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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

1.1 National Character and Stereotypes 

The idea of “national character,” as well as attempts to describe it, can be said to be as old 

as nations themselves and is still very popular as an easy shortcut to understanding or as a 

tool to maintaining self-esteem, either by projecting positive traits on one’s own nation or 

by making others into villains or targets of comedy. As Annelise Truninger says, “the 

political relationship between two nations may induce the writers to satirize the adversary; 

chauvinistic vanity may delight in caricaturing other nations; traditional commonplaces 

may exercise an influence.”1 National character is always a highly simplified concept, as it 

attempts to reduce the individual characters of all the people belonging to a nation as well 

as their culture and history to only a few personality or behavioural traits. Thus, all the 

descriptions of it would usually fall into the category of stereotypes, would be subject to 

similar ways of operation and perform similar functions. Just like stereotypes in general, 

ideas about the national character tend to be stable and rigid, but as they are strongly 

connected to the socio-political context and are usually affected by changes taking place 

within it. It is not unknown for a change in alliance to turn the perception of a national 

character and the stereotype representing it around completely. 

  The situation between the English and the Irish has been very complicated 

throughout history, with the political relationship changing but never equal. It is therefore 

no surprise it has given rise to a prominent stock character type, the Stage Irishman. 

Despite its name, this character is not exclusive only to drama and has appeared in novels 

and other kinds of fiction as well as in political cartoons. As Truninger notes, however, 

“drama is particularly hospitable for national characters, especially in comedies or comic 

scenes”2 and stage can be claimed to be able to hold such blatant stereotypes as many 

                                                           
1 Annelise Truninger, Paddy and the Paycock (Bern: A. Francke AG Verlag Bern, 1976) 7. 
2 Truninger 7. 
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other literary genres would not and the stereotyped Irish figure became so prominent and 

defined on stage, that stage became part of its designation.  

Hartl and Hartlová describe (social) stereotypes as “a collection of opinions about 

personal or physical characteristics of a whole group of people, allows fast processing and 

storing of information for the price of its distortion.”3 In literature, stereotypes can serve 

as “timesavers” regarding characterization, using a few traits to connect to a well-known 

concept (either to work or play with it, or to just make the work easier for both the author 

and the reader). This usually creates a stock character, defined by the Penguin Dictionary 

of Literary Terms and Literary Theory as “a recurrent type, like the miles gloriosus in 

Roman drama, the Bomolochos, or buffoon, in Greek Old Comedy (q-v.), the characters 

in commedia dell'arte (q.r,.) and the villain and heroine in melodrama (q.zr.).”4 Stock 

character is most usually flat, lacking character development or even much psychology 

and serves a specific role in the overall structure of the literary work.  

The efforts to define the Stage Irishman have been many, coming both from critics 

describing contemporary trends in drama to literary scholars writing about genres long out 

of use. Of the first type of descriptions, one definition that is often quoted in other works 

is that of Maurice Bourgeois, published in his book John Millington Synge and the Irish 

Theatre (1913), which focuses on the negative aspects of the stage figure. A roughly 

contemporary, but a more positive portrayal of the characteristics Irishman on stage was 

written by Jerome K. Jerome and published as a part of his Stage-land.5 These two 

definitions, attempting to summarize the basic character traits, appearance and dramatic 

role of the Stage Irishman, are the ones this work will draw on the most. 

Before analyzing the development of the Stage Irish stereotype and tracing its 

individual traits in various plays, it might be useful to have a look at the same 

                                                           
3 Pavel Hartl and Helena Hartlová, Velký psychologický slovník (Prague: Portál, 2010) 552. 
4 J. A. Cuddon, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (London 1999) 865. 
5 Jerome K. Jerome, Stage-land (New York: M. J. Ivers & Co) 117. 
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phenomenon in a much shorter text. The song “Finnegan’s Wake”, which originated in the 

1850s from the music hall tradition – the same time and area where the Stage Irish plays 

flourished – seems as a perfect example of the stereotype in a condensed form. (The full 

lyrics of the song are included in the appendixes) 

 Tim Finnegan, as we learn from the opening stanza, is a working class man (he 

“carried a hod”, probably meaning he was a bricklayer), he speaks with a brogue and, 

most importantly, he is a “tippler”, a drunkard. To compare with Jerome K. Jerome’s 

description: “He is very poor, but scrupulously honest. ... The Irishman ... is very fond of 

Whisky. Whisky is always in his thoughts – and often in other places belonging to him, 

besides.”6 

When his “love for the liquor” kills Tim Finnegan, his friends hold a wake, an 

exclusively Irish custom exotic to the English. The wake is definitely a part of the Stage 

Irish tradition and the similarities between the song and for example the wake scene in 

Dion Boucicault’s The Shaughraun are striking. In both cases the scene resembles more a 

joyful celebration with all the comforts belonging to it, in “Finnegan’s Wake “First she 

brought in tay and cake / then pipes, tobacco and whiskey punch” and in The Shaughraun 

the preparations are enough for Molineux to cry “‘In the name of Bedlam, does she 

propose to give a dance and supper-party in honour of the melancholy occasion?’”7 Biddy 

O'Brien's line from “Finnegan’s Wake” and the chorus “Why did ye die?” from The 

Shaughraun are almost identical. The conclusion of the song with Finnegan waking after 

whiskey spilling over him then mirrors Conn the Shaughraun emptying a jug of punch 

belonging to one of the mourners and all the other instances of an Irishman being alive at 

his own wake. The improper behaviour of those present at the funeral then underlines the 

comical aspects of this already comical scene.  

 The row, the “Shillelagh law” that takes over Finnegan’s wake, however brings 

                                                           
6 Jerome K. Jerome, Stage-land (New York: M. J. Ivers & Co) 121. 
7 Dion Bouciault, The Shaughraun (Gerrards Cross, Buck.: Colin Smythe, 1987) 311. 



 

 4 

the negative aspects of the Stage Irish stereotype into the song that is not present in the 

wake scene of The Shaughraun, the violent Wild Irish behaviour. While in “Finnegan’s 

Wake” it is definitely more comical than threatening, not inflicting any harm and 

effectively reviving Tim, the possibilities of a much darker view are definitely present 

here, especially as the fight is given comparatively big space in the lyrics. 

 Another aspect that can be taken from the song is the language, as it contains 

some phrases in dialect and exactly the same kind of Irish words – arrah, avourneen, 

bedad – that often found its way into the Stage Irish plays and served to make the Stage 

Irishman sound exotic. The usage of always the same Irish words was even commented on 

by Jerome K. Jerome in Stage-land, where he writes: “He says ‘Shure’ and ‘Bedad’ and in 

moments of exultation ‘Beghorra.’ This is all the Irish he knows.”8 

The traits seem to be all there and the stage figure is clear. The question however 

remains: where does this character come from and how has it changed from its first 

appearance until the time this song was written?  

 

1.2 Objectives and Structure 

The aim of this thesis is to trace the development of the Stage Irishman by the means of 

analysis of a few chosen plays by English and Irish playwrights, while keeping in sight the 

socio-political context of the works. The representation of the Irish on (at least at first) 

English stage was definitely influenced by both the roles in which the real Irish could be 

seen in England (probably leading to the popularity of e.g. Irish soldiers during the 

beginnings of the stereotype) and by political relations between the two countries (the 

nineteenth century representation of the Irish as essentially childlike or feminine and thus 

unable to rule themselves, justifying British control), which should show in the 

confrontation between the roles and character traits of the individual Stage Irish characters 

                                                           
8 Jerome, 117. 
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and the era which gave them birth.  

Chapter two details the origins of the stage figure, its first appearances on stage and 

early developments, with special attention given to William Shakespeare’s Henry V 

(1599). Captain MacMorris, the highly debated and only Irishman in the Shakespearean 

canon, is according to many critics the first appearance of a Stage Irish figure. Other plays 

which will form the focus of the chapter will be The Brave Irishman (1755) by Thomas 

Sheridan and The Rivals (1775) by Richard Brinsley Sheridan, which will show the 

development of the type of Irish soldier, which originated with MacMorris. 

