 
33  Johnston, Selected Plays, 163. 
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for his refusal to assume any responsibility for Blake’s death. The fact that the line originally 

appeared in Schiller’s play Fiesco’s Conspiracy in Genoa, in which the protagonist, driven by 

the idea of greatness, ‘wishes to impose his vision on the world and perishes in result,’34 

makes the connection with Tausch and Blake even stronger. While Dobelle argues that both 

Tausch and Lanigan are representatives of the same world and that by implication Lanigan is 

just Tausch’s ‘finger on the trigger,’35 the quote underlines the case: the person who a 

moment ago pompously invoked Schiller, declaring that freedom is always united with might, 

is not far from assuming that might is always right. Yet, he still hesitates to take responsibility 

for those who use violence to achieve what they suppose to be the right cause. Although the 

whole issue is presented predominantly through the dialogues, it is such use of allusions that 

enables Johnston’s to expose the full irony. 

Besides creating the thematic links within the play itself, some of the allusions also 

make connections with Johnston’s previous dramatic effort. Perhaps the most evident 

example would be his treatment of the rather eccentric character of Aunt Columba, who at 

one point expresses her aversion to the patronising figure of Tausch pointing out that 

‘sometimes there are too many strangers in this house.’36 The unmistakeable reference to 

Yeats’s and Lady Gregory’s Cathleen ni Houlihan immediately introduces the notion of 

another possible incarnation of the eponymous character and Johnston thus indulges in an 

intertextual play with both the nationalist tradition and his own dramatic work. Although a 

straightforward identification in the manner typical for The Old Lady seems to be slightly far-

fetched in this case, the connection is not altogether unfounded. Aunt Columba represents 

another subverted image of the Shan Van Vocht, noticeably modernised and, like Johnston’s 

                                                 
34  Lesley Sharpe, Friedrich Schiller: Drama, Thought and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1991) 37. 
35  Johnston, Selected Plays, 165. 
36  Johnston, Selected Plays, 115. 
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Flower Woman in The Old Lady, reflective of different aspects of post-revolutionary Ireland: 

instead of trudging house to house and bidding young men to die for her cause, she now rides 

a bicycle and distributes agitational pamphlets. Of course, in the immediate context of the 

play, the line could also have a more straightforward meaning, since, if taken literally, it 

works best as a coded invective towards the German engineer, thus revealing certain 

xenophobic overtones in the mind of the pious aunt. 

Finally, both in The Old Lady and The Moon, Johnston makes effective use of 

references to Dante’s Divine Comedy in order to underline the main themes. In The Old Lady, 

Dante is alluded to, among other instances, during the final exorcism scene in which the rigid 

hierarchical structure of his Comedy represents a universal order that is being turned upside 

down (the angles’ voices being heard in one of the lowest circles of Hell37) by the Speaker’s 

creative act. In The Moon, references to Dante come up three times in quite diverse situations, 

yet in essence they all in one way or another relate to the subplot of Dobelle’s estrangement 

and subsequent reconciliation with his daughter Blanaid. In the first instance, admittedly, the 

quotation is rather inconsequential, since Tausch’s remark about Roman women being ‘for 

drink content with water’38 in reaction to Blanaid’s refusal to have a glass of wine follows in 

the vein of his well-meant, yet unwittingly patronising attempts to charm his hosts. It 

nevertheless quite distinctly illustrates the insurmountable character difference between 

Tausch and Dobelle. For the former, in all his straightforwardness, the same text serves only 

as a source of rather banal conversational quip, while to the latter, embittered by the tragic 

experience of losing his wife in childbirth, it poses as a puzzle and a cause of great unease.   

 

                                                 
37  In the final scene of The Old Lady, the Speaker declares: “I have heard the angels singing Beatitudes to the 

Malebolge, and I have done with you.” Johnston, Selected Plays, 76. 
38  Johnston, Selected Plays, 117. The reference comes from Dante’s Purgatory (XXII, 145-6).  
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DOBELLE. […] I have been spending the night reading the Inferno 

and it has upset me. […] Columba, have you ever heard about 

Antenora? 

AUNT. No. What’s that? 

