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Summary 

 

National stereotypes are probably as old as nations themselves and often mirror socio-

political relations and self-image of the nation creating them. Highly simplified and self-

sustaining, they tend to be stable, but can shift when driven by changes in the factors 

forming them. This is definitely the case of the Stage Irishman, the English vision of the 

Irish found in drama from the sixteenth to the end of the nineteenth century, and the 

changes it has gone through in history of Anglo-Irish relations. 

The creation of the Stage Irishman is usually connected with William Shakespeare 

and his Captain Macmorris, even though his role in Henry V is very small. The 

characteristics established by him include straightforward, brash and violent nature and 

great verbal energy. Emphasis is also placed on language, with the use of dialect and 

frequent oaths. The Captain’s literary descendants mostly follow the same pattern in 

occupation and character traits, with one exception to this being a sudden change from 

bravery to cowardice and back, probably related to Anglo-Irish relations at the time. 

In the eighteenth century, the two main types of the Stage Irish characters in 

English comedies are the valiant and braggardly soldier, following in the footsteps of 

Captain Macmoris, and the cunning servant, both comic characters. They speak in brogue 

with frequent Irish bulls and noteworthy is also their cuisine consisting mostly of potatoes, 

a character trait that will lose importance later. 

The nineteenth century moved the Stage Irishman into melodrama, the prominent 

genre of the time, and presented him in his native country. Even though this would make 

most of the cast Irish, a distinction was created between the romantic leads, usually higher 

class and almost English in appearance and speech, and the comic relief “Irish type” 

character. The “Paddy,” merging the soldier and the servant, was most commonly a low 

class, brogue-speaking, whiskey-drinking rogue. He could be stupid and violent or 
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cunning and loyal, but even the most heroic versions like the ones created by Dion 

Boucicault seem rather childlike in their behaviour. The change of setting also brought 

more Irish women on stage, as female versions of the male established characters (Nelly 

as the female loyal servant and Meg as the violent and drunk “Savage Celt” in 

Buckstone’s The Green Bushes) or as the colleen, the innocent and spirited “child of 

nature” often used by Dion Boucicalt. Irish setting also enabled to show more of what was 

perceived to be Irish custom on stage, emphasizing the exoticness of the setting, and Irish 

folk music, present already in Brave Irishman, became closely linked to the Stage Irish 

characters, often becoming a plot point like in The Shaughraun and The Green Bushes.  

At the turn of the century the voices challenging the Stage Irish stereotype grew 

louder. The Irish National Revival, championed by W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory, took 

abolishing the caricature from Irish stage as one of their central goals of their cultural 

nationalist agenda. The Irish Literary Theatre instead focused on Irish legendary past and 

on highly idealised Irish countryside. G. B. Shaw, originally asked to write a play for the 

Irish Literary Theatre, decided to approach the stereotype in a completely different way. 

Already in the first scene of John Bull’s Other Island, a perfect Stage Irishman is revealed 

as sham and Larry Doyle, an anti-Stage Irishman, is established as an authority. He then 

proceeds to entirely demolish most of the traits associated with the character and the 

romantised image of Ireland of melodrama, showing the harsh and bleak reality behind all 

of them.  

After this rejection and the changes brought by the twentieth century, the Stage 

Irishman disappeared from the main tradition to make place for new ways of 

representation. 

 

 