The third chapter, titled The Nineteenth Century Stage Irishman, focuses on the 

golden age of the Stage Irish stereotype connected with the genre of melodrama. The 

change of scene from England to Ireland in the plays of John Baldwin Buckstone will be 

the first theme covered in this chapter on the example of Buckstone’s The Green Bushes 

(1845). The main focus of the chapter will then be Dion Boucicault, whose Irish 

melodramas The Shaughraun (1874) and The Colleen Bawn (1860) were immensely 

popular in both London and Dublin, possibly also due to the double nature of the Stage 

Irishman appearing in these plays. Apart from analysis of The Shaughraun, politics of the 

stereotype and of Boucicault’s melodramas will also be mentioned in the chapter. 

The fourth chapter will focus on the turn of the century debates and the end of the 

Stage Irishman in his traditional form. The Irish National Revival and the Abbey Theatre 

founded by W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory will be discussed together with their views on 

and reactions to the Stage Irishman. Great focus will be also on G. B. Shaw’s John Bull’s 

Other Island (1904), written for but rejected by the Abbey Theatre, and the way its 

subverts and demolishes almost all the characteristics of the Stage Irishman as well as the 

traditional Arnoldian dichotomy of the “emotional Celt” and the “rational Saxon”. 

The work will then conclude with a summary of the findings and of the development 

of the Stage Irish stereotype. 
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Chapter 2 Early Sightings of the Stage Irishman 

 

2.1 Creation of the Stage Figure: Shakespeare’s Captain MacMorris 

The Stage Irishman is said by most critics discussing the issue to have his roots in 

Shakespeare’s Henry V in the character of Captain MacMorris, who appears in the play 

together in a scene with Stage Welsh (Captain Fluellen) and Stage Scottish (Captain 

Jamy) figures. Despite the fact that he only has four lines in total in the whole play, he 

already shows some of the characteristics of the stereotype that will be developed later. To 

describe the type of the Irish soldier Captain MacMorris represents – and probably the real 

Irish soldiers of the Elizabethan era as well – G. C. Duggan used a quote from Jacques’ 

speech from As You Like It, which, despite not mentioning the Irish, seems to summarize 

the concept perfectly. 

Captain MacMorris is at first described as a “valiant gentleman” (3.3 12)1 by Gower 

and as an “ass” that “has no more directions in the true disciplines of the wars, look you – 

of the Roman disciplines – than is a puppy dog” (3.3 15) by Captain Fluellen. When he 

then appears on stage himself and starts speaking, in the few lines he has given he more or 

less confirms what has been said about him. 

The first thing to attract attention in his first rather pompous-sounding line is probably 

the captain’s constant oath-making. In one line only, there are four oaths and 

exclamations, and by word count phrases like “by Chrish law” or “by my hand I swear” 

amount to about one third of the whole speech. The rest of it is then highly repetitive, with 

the phrase “’tish ill done” appearing four times in a comparatively short speech. To 

compare, Maurice Bourgeois in his work John Millington Synge and the Irish Theatre 

states that the Stage Irishman “never fails to utter, by way of Hibernian seasoning, some 

                                                           
1  Line numbers in brackets taken from William Shakespeare, Henry V, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984. 
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wild screech or oath of Gaelic origin at every third word.”2 

Yet, his enthusiastic speech certainly has some effect and can even be said to be 

captivating in its flow. “It is no time to discourse, so Chrish save me: the day is hot, and 

the weather, and the wars, and the king, and the dukes: it is no time to discourse ... there is 

throats to be cut, and works to be done; and there ish nothing done, so Chrish sa’ me law.” 

(3.3 48) The foundation of specific effect of the Stage Irish language and speech, full of 

energy, clever and crafty and yet silly, often inappropriate and funny, is already present 

here. 

Also, another of the traditional Stage Irish traits appears here as a part of his character, 

namely the willingness of the Irish to fight at any time. Captain MacMorris is dissatisfied 

by the signal to retreat or any other delay (“The town is beseeched, and the trumpet call us 

to the breach; and we talk, and, be Chrish, do nothing: ‘tis shame for us all: so God sa’ 

me, ‘tis shame to stand still” (3.3 50)) and in a boisterous fashion states that he “would 

have blowed up the town ... in an hour.” (3.3 34) The actual words and images he employs 

when he speaks about the fight (“there is throats to be cut” (3.3 54) or “I will cut off your 

head” (3.3 73) when he wants to fight with Fluellen only a while later) then suggest 

certain bloodthirstiness, which can already hint at the darker qualities associated with the 

“wild Irish.” When his nation is then mentioned by Captain Fluellen, the proud Irishman 

immediately explodes: “Of my nation! What ish my nation? Ish a villain, and a bastard, 

and a knave, and a rascal. What ish my nation? Who talks of my nation?” (3.3. 63) To 

understand this outburst it may be useful to mention at least shortly the relevant historical 

context of both Shakespeare’s and time and that of Henry V. 

In the Elizabethan era great English colonization of Ireland was in progress, which 

meant a strong clash of the two cultures. The term “the wild Irish” was in frequent use to 

describe the “barbarous” population beyond the English Pale, which the “civilized” 

                                                           
2 Bourgeois, John Millington Synge and the Irish Theatre, in G. C. Duggan, The Stage Irishman (New York: 

Benjamin Bloom,1969) 288. 
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English were claiming to cultivate. G. C. Duggan compares the situation of the Irish Hugh 

O’Neill when he visited Queen Elizabeth with that of the Indian Princess Pocahontas and 

notes that already in the year 1422 the Irish were connected with “manslaughters, 

murders, felonies, rapes, robberies, riots and other misdeeds”3 and that in Elizabeth’s time, 

most of the Irish present in England were “pedlars and beggars, consorting with gipsies 

and wandering riff-raff.”4  

From around the era of Henry V himself, the English monarch that was the most active 

in Ireland was Richard II, who fought two wars there against the Gaelic Irish before he 

was replaced by Henry’s father Henry IV. As the war in France was renewed under Henry 

V and more money was needed, the English Pale was forced more and more into debt and 

as even the English inhabitants of the Pale started losing faith in the crown and had to 

communicate with the “wild” Gaelic Irish beyond the borders of the Pale, a rift was being 

created between them and their mother country. All this may give some idea of what the 

insults could have been referring to. The question about the exact meaning however stays. 

The “What ish my nation?” line is quoted very often in Irish studies and interpreted to 

various conclusions. Annelise Trunninger reads it as the Captain reviling and denouncing 

his own country and claims that “it was probably put in to please the audience, above all 

the queen, who had devoted so much effort to conquering the neighbouring island.”5 Other 

readings include the soldier’s pride and unwillingness to listen to (more?) critique from 

foreigners, knowing far too well the usual image of Ireland in England, or unwillingness 

to accept Captain Fluellen speaking about “his nation” from the outside perspective, as the 

editor of Gary Taylor, the editor of the Oxford edition of Henry V, quotes Philip Edwards, 

“What is this separate race you’re implying by using the phrase “your nation”? Who are 

you, a Welshman, to talk of the Irish as though they were a separate nation from you?”6 

                                                           
3  G. C. Duggan, The Stage Irishman (New York: Benjamin Bloom. 1969) 166. 
4  Duggan 166. 
5 Truninger 27. 
6  Shakespeare 169. 
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Yet other critics focus instead on the question “What ish my nation?” and read it as early 

questioning of the Irish national identity.  

To add a few closing remarks after the Irishman himself has gone, Captain MacMorris 

speaks in what appears to be dialect or at least with Irish accent. This trait he shares with 

his fellow stage figures, captains Fluellen and Jamy, who also speak with exaggerated 

accents of their countries. The practice of deploying accents or dialects is mostly unusual 

for Shakespeare, who apart from a few specific cases deploys more the distinction 

between verse and prose to distinguish characters than the one between accents and 

variants of English. Dialect was obviously a strong distinguishing mark of an Irish person 

both in reality and on stage and the brogue will follow the Stage Irishman throughout his 

whole history.  

The last note on Shakespeare’s only Irishman should concern the Captain’s name. 

Gary Taylor notes that “Mac was notorious as a prefix for Irish names”7 and therefore 

served probably the same function as the prefix O’, which can be found in the names of 

many later Stage Irish figures, even though now Mac is associated more strongly with 

Scotland than Ireland. 