DOBELLE. It’s the Hell specially made for traitors to one’s country. 

Have you any idea why Ruggieri, the Archbishop of Pisa, should 

be placed there, while Rahab, the harlot who betrayed Jericho, 

goes to Paradise? 

AUNT. I’m sure there is a very good reason for it. 

DOBELLE. It must have been a little difficult to know where one 

stood.39 

 

For Dobelle, the established universal order in Dante’s Comedy, with all the paradoxes 

resulting from its strict hierarchies, represents an epitome of the world that is governed in the 

name of ‘righteousness,’ the world that is in consequence infinitely cruel, and thus the very 

world Dobelle has rejected. In this respect, Dante’s universe constitutes a mirror to the 

theology of Thomas Aquinas, in which, as Dobelle bitterly informs the audience, the souls in 

Paradise are expected to rejoice over the torments of the damned. Dobelle wilfully rejects 

such ‘righteousness’ and embraces instead the life of wrong and misery, which in his view 

‘makes man so much greater than angels.’40  

In addition, since the conversation above takes place at the beginning of Act III, that is 

almost immediately after the climactic scene which resulted in the deadly clash of the former 

fellow fighters, the mention of Antenora has an effect similar to the evocation of Cocytus in 

The Old Lady.41 The reference to Dante thus underlines not only Dobelle’s agnosticism but 

also the morally questionable issue of murder as a political argument: however, the play offers 

no apparent solution to this. It is thus only appropriate that the dramatic problem, apparently 

                                                 
39  Johnston, Selected Plays, 157.  
40  Johnston, Selected Plays, 158. 
41  Cf. the present work, page 67. 
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not answerable by reason, is resolved by Johnston, at least partly, in a Dante-inspired vision. 

In the last scene of the play, the disturbed Dobelle momentarily mistakes his own daughter for 

the spirit of his deceased wife whose portrait he addressed before as ‘Bice – la dolce guida.’42 

This brief confusion ultimately leads to the reassessment of Dobelle’s worldview and to the 

final reconciliation with his estranged daughter whom he now finally recognises as that ‘sweet 

guide Beatrice’ he invoked a minute ago. With that Dantesque parallel in mind, the progress 

of the play from Dobelle’s perspective can in fact be interpreted as a way from Hell through 

Purgatory to the edge of Paradise, as the symbolic new dawn promises certain hope.  

 

*  *  * 

 

It is evident that Johnston’s move from the experimental style to the more 

conventional, realistic form did not deter his search for innovative ways or his eclectic 

approach. Although The Moon works with the formal elements of the typical popular ‘Abbey 

play,’ the final outcome constitutes a rather challenging, well-made Shavian drama, enriched 

by traces of some of the techniques already used in Johnston’s experimental debut. Unlike 

The Old Lady where the message is conveyed mainly through expressive declamation in a 

quick-paced tempo, The Moon works within a carefully planned framework grounded in 

complex dialogue. This static conversational nature represents perhaps more viable form for a 

play that deals with the intricate issues of the new-born state coping with its violent legacy 

before it finally overreaches to more universal territory. 

                                                 
42  Johnston, Selected Plays, 168. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

By virtue of their subversive nature as well as their inner ambivalence, Denis 

Johnston’s first two plays The Old Lady Says ‘No!’ and The Moon in the Yellow River can be 

interpreted as reflections and manifestations of the critical period in Irish political and theatre 

history from which they emerged. The thematic concerns of both plays stem from the cultural 

and political climate of post-revolutionary Ireland in the 1920s. This historical context brings 

about the fundamental problem of the clash between dream and reality in connection with the 

establishment of Ireland as a new independent state. Since in this case the dream was fuelled 

by the highly theatrical, violent and in effect destructive nationalist mythology, Johnston aims 

his satire primarily at this historical burden and portrays it as anachronistic and dangerous in 

the context of the birth of a new modern state. The critical treatment nevertheless extends also 

to the shortcomings of the newly established regime, be it the pretentiousness and cultural 

sterility exposed in The Old Lady or the government attempting to suppress the violent 

opposition and to ensure the safety of progress and modernisation of the country by exercising 

more violence, thus creating the vicious circle of retribution, which is the problematic issue 

presented in The Moon. 