 

2.2 From Soldier to Servant: Developing the Stereotype 

According to Duggan that the next two incarnations of the Irish soldier in English drama, 

Captain George Browne from anonymous play A Warning for Faire Women(1599) and 

Captain Val Whit from Ben Johnson’s Bartolomew Fair (1614) (who is not declared an 

Irishman, but speaks with a brogue similar to that of contemporary depictions of the Irish) 

are both characters of disputable morals and reputation at the very best Whit is, however, 

described by Duggan as “an amusing rascal” and both of these Captains  possess great 

passion and energy which makes them more than straightforward villains. C. G. Duggan 

                                                           
7  Shakespeare 165 
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however notes, that before the Restoration period “the art of drama had not yet ceased to 

be a living force” and dramatists took their inspiration from life around them rather than 

other literature. The manners, clothing and occupations of the Irishmen on stage of this 

time may have been taken at least partly from real figures walking the streets of many 

English towns, as Truninger details in her study. Duggan therefore puts the creation of the 

real stereotype after the Restoration period, when the technique of writing plays changed. 

The Royal Voyage, a play by anonymous author acted in 1689 -- at the time of Orange 

War -- and set in Ireland during the time of the revolution of 1641, is the first one in 

which Irish soldiers become cowardly braggarts instead of the valiant, if too eager soldiers 

like Captain MacMorris or even George Browne or Val Whit. The play itself “has 

obviously been compiled by a biased author,”8 as Truninger states, and apart from 

cowardice it gives overall only the worst barbaric qualities to the Irish. A very similar 

picture can be seen in The Royal Flight (1690), but this play views the newly acquired 

cowardice of the Irish with more humour and already seems to stress their wit as well as 

language and diet, as is shown in the reply to the question if Teague (an Irishman) can 

hold a town, quoted by Truninger: “But if no Enemy appear before the town – [...] I will 

hold out your Majesties Town as long as Nestor liv'd.”9 

With the change in the political situation and many Irish soldiers -- the so-called 

“Wild Geese” -- fighting valiantly for England overseas, the cowardly Irish changed once 

more into a picture very similar to Shakespeare’s valiant Captain MacMorris. Outside, the 

Irish major from Charles Shadwell's The Humours of the Army (1713), draws on the 

tradition set by Shakespeare already in the situation of conversation between an Irishman, 

a Welshman and a Scotsman as well as the major's character. He is a courageous and 

trustworthy soldier and is proud of his nationality and home country. Still he is a comical 

figure playing only a small part and speaks in a conventional way for a Stage Irishman, 

                                                           
8 Truninger 27. 
9
 Truninger 28. 
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with almost every second word he utters being an oath and committing numerous bulls 

and verbal riddles. 

One of the important plays concerning the development of the Stage Irish figure, often 

called a turning point in its history, is The Brave Irishman (1755) by Thomas Sheridan, as 

“for the first time an Irishman is the principal character in a play.”10 Still a comical figure 

for his dress, manners and especially his way of speaking, Sheridan’s Captain O’Blunder 

already contradicts some of the popular stereotypes held by other characters in the play, 

becomes an ultimately likeable character and emerges victorious at the end. 

The Captain is from the beginning presented as exotic and strange and bears most of 

the traditional Stage Irish traits that have emerged so far in the stereotype’s development. 

An emphasis is put on his outward appearance and clothes, which was usual for 

description of the Irish in the eighteenth century, even though “the Irish trousers and short 

jacket have been replaced by ordinary clothes, which are, however of a slightly older 

fashion than the current London style and therefore produce the required comic effect.”11 

To complete his costume, O’Blunder also “wears a great long sword, which he calls his 

sweet-lips” (4)12, tying into his military role and, more importantly, “carries a large oaken 

cudgel, which he calls his shillela,” (5) and is more than ready to threaten to use it. (“By 

my shoul, if I take my shillela to you, I’ll make you skip like dead a salmon,” (7)) This is 

one of the first appearances of what will become one of the symbols of Irishness and 

typical props of the Stage Irish figures from now on, later more often with the spelling 

“shillelagh.” 

Another important “outward” characteristic of O’Blunder is his love for eating, 

mentioned numerous time throughout the play, even being one of his defining features 

before his first appearance on stage. Together with quantity, he seems to be connected 

                                                           
10 Truninger 36. 
11 Truninger, 35. 
12 Page numbers in brackets refer to Thomas Sheridan, The Brave Irishman (Edinburgh 1755). 
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with specific cuisine, especially potatoes. This is a trait not so commonly found in later 

appearances of the stage Irish character. According to Trunninger, “in the eighteenth 

century references to the Irishman’s diet grow scantier and finally only his preference for 

whiskey is mentioned at all”13 

One of the Stage Irish traits that stay very central to the Stage Irish figure is the 

Captain’s speech. The use of oaths is not as strong as that of his predecessor Captain 

Macmorris, but it is clearly here. Just like Macmorris he also clearly loves speaking and 

does so often and with great flair and energy. To fulfil his comical role as an Irishman of 

18th century drama should, O’Blunder is very true to his name and makes many blunders 

and “Irish bulls” (such as “Don’t you remember that I left an empty hogshead half full of 

oats there?” (6), “When I awake in the morning I find myself fast asleep” (15) or “I’ll take 

her stark naked, without a penny of money in her pocket, but the cloaths upon her back.” 

(25)) Truninger notes that “apart from the common Irish oaths and a few Gaelic words, 

O’Blunder speaks standard English,” brogue as a typical Irish distinguishing mark is 

however discussed in the play when Sconce (to mock O’Blunder) remarks “An Irishman! 

Sir, I should not suspect that, you have not the least bit of the brogue about you.” In the 

Captain’s response (“No, my dear, I always wear shoes, only not and then when I have 

boots on.” (7)) This is also a reference to the original meaning of the word referring to 

Irish footwear called “brog” (possibly extended to mean something like “speak as if there 

was a boot in someone’s mouth”) 

Also connected to speech are the songs the Captain is often shown singing to himself 

(for the first time already in his establishing scene when he first appears on stage). A 

minor character trait here, the songs will reappear later and, supported by the genre of 

melodrama, become an important part of the Stage Irish character and in plays like The 

Shaughraun and The Green Bushes even gain plot significance. 

                                                           
13 Truninger 16. 
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He is represented as credulous and easily tricked (if valiant and able to get even when 

he wants), but at the same time, most of the negative aspects of the stereotype, while often 

mentioned, are limited mostly to prejudices of other characters of the play (especially 

Ragou, Captain’s French rival, who calls him “de Teague, de vile Irishman--de potato 

face”, accuses him of smelling of potatoes and wants him to “go to his own Hotontot 

contre,” 12) and are often proven wrong. Sconce’s description of O’Blunder as “the 

greatest of all cowards” who “would not fight a cat” (12) is again clearly meant to 

persuade Ragou to stand up against him, even though it may reflect the cowardly soldiers 

of earlier plays. The Captain’s French rival probably wouldn’t have accepted the idea so 

easily (as he is an actual coward himself) had there not been a popular picture established 

already. However, as the title of the play already states and as the Captain proves shortly 

after this description of him is uttered, the Captain disproves this description and emerges 

valiant and victorious. 

Overall, the Irish O’Blunder stands far above his rivals, the English Cheatwell and 

French Ragou, as Tradewell states clearly in the play (“I cannot find any one comes up to 

your Irish lover, either for birth, fortune or character.” (23)) His generosity to Cheatwell, 

despite the trick he tried to play on O’Blunder, is then strongly contrasted with Lucy’s 

other two suitors, who are attracted only by her money. Because of this all, Truninger 

even claims that “Thomas Sheridan, like George Bernard Shaw more than a hundred and 

fifty years later, seems to ridicule the English rather than the Irish by showing them how 

completely unreflected their views are.”14 

Richard Brinsley Sheridan, Thomas Sheridan’s son, definitely followed in the 

footsteps of his father and sir Lucius O’Trigger from his play The Rivals seems to be a 

direct descendant of O’Blunder, even though he does not have the central position of his 

predecessor and stays only a minor character. It must also be noted that O’Trigger is not a 

                                                           
14 Truninger, 35. 
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soldier and even dislikes them and does not understand the charm uniforms have for 

young ladies. (“Upon my conscience, these officers are always in one’s way in love-

affairs. ... And I wonder, too, what it is the ladies can see in them to be so fond of them” 

(137)15) 

O’Trigger is again shown as credulous, convinced he was courting young Miss Lydia 

instead of her aunt by the cunning chambermaid, and easily impressed, as the scene of him 

reading Mrs Malaprop’s love letter clearly shows. Despite the letter being full of words 

used wrong, O’Trigger still calls its author (the person who gave the name to the term 

“malapropism”) “a great mistress of language” and “the queen of the dictionary.” (89) 

Just like his predecessor O’Blunder, Sir Lucius is honest, which contrasts to the 

plotting of the two romantic leads, Captain Absolute and Faulkland. This honesty is 

probably the best expressed when he says that “I am so poor that I can’t afford to do a 

dirty action. If I did not want money, I’d steal your mistress and her fortune with a great 

deal of pleasure.” (90) When he loses all his hopes at the end of the play, he stays a 

gentleman and -- just like O’Blunder after his victory -- shows great generosity, as his 

parting words are wish for happiness of others: “Come, now, I hope there is no dissatisfied 

person, but what is content; for as I have been disappointed myself, it will be very hard if I 

have not the satisfaction of seeing other people succeed better.” (168) 

At first, Sir O’Trigger seems to be impulsive and possessing the Irish quick temper. 

He is seen taking liberties when he kisses Lydia’s maid Lucy and when told of the 

situation of Bob Acres, his immediate response is for his friend to fight his rival, even 

before he hears any details. This seems to signal an eagerness to fight, especially as the 

O’Trigger himself plans a dual to avenge the honour of Ireland against “a gay captain 

here, who put a jest on me lately, at the expense of my country” (119) and later can be 

seen trying to pick a quarrel with Captain Absolute. However, when Acres is persuaded to 

                                                           
15 Page numbers in brackets refer to Richard Brinsley Sheridan, The Rivals (London: A&C Black Publishers 
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fight his rival and seems rather bloodthirsty himself, it is Sir Lucius who stays a perfect 

gentleman, tells the now impassioned Acres that “there must be no passion at all in the 

case. These things must always be done civilly.” (117) Still, even though he is more 

polished than his predecessors, he is still the most willing to fight out of all the gentlemen 

in the play, his bravery and matter-of-fact attitude concerning duels making the English 

characters look almost comical. 

In line with his gentlemanly airs, he does not speak with a brogue and commit the 

usual linguistic blunders and the usage of comically improper language is instead 

transferred to Mrs Malaprop. Thus, the only feature of the usual Stage Irish speech seems 

to be the passionate and highly persuasive rhetoric, the most visible in the scene in which 

he persuades Bob Acres to fight a duel. As Acres himself put it in the next scene, “if you 

had heard Sir Lucius! Od’s sparks and flames, he would have roused your valour.” (119) 

Another interesting point in the discussion of The Rivals is its reception. Duggan notes 

that the play and the portrayal of Sir Lucius was originally rejected as “a travesty of 

national characteristics,”16 too negative a portrayal of Irishness. Annelise Truninger writes 

that the character was originally “a rather base and rascally fortune-hunter” and that 

Sheridan “altered the play considerably”17 because of the poor reception of the first 

version. In the preface to the revised version the Sheridan then denies any intention to 

portray a national character, must less to insult any nation: “It is not without pleasure that 

I catch at an opportunity of justifying myself from the charge of intending any national 

reflection in the character of Sir Lucius O’Trigger. If any gentleman opposed the piece 

from that idea, I thank them sincerely for their opposition.” (36) 

At the same time another stock Irish character was developing in English plays, 

namely the Irish footman or servant. This traditional occupation definitely comes from 

reality and the kind off work the usually poor Irish immigrants were forced into. On stage 
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the Irish footman can then be seen as an incarnation of the cunning servant from ancient 

Greek and Roman comedies just as the Irish soldier has some traces of the Miles 

Gloriosus about him. 

Truninger connects the origin of this type of the Stage Irishman with the Thomas 

Dekker’s play The Honest Whore (Part II, 1604) and the character of Bryan. He is fiercely 

loyal to his master whom he loves, but his behaviour towards him is more familiar than 

respectful, as will become a custom with this type of character, making him almost into a 

companion of the master rather than a servant. Bryan speaks with brogue with many 

Gaelic oaths and lapses into his native Gaelic when possessed by strong emotions.  

After the Restoration then comes Teg in Sir Robert Howard's The Committee (1665). 

A loyal servant just like Bryan, he is also cunning, an “amiable dupe”18, as Truninger calls 

him, and one of the first to use the famous “Irish bulls”, which will become one of the 

future Stage Irish characteristics and favourite sources of comedy. During the course of 

the play Teg commits many mistakes, but is able to use his wit to avoid consequences of 

them and therefore can be seen as both a fool and a clever man at the same time. 

The boisterous and amiable soldier of fortune and the loyal and cunning servant seem 

to be later merged into one stage character, usually lower class servant, the brogue-

speaking and joke-making comic relief of nineteenth century melodramas. 
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 17 

Chapter 3 The Nineteenth Century Stage Irishman 

 

3.1 Irishman at Home: J. B. Buckstone and the Change of Scene 

The nineteenth century saw another important innovation – Ireland was becoming a 

popular setting for plays, presenting the Stage Irish figures in their natural surroundings as 

well as giving a romantic backdrop to the stories on the popular stage. 

 Shifting the scene and presenting the Irishman “in his native habitat” had many 

advantages. By showing not only the people (or single person, as was usually the case) but 

also the landscape and the native customs of the land, it was possible to show more of the 

perceived “national character.” “Distant” setting also allows for greater romanticizing of 

both the landscape and the story, which became very important with the rise of the genre 

of melodrama, while the relative exoticness of Ireland and the comic characters definitely 

served at least partly to attract audience. As Maureen Waters puts it: “It was, after all, the 

heyday of melodrama when audiences expected fast moving plots, sensational rescue 

scenes, recognizable heroes and villains, pretty and virtuous women, as well as songs and 

dances, jokes and buffoonery to enliven the performance. The Irish background and 

character types were fitted to conventional formulas.”1 

When the whole play takes place in England with one Irish character providing 

comic relief, it is easy to give this character all the Stage Irish traits and make him (as this 

character is usually male, with Irishwomen starting to appear mostly after the shift of 

scene) a walking stereotype. When, however, the action is placed in Ireland, the situation 

is quite different, since if the dramatist would follow the same logic, he would have to do 

this to almost all the characters in his play. The usual solution to this problem was to make 

some of them “more Irish than others” and to give the bulk of the Stage Irish traits only to 

the “comical” characters and make the serious dramatic leads appear almost English, 
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regardless of their real place of birth. This distinction can for example be seen when a 

critics of the Times writing in 1860 about one of Boucicault’s plays to limit the use of 

brogue only for “those personages who stand as types of Irish character.”2 Convenient 

dramatic tool as it is, it can also have some ground in the class structure of Ireland, with 

the difference between the Anglo-Irish gentry and the lower classes, who might still have 

Gaelic as their first language and thus be even justified in committing Irish bulls. 

Even though the most well-known playwright of the nineteenth century dealing with 

the Stage Irish stereotype is without doubt Dion Boucicault, John Buckstone and his play 

The Green Bushes is also worthy of attention as one those starting the trend of Irish setting 

and also as one of melodramas showing the villainous Stage Irishman, as opposed to 

Boucicault’s later incarnations of the figure.  

The plot of The Green Bushes seems melodramatic enough: Connor O’Kennedy is 

wanted by the English government for enlistment of men for the Irish Brigade. His brother 

George wants his estate, which would be forfeited in case of Connor’s arrest, and for this 

reason he, together with Wild Murtogh, makes a plan. Connor is to be frightened away, 

and George plans to later also get rid of his wife and small daughter. The plan works and 

Connor is forced to flee to America, where he wins the love of Miami, a half Indian 

huntress. His quiet life there is however broken when his loving wife Geraldine appears, 

Miami in jealous rage shoots Connor for his falsehood and then vows for atone for the 

murder. Both women get back to Ireland, where Miami -- who has by then claimed the 

inheritance of her father, a French nobleman -- discovers Connor’s daughter, little 

Eveleen, hidden away by Murtogh to help George in his schemes, and takes her with her. 