Johnston’s attitude indeed betrays certain ambiguity, especially when dealing with a 

character of a romantic rebel like Emmet or Blake, in which case Johnston displays both ‘an 

attraction to romantic excess’ yet also ‘determination to show how it cannot survive in this 

world.’1 Johnston’s sympathy for the dreamers and partial admiration of the romantic gesture 

is always checked by the essentially Shavian ‘scepticism of greatness, and a profound dislike 

of anything that savours of magic’2 and therefore, both The Old Lady and The Moon can be in 

                                                 
1  Thomas Kilroy, “The Moon in the Yellow River: Denis Johnston’s Shavianism,” Denis Johnston: A 

Retrospective, ed. Joseph Ronsley (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1981) 54. 
2  Denis Johnston, “George Bernard Shaw,” Irish Literary Portraits, ed. W. R. Rogers (London: British 

Broadcasting Corporation, 1972) 116. 
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the end described as ‘passionate entreaties to reason and clarity.’3 As Christopher Murray puts 

it, Johnston wanted in his plays ‘to show Ireland to herself; indeed he wanted to rub noses in 

the muck of facile mythologizing. He needed a forum where questions of identity and Irish 

politics could be forcibly put.’4  

It had been traditionally considered to be the role of the national theatre to provide 

such a forum. In the late 1920s, however, the Abbey gradually transformed from once ‘a 

challenging, controversial and often innovative stage into an authoritative, state-subsidised 

national institution’5 that had lost its critical edge and shunned the opportunity to present the 

national themes in an innovative manner. Johnston’s experimental dramatic debut, rejected by 

the Abbey and subsequently produced by the newly established Gate Theatre, then marks the 

critical point in history when the Irish theatre scene eventually and definitely split into two: 

the Abbey came to embody an officially national ideology presented in a conservative 

dramaturgy, while the Gate offered the progressive and challenging alternative.6 In the case of 

The Old Lady, the extent of innovation is clear as the politically subversive content is given a 

form that challenged the traditional country-cottage-kitchen realism of the ‘Abbey plays’ by 

drawing inspiration from the foreign avant-garde movements. However, The Moon, with 

which Johnston returned to the Abbey, constitutes a slightly different case, since Johnston 

skilfully adapted some of the techniques of the conservative Abbey-style to present a play that 

is no less challenging or subversive than The Old Lady. In this respect, Johnston’s early work 

was aptly summed by Micheál Mac Liammóir who pointed out that ‘to the Abbey [Johnston] 

gave The Moon in the Yellow River which artfully concealed a purely original attitude under a 

                                                 
3  Harold Ferrar, Denis Johnston’s Irish Theatre (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1973) 59. 
4  Christopher Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama. Mirror up to Nation (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 1997) 123. 
5  Ondřej Pilný, Irony and Identity in Modern Irish Drama (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2006) 71.  
6  Murray, Twentieth-Century Irish Drama., 140. 



- 90 - 

popular and easily understood convention in dramatic literature, but to the Gate he gave his 

Joycean firework display in The Old Lady Says “No”.’7 

It can be argued that The Old Lady and The Moon thus in a sense constitute 

‘companion plays.’ While they both concern themselves with similar themes and they both 

reflect the same definite point in Irish history, the dramatic styles each play exploits constitute 

polar opposites which, if compared, show one the full scale of Johnston’s ability to work 

successfully in an innovative manner with both experimental an traditional dramatic 

techniques. Neither of the plays offers a clear solution to the problems it deals with, nor does 

Johnston strive to propose a new definitive way to represent Irish issues on the stage. The Old 

Lady and The Moon can be seen as Johnston’s attempts to find, through the eclectic approach, 

his own dramatic voice as well as to employ all the forms of elastic art to delineate the 

complex issues of Irish politics and history. 

                                                 
7  Micheál Mac Liammóir, Theatre in Ireland, 2nd ed. (Dublin: Published for the Cultural Relations Committee 

of Ireland by C. O Lochlainn, 1964) 46. 
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