Meanwhile, Nelly, Geraldine’s foster sister, is searching for the lost child and George 

becomes threatened by Murtogh’s violent tendencies. Eventually all are brought together 

when Eveleen recognizes Nelly’s voice, Geraldine is taken to her, Connor’s estate 
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restored to ease George’s conscience, Murtogh is seized and Miami, having fulfilled her 

atonement, dies. 

The way the Irish setting is alternated with America in The Green Bushes helps 

emphasise the exoticness of Irish setting. As Duggan writes, “the implications are clear 

enough: both countries are perceived as exotic to the English eye, and both are exploited 

for their value as entertainment. Wild Murtogh has a curious parallel in the woman 

Miami, who is of Indian blood and comes, of course, to a tragic end much like Cora in The 

Last of the Mohicans.”3 

 The opening scene of The Green Bushes sets the events firmly in Ireland, using many 

of the popular features of the culture to make the scene instantly recognizable. The “Irish 

fair” made of ragged tents makes the people present seem both poor and eager to enjoy 

life. Drink is shown as crucial to the fair and supposedly to other aspects of local life as 

well, as the largest tent and the most prominent place is stated to belong to “Paddy Kelly, 

Dealer in all sorts of Liquors.” (7)4 The peasants are described as being “armed with 

Shilelahs,” (7) which were by this point strongly connected with Irishness and particularly 

Irish violence.  

This is especially visible in Wild Murtogh, a Stage Irishman directly out of the 

description Maurice Bourgeois published in his John Millington Synge and the Irish 

Theatre. Murtogh is described by Maureen Waters as “a comical villain”5, violent and full 

of pretensions rather than witty, and can be said to represent the dark side of the Stage 

Irish stereotype. From his first appearance, Wild Murtogh does justice to his name 

(probably alluding to the “Wild Irish”, a term which has been in circulation since the 

Elizabethan times) and is very eager to fight. First he taunts the onlookers and dares them 

to fight with him (“Tare an owns, who’ll tread on the tail of my coat? Who’ll do me the 
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favour to put their ugly forefoot on it?” (8)) and when Paddy Kelly intervenes, Murtogh is 

clearly disappointed and starts thinking about a different way: “Tunder and turf, what’ll I 

do for a fight, what’ll I do?” (8) Paddy Kelly himself, however, is more than willing to 

fight with Murtogh after he is seen cheating and soon enough there is a general battle, 

showing that violence is inherent not only to the villains, but to the general Irish 

population: “the row begins – Shilelahs are flourishing in all directions.” (14) The perfect 

image of the wild, fighting Irish. 

After Act Two taking place in America, in Act Three the curtain rises on pair of 

Irish peasants, who in some ways resemble Wild Murtogh and seem to be perfect 

examples of what Mary Trotter calls the “Savage Celt” (which she connects with the 

threat of Fenianism and the change in perception of the Irish connected to it). One of their 

defining traits appears to be laziness (especially for Dennis), they also both seem to lack 

empathy or any polish of “proper civilization.” Especially Meg fits Trotter’s description of 

the female Savage Celt as “dirty, potentially violent, and possibly drunk”6 perfectly when 

she first threatens the child Eveleen with violence (“Run now or I’ll break every bone in 

your fine white and tinder quality skin,” (39)) and later actually hits her. The fact that she 

sends the chid to fetch liquor for her also implies that she is a drunk. Both Meg and 

Dennis speak in brogue, as befits Irish low-class comical characters, and also occasionally 

make Irish bulls. (“When the gentleman showed us the fore front of his back,” 39) 

The Savage Celt is the dark brother of the comical Paddy in that they both require 

British control, but, as Mary Trotter notes, “although the docile Paddy can be civilized by 

English cultural values, the beastlike Savage Celt must be forcibly restrained or killed.”7 

The impossibility of civilising the violent Savage Celt can be seen in Wild Murtogh, who, 

even after he starts dressing like a gentleman, is still called “‘The ignorant ruffian’ and 

‘The savage’” (44) and is not able to suppress or hide his real nature: “(he attempts to 
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walk in a stately manner, then gives a skip) Och! tunder and turf, if I could but get up a 

fight now -- Whoo!” (48) Even George is not able to control his servant and tool. (“That 

fellow’s insolence has become intolerable – how can I shake him off?” (48)) 

Shifting of the scene to Ireland also made Irish women appear more often on stage, 

both on the positive (Nelly) and negative (Meg) side of the spectrum of the stereotype. 

Buckstone’s Nelly seems to be a female version of the loyal Irish servant, with the class 

difference between her and Geraldine, her “sister”, made obvious by their language -- 

while the high-class tragic heroine Geraldine speaks with a rather high style of perfect 

English, Nelly has the Irish brogue with an occasional Gaelic phrase (“Och, Mavourneen! 

Och! cush la machree! Oh! the powers!” (60)) Like the male incarnations of the Stage 

Irishman, she at least at the beginning of the play seems to be easily tricked by Wild 

Murtogh and she is strongly connected to all the traditional songs that she knows and 

teaches little Eveleen. Her main defining characteristic then seems to be her loyalty to 

Geraldine and her family, especially the child, little Eveleen, who she is sworn to protect 

and who she desperately tries to find after she is abducted.  

 

3.2 Subversions and Reconstruction: Boucicault’s Loveable Rogues 

Probably the most well-known and influential nineteenth century author dealing with the 

Stage Irish stereotype was Dion Boucicalt, who included this figure in all his Irish dramas. 

As Mary Trotter in Ireland’s National Theatres notes: 

 

Boucicault had a profound influence on the idea of the stage Irishman for several reasons. 

His plays were internationally popular, played at all levels of the professional and amateur 

circuits, and therefore were integral to defining the Irish in the empire’s theatrical 

imagination. Also, Boucicault’s Irish dramas – The Coleen Bawn, The Shaughraun, and 

Arrah-na-Pogue, – were admired in both England and Ireland, but for different reasons, as 
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the traits of the characters and thematics of the plot were interpreted differently in each 

country.8 

 

Boucicalt took the Stage Irishman as a popular character and thus a useful tool in his 

plays, but he changed many of the attributes associated with him. The reaction to his 

changes was summarized by Elizabeth Butler Cullingford in the quote “English dramatists 

created the drunken, stupid, and violent Stage Irishman; the Irish dramatist Dion 

Boucicault reinvented him as drunken, clever and charming; and Irish critics have been 

suspicious ever since.”9 While Boucicault himself claimed he was working against the 

stereotype, many critics blamed him with spreading it even further, an offence that could 

be seen as worse by the fact that his plays were very popular both in London and Dublin. 

One of his most-loved Stage Irish characters was Conn the Shaughraun, Stage 

Irishman promoted to the most active and exciting, as well as the titular, character in his 

play. He is a constantly drunk peasant and a rogue who “nivir did a honest day’s work in 

his life – but dhrinkin’, an fishin’, an’ shootin’, an’ sportin’, and love-makin’”10 (271), but 

instead of being stupid as belonged to the “classical version” of the stereotype, Conn is 

amazingly clever, enough to save his master first from Australia (with even getting there 

without a penny in his pocket being an amazing feat) and later from a local jail, heroic and 

immensely loyal to Robert Ffolliott throughout the whole play.  

When he first appears on stage in Scene Three, after being alluded to in the previous 

ones, he immediately captures the audience with the energy of his speech, as other 

incarnations of the Stage Irishman have done before, and the audience can not help but 

sympathise with his escapades as he describes them or the excuses he makes for his heavy 

drinking. When he claims to be innocent, he seems rather childlike, a useful way of 
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presenting the Irish for establishing England’s superiority over them.  

As the Shaughraun is “the soul of every fair, the life of every funeral, the first fiddle 

at all weddings and patterns” (258), as the dramatis personae list put it, it is no surprise 

that he is strongly connected with Irish folk songs, which seem to be deeply ingrained in 

the Stage Irish character. As Nelly from The Green Bushes before him, Conn is even able 

to use these songs to communicate when he can’t use words. 

 

That’s the way the masther knew I was waiting on him. He guessed what I was at, for 

when I struck up ‘Where’s the slave’, he answered inside with ‘My lodging is on the 

cowld ground’; then when I made Tatthers dance to ‘Tell me the sorrow in your heart’ – 

till I thought they’d have died wid the fun – he sung back ‘The girl I left behind me’, 

mainin’ yourself, Miss Arte, an’ I purtended that the tears runnin’ down my nose was with 

the laffin’. (288) 

 

He still has the traditional comical lines, the Irish bulls, (CLAIRE [about a letter]: “It 

is in pencil” CONN (to MRS O’KELLY): “I told you it wasn’t in English” (298) for 

instance), but the scales are definitely shifted and there is no denying that Conn is cunning 

and instead of being manipulated he is the manipulator himself. Despite being portrayed 

as a mischievous trickster, Conn is also extremely heroic, saving Robert when he draws 

the attention of the police away from him, and later taking active part in the fight during 

the play’s finale. 

The wake is another scene that is almost necessary in Ireland and is presented here 

with everything that belongs to it: the keeners and wail as well as the feast and drinking. It 

is made even more comical by Conn being alive and the audience knowing it, and the 

English Captain Molineux further highlighting the exoticness of the custom. (“In the name 

of Bedlam does she propose to give a dance and a supper party in honour of the 
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melancholy occasion? … What a compound! You Irish do mix up your --” (311)) 

Boucicault’s plays also offer another view of Irish women and the character type 

that Mary Trotter calls the Colleen, “closer to the soubrette than the ingenue, with a 

coquettish sexuality seething beneath her fiery temper and quick wit.”11 Claire from 

Shaughraun is from the beginning shown as spirited, teasing the English Molineux and 

later it even appears she would have been a better Fenian than her brother, falsely accused 

of it. (When Robert is found she says “Oh, I wish I was a man, I wouldn’t give him up 

without a fight!” (279) and later, when Father Dolan refuses to agree to violence to help 

him, Claire argues that “’Tis the shortest way out!” (288)) The sexual energy present 

between Claire and Molineux are also, as Mary Trotter notes, one of the ways to disarm 

the potentially dangerous political questions arising from the play: “The rhetoric of the 

ingenue, the Colleen, and the bare leg were more easily read by the melodramatic theatre 

audience than discussions of language and imperialism.”12 

The Shaughraun in the character of Claire Ffolliott also partly rejects the stereotypes 

it is built upon. When Captain Molineux, who represents the English gaze on Ireland and 

can be to some extent said to stand for the audience in London, constantly speaks about 

“your Irish names”, “the Irish extravagance” or simply about “you Irish” and about the 

“infernal” or “extraordinary country” and simplifies Irishness to few qualities and strange 

quirks marking the Irish as puzzling and indecipherable at the same time, Claire expresses 

her refusal of this simplification bluntly when she simply declares “I won’t be called ‘You 

Irish’” (311). Even though Conn the Shaughraun and therefore the whole play is strongly 

grounded in the Stage Irish tradition and while subverting it also uses it to its advantage, 

Claire’s refusal signifies a change in its perception. 

How successful Boucicault’s reconstruction of the stereotype was can clearly be 

seen in Jerome K. Jerome’s description published in the Stage-land:  
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He is always cheerful and always good. We never knew a bad Irishman on the stage. 

Sometimes a stage Irishman seems to be a bad man – such as the “agent” or the 

“informer” – but in these cases it invariably turns out in the end that this man was all 

along a Scotchman, and thus what had been a mystery becomes clear and explicable.13 

 

In the nineteenth century, the figure of the Stage Irishman was firmly integrated 

into the established structures of the popular melodrama and thus further cemented his 

role on stage. The usual form of this comic relief character was a lower class, brogue-

speaking, whiskey-drinking rogue, often with debatable morals and dubious means of 

support. He could be violent and dangerous (“the Savage Celt”) or loyal and childlike, but 

generally in need of guidance, a sight well fitting into the colonial relationship between 

England and Ireland. 

Dion Boucicault, aiming for success both in London and Dublin, managed to shift 

the established trope, subverting it and adhering to it at the same time by carefully 

avoiding potential political pitfalls and creating double meanings of his plays, making it 

even easier for audience to enjoy his plays in London, Dublin and New York. The Stage 

Irishman was reinvented as very clever and extremely heroic (indeed much more so than 

the hero of the plays, as well as more active). He may still be a rogue, but he is charming 

and generally has a good reason for his questionable behaviour (Myles-na-Coppaleen in 

The Coleen Bawn is heartbroken and pines for Eily, Conn the Shaughraun and his 

poaching is the only way Arte O’Neill and Claire Ffolliott can survive.) The Savage Celt 

still appears in Boucicault’s work as a villain (Danny Mann in The Collen Bawn), but the 

focus is clearly on the heroic loveable rogue.  

The shift towards the romantic or exotic Ireland as the setting also brought 
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Irishwomen (very uncommon before this) on the stage. Buckstone’s The Green Bushes 

shows both the positive and the negative picture of the Irishwoman. Boucicault then 

prominently uses the character type of the colleen, the innocent but spirited “child of 

nature” and fits it to the framework of the melodrama (Claire in The Shaughraun, Eily in 

The Coleen Bawn). 
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Chapter 4 Turn of the Century Debates 

 

4.1 Cultural Nationalism: W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory and Irish Literary Theatre 

At the break of the twentieth century, the Irish were searching for their own identity and 

ways to express it. The political and economical sphere was still mostly dominated by the 

English and many of the Irish nationalists were instead turning to culture and specifically 

the arts to address the people and spread their ideas. As Mary Trotter points out, these 

cultural nationalists formed many groups differing in both goals and methods, from céilí 

dances and amateur performances to established professional theatres’ attempts to reclaim 

the English-dominated genre of melodrama for sentimental plays about Irish revolutionary 

heroes. The Irish Literary Theatre, founded by W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory, however 

occupies a special place between all the diverse groups as a more centralised and strongly 

intellectual effort to champion the cause of the Revival. 

 Yeats and Gregory were certainly not the first of the nationalists to attack the 

stereotyped vision of Ireland.  For example in 1893 William Rooney, the founder of the 

Celtic Literary Society, debated the question “Is the Stage Irishman True to Life” and 

argued that “The character is so full of bravado and dare-devilry, that it only creates 

ridicule.”1 The founders of the Irish Literary Theatre followed suit with rejecting the 

comic figure created by the English already in the establishing letter they sent out, which 

clearly stated their rejection of the Stage Irishman together with a new vision that was to 

replace it:  

 

We will show that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and of easy sentiment, as it has 

been represented, but the home of ancient idealism. We are confident of the support of all 

Irish people, who are weary of misrepresentation, in carrying out a work that is outside all 
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the political questions that divide us.2 

 

The great emphasis put on representation (and misrepresentation currently taking place on 

stage) and on Ireland “as it is”, clearly visible in the letter, would imply the prevailing 

form of drama staged by Yeats and Gregory to be realism. However, as Ondřej Pilný 

notes, “whatever the controversial plays of Yeats and Synge were, they were not realist”3  

and indeed, as Mary Trotter details, the Irish Literary Theatre “gave credit for their 

theatrical inspiration to such projects as J. T. Grein’s Independent Theatre club, the 

national theatre of Norway, the Théâtre Libre, and the plays of Maeterlinck and Ibsen”4 

and “Yeats was fascinated by the symbolist drama of Europe and he claimed that a 

performance of Villiers d’Isle Adam’s Axel in Paris shaped much of his own thinking 

about theater.”5 Yeats himself was quick to admit this fact when the controversy around 

his plays like Countess Cathleen and the vision of Ireland presented in them arose. 

The complaints against The Countess Cathleen and other Yeats’ plays, voiced by 

Catholic nationalists, most prominently by Frank Hugh O’Donnell, were mostly 

concerned with the Catholic religion and its representation in the play, an issue notably 

averted in most of the Stage Irish dramas. O’Donnell argues against “ancient Irish” 

peasants being shown eager to leave their faith and turn to the Devil:  

 

The Catholic Church only appears in Shrines of the Virgin that are ‘kicked to pieces’ by 

Celtic peasants and in priests who are killed by devils in the shape of pigs … Mr W. B. 

Yeats seems to see nothing in the Ireland of the old days but an unmanly, an impious 

renegade people, crouched in degraded awe before demons, just like a sordid tribe of 

black devil-worshippers on the Congo or the Niger. 
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O’Donnell also draws attention that one of the central issue of the play is the superiority 

of aristocracy, which extends not only to morality (while the peasants are willing to sell 

their souls for food, the Countess does so only to save her people and only after she had 

already given away all her possessions) but also to the value in the eyes of the Devil and 

(presumably) God.  

 Yeats’ aim was to recreate the “golden age” of Ireland, the glorious age of mythical 

heroes. Lack of reliable sources and his own poetic vision however prevented him from 

representing any particular historical period. Furthermore, as Pilný notes, “his view of 

history was deeply influenced by a life-long obsession with mysticism and the occult.”6 

Pilný then describes the Gaelic Ireland of Yeats’ work as “a pastoral realm, the home of a 

heroic society ruled by intellectualised aristocracy and governed by an ancient idealist 

‘dream’ which connects the people with timeless spiritual truths.”7 As to style, his writing 

was highly poetic and predominantly symbolic (as Yeats was more than ready to admit 

when forced to depend The Countess Cathleen) and Yeats was as concerned with high art 

and “truth and beauty” as with verisimilitude. The Irish Literary Theatre, despite their 

claims of representing Ireland “as it is” and counting on support of “all Irish people” was 

definitely an intellectual project of the elite as well as a force of cultural nationalism. 

 

4.2 Destruction of the Stereotype: G. B. Shaw’s John Bull’s Other Island 

As Nicholas Grene notes, “Shaw had a first go at the Boucicaultian stage Irishman in a 

review of The Coleen Bawn in 1896. ‘I have lived to see The Coleen Bawn with real water 

in it, and perhaps I shall live to see it some day with real Irishmen.’”8 When asked by 

Yeats to write a play for the Abbey theatre, therefore, he decided to take the opportunity 
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to elaborate on his ideas about English and Irish national character and on the Stage 

Irishman. Shaw’s intentions concerning the stereotype can be guessed already from the 

first scene of John Bull’s Other Island, where the dramatist presents a perfect Stage 

Irishman in the character of Tim Haffigan, who appears to have if not all then at least the 

most visible of the Stage Irish characteristics, but is soon revealed to be a pretender. The 

sham Irishman is definitely not a new concept in drama and G. C. Duggan notes that the 

first play with a character of this kind, Thomas Dekker’s Old Fortunatus, was printed 

already in 1600. However, this kind of character was usually shown as such to the 

audience from the beginning and used for comedy, which is most definitely not the case in 

John Bull’s Other Island. Indeed, the way in which Tim Haffigan is at first presented as a 

real Irishman both to Tom Broadbent and the audience and only later unmasked can be 

said to be a deliberate attack on the stereotype that made them believe in the reality of this 

ridiculous character. 

The problem of Broadbent and the reason he falls so easily into Haffigan’s trap 

(together with the audience, probably) is that he already has a distinct “picture in his 

head” of what an Irishmen should look like: “rash and improvident but brave and 

goodnatured; not likely to succeed in business on your own account, perhaps, but 

eloquent, humorous, a lover of freedom, and a true follower of that great Englishman 

Gladstone.” (22)9 This summarizes many of the personal characteristics of the Stage Irish 

stereotype and the power of the image must be so great that it creates Broadbent’s 

expectations even though he has a real Irishman – Larry Doyle – right before his eyes. It is 

exactly this image that Haffigan uses to his own advantage, as he plays his part. He 

proclaims himself as “Irish, sir: a poor ather, but a powerful dhrinker,” says “bedad” and 

“begorra” and (supposedly?) Irish sayings like “top o’ the morning to you”, used seriously 

in The Green Bushes, “more power to your elbow”, “may your shadda never be less” or 

                                                           

 9Page numbers in brackets refer to  G. B. Shaw, John Bull’s Other Island. (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1920). 



 

 31 

“youre the broth of a boy.” Broadbent is completely deceived. (“He behaved just like an 

Irishman,” (26)) 

Just after the sham Irishman leaves, however, he is immediately exposed and his 

act taken apart by Doyle, the real Irishman. “Do you suppose the whole population of 

Ireland consists of drunken begging letter writers?” he asks his partner and continues:  

 

Is it possible that you don’t know that all this top-o-the-morning and broth-of-a-boy and 

more-power-to-your-elbow business is as peculiar to England as the Albert Hall concerts 

are? No Irishman ever talks like this in Ireland, or ever did, or ever will. But when a 

thoroughly worthless Irishman comes to England, and finds the whole place full of 

romantic duffers like you, who let him loaf and drink and sponge and brag as long as he 

flatters your sense of moral superiority by playing the fool and degrading himself and his 

country, he soon learns the antics that take you in. He picks them up at the theatre or the 

music hall. (26) 

 

It can also be noted that this, as mentioned by Declan Kiberd, was a real practice known 

between Irishmen dealing with the English,10 and that Shaw hit the mark directly.  

Larry’s revelation of the sham Stage Irishman, the fake Shaughraun of John Bull’s 

Other Island, (and debunking of the whole stereotype at the same time) establishes his 

authority as the real Irishman. From that moment, he becomes a new “measure of 

Irishness”, against which the expectations concerning Irish as well as English character 

are compared in the play and the speaker for the “real Ireland”. He then goes on to attack 

the Stage Irish traits one by one, pointing out their unreality and the fact that they belong 

to England rather than Ireland. This includes the Irish longing for homeland, which not 

only he doesn’t feel but claims not to exist at all. (“How many of those millions that have 
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left Ireland have ever come back or wanted to come back?” (27) he asks) and later the 

Irish laziness. While Broadbent believes a hard-working Irishman a rare sight, Doyle 

claims that “an Irishman will work as if he’d die the moment he stopped,” (58) only if is 

of no use to him as the Irish never keep the effects of their hard work. 

The characters presented when the scene shifts for Ireland, replacing the 

romanticised Bouccicaultian figures, are presented as parts of the bleak reality. Where 

Father Dolan of Shaughraun was brogue-speaking, fiercely loyal and completely 

unthreatening, Shaw’s Father Dempsey is more than aware of the political power he has in 

his parish. The villainous middleman is then replaced by Corny Doyle, “a small man 

trapped in a system he does not begin to understand”11 and the Irish colleen is stripped of 

all her magic. 

Broadbent’s wooing of Nora Reilly resembles in the broad sense (the setting, 

participants and general plot) both Boucicault’s Shaughraun and the “romance of the 

nations” establishing peace, unity and cooperation of the opposites, called for by Matthew 

Arnold. In John Bull’s Other Island, however, the theme is treated as a bitter comedy at 

best and as a hash deconstruction of all the romantic elements present in it. Already at her 

first appearance, the lovely colleen Nora is deromanticised by the extended description the 

dramatist gives of her, showing her from both sides:  

 

A slight weak woman in a pretty muslin print gown (her best), she is a figure 

commonplace enough to Irish eyes; but on the inhabitants of fatter-fed, crowded, hustling 

and bustling modern countries she makes a very different impression. The absence of any 

symptoms of coarseness or hardness or appetite in her, her comparative delicacy of 

manner and sensibility of apprehension, her thin hands and slender figure, her novel 

accent, with the caressing plaintive Irish melody of her speech give her a charm which is 

                                                           
11 Nicholas Grene, Nicholas, The Politics of Irish Drama: Plays in Context from Boucicault to Friel (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999) 27. 
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all the more effective because, being untravelled, she is unconscious of it … For TOM 

BROADBENT therefore, an attractive woman, whom he would even call ethereal. To LARRY 

DOYLE, an everyday woman for only for the eighteenth century, helpless, useless, almost 

sexless, an invalid without the excuse of disease, an incarnation of everything of 

everything in Ireland that drove him out of it. (41) 

 

Slightly later, Larry claims that Nora’s attractiveness to Broadbent is caused only by an 

accent he is not accustomed to and “the difference between the woman who eats not 

wisely but too well and the woman who eats not wisely but too little.” (60) Her 

attractiveness thus analysed and explained, Nora loses most of the charm she would have 

to the audience and becomes only a product (and maybe even a victim) of her 

surroundings, making Broadbent’s immediate proposal to her appear foolish, comic and 

utterly sentimental. The source of the whole romance then lies in one large 

misunderstanding, with Broadbent being utterly sentimental and unreasonable and Nora 

completely baffled and not seeing any other chance than to marry the “conquering 

Englishman,” which creates a much bitterer picture than Boucicault’s idealistic resolution. 

The real romance of the nations, however, lies in the partnership of the English 

Tom Broadbent and the Irish Larry Doyle. From the beginning, they are shown as partners 

in business and their sharing a bachelor living may be interpreted as relationship very 

close to count as a “marriage” of the two nationalities. As Nicholas Grene puts it: “They 

need one another, and depend on one another: Broadbent needs Doyle for his brains, his 

ideas, his imagination, Doyle needs Broadbent for his certainty, his experience in the 

world, his resolute energy.”12 Shaw himself confirms this in his “Preface for Politicians”, 

while noting that both the English and the Irish would credit the success of the team solely 
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on their own countryman.13  The importance of this union, noticed by Nora in the first 

private conversation with Larry in the fourth act (“You seem very fond of Tom, as you 

call him” (90)), is then further stressed by Larry himself in his exchange with Nora: 

 

LARRY: Well, never mind: we must be friends, you and I. I don’t want his marriage to you 

be his divorce from me. 

NORA: You care more for him than you ever did for me. 

LARRY (with curt sincerity): Yes, of course I do: why should I tell you lies about 

it? (98) 

 

Indeed, Nora is to play only a minor role in the future of Rossculen that Broadbent and 

Doyle are going to create together, and her role seems to be (unlike that of Boucicault’s 

Clare Ffolliott) mainly that of a trophy for the “conquering Englishman.” 

To mention a theme that has emerged in the history of the Stage Irishman – that of 

Irish traditional songs songs, associated with the romantic stage Ireland, it is definitely 

noteworthy that the first tune heard in John Bull’s Other Island, the one Nora Reilly hums 

to herself while waiting for Larry Doyle at the Round Tower (one of the symbols of 

romantic Irishness), is decidedly “not an Irish melody, but a hackneyed English drawing-

room ballad of the season before last.” (49) The line of songs, coming from The Brave 

Irishman to The Green Bushes and the Shaughraun thus appears broken. 

There are some hints of the stereotypical Stage Irishman of earlier times in the 

brogue-speaking and poor Patsy Farrel and his credulity and foolishness, which makes 

him believe Father Keegan was actually talking with a grasshopper, and his comical 

reverence for even a defrocked priest. It must however be noted that this scene is part of 

Shaw’s showing the imagined reality about to be deconstructed (doing at the beginning of 
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the second scene the same to Ireland as he has done to the Irishman in the first scene) and 

thus it can not be taken at face value as the intended representation. Yet, even in the “anti-

Stage Irishman” Larry Doyle there is the fiery passionate eloquence which could have 

been seen inherent in the character already from the times of Shakespeare’s Captain 

Macmorris and then emerging again and again during the history of the stereotype. As the 

mouthpiece of the dramatist himself and the main interpreter of the world of John Bull’s 

Other Island, Larry expresses his view throughout the whole play, with the most 

noticeable scenes being the first, culminating in the famous “dreaming” speech and the 

outburst which loses him the Parliament seat. Even the power of his speech is however 

subverted, as it loses most of its communicative potential. As Grene notes, unlike 

Boucicault’s Conn the Shaughraun, able to communicate even without words, Larry is 

completely misunderstood every time he attempts to express his views, despite his 

rhetoric.14 

The Arnoldian dichotomy of the emotional and melancholic Celt and practical and 

efficient Saxon is another crucial point in the play. The traditional view is definitely 

present in Broadbent’s vision of the relationship between England and Ireland (“There are 

great possibilities for Ireland,” he says for example ain the first scene, “Home Rule will 

work wonders under English guidance,” (29) believing what is an underlying foundation 

of the “Paddy” -- that the Irish are unable to rule themselves properly without such a 

guidance) and about the Irish themselves (“of course you have the melancholy of the 

Keltic race…” (29)). He also calls himself “a plain unemotional Englishman, with no 

powers of expression” even in a highly emotional state of mind and indeed on the verge of 

crying, apparently not noticing his own sentimental behaviour. This polarity is then 

further subverted by Larry Doyle, who already in the first scene tells Broadbent that “no 

Englishman has any common sense or ever had or ever will have. You’re going on a 
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sentimental expedition for perfectly ridiculous reasons, with your head full of political 

nonsense that would not take in any ordinarily intelligent donkey,” (30) and by the action 

of the play itself.  

 

John Bull’s Other Island is Shaw’s only major play dealing with Ireland. It was 

originally written for the Irish Literary Theatre on the request of W. B. Yeats and refused 

by him on the grounds of being beyond its resources. Another, and probably the main 

reason however was, as Shaw himself puts it that “it was uncongenial to the whole spirit 

of the neo-Gaelic movement, which is bent on creating a new Ireland after its own ideal, 

whereas my play is a very uncompromising presentment of the real old Ireland.”15 Shaw’s 

picture was clearly too bleak and the play too didactic to fit into the revivalist style. After 

the refusal the play was instead staged in London, where it immediately became a great 

success as a comedy, even though Shaw might not have been completely satisfied with the 

reception of his ideas on the condition of Ireland. As he put it, “I have shown the Irish 

saint shuddering at the humor of the Irish blackguard -- only to find, I regret to say, that 

the average critic thought the blackguard very funny and the saint very impractical.”16 

Yeats’ disapproval lessened as he saw John Bull’s Other Island on stage and its success, 

but he never grew to sincerely like it, or to approve of the didactic purpose of Shaw’s 

work and it wasn’t until 1916, twelve years after its completion, that John Bull’s Other 

Island was staged in Dublin. 

As can be seen from Shaw’s “Preface for the Politicians”, Shaw had strong 

feelings concerning the national characters of England and Ireland and he resented the 

Stage Irishman. The play can be read as his effort to present his ideas to the general public 

and destroy the stereotyped picture as thoroughly as possible. Shaw is attempting to attack 
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severely the Stage Irish stereotype, reverse the Arnoldian polarity of “emotional Celt and 

practical Saxon” and responding to Yeats’s call for the end of misrepresentation of Ireland 

at the same time. While Yeats and Lady Gregory were calling for the end of “easy 

sentimentalism” on stage, however, Shaw attributed it unquestionably to England, 

showing the “imagined” and “real” Ireland at the same time, in the process demolishing 

the stereotypes connected with Ireland, England and their mutual relationship completely. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

 

The creating of the Stage Irishman is by most critics attributed to William Shakespeare. 

His Captain Macmorris shows some of the commonly described traits, but his role in 

Henry V is extremely small. Definitely one of the first Irishmen on the English stage, if 

not the very first, he can probably be regarded as a yet unbuild stock character. Next Stage 

Irishmen following Shakespeare’s example, are also mostly soldiers, reflecting on one of 

the occupations their real compatriots could have had in England of the time.  

As to character, the soldier oscillated between two extremes -- great courage often 

paired with bloodthirstiness, or complete cowardice -- depending on recent events and the 

popular view of Ireland. At all times he seems to retain great verbal energy, manifesting in 

long and energetic, if sometimes involuntarily funny, speeches. Great emphasis is also 

placed on the Irishman’s clothes and cuisine, consisting mostly of potatoes, and on his 

language, the brogue. Irish characters were sometimes used as a political statement, but 

more often they seem to merely fulfil the role of an exotic/funny foreigner and a comic 

relief with their ancestors being the braggart soldier and cunning servant of Classical 

comedies. Some of the characters can even be said to be exaggerated, but still lifelike.  

The nineteenth century saw a shift in scene from England to Ireland and from a 

single (Stage) Irish character to a presumably all-Irish cast, with some characters judged 

“more Irish than the others” to fulfil the role of the comical Irishman. Showing the 

Irishmen at home gives the playwrights an opportunity to portray more Irish customs, 

exotic to the English eye, and also to present Irish women as well as the men. Another 

important change that took place was that of genre. The Stage Irishman was incorporated 

into the popular melodrama and its plot structures and as a result became even more one-

dimensional. 

Language as an important distinguishing feature remains and as well as showing 
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the Stage Irish comical figure and distinguishing it from (also Irish) serious romantic 

heroes it is also used to show class differences. Their great verbal energy also stays 

unchanged. Of the Irish cuisine, however, only a great fondness for whiskey seems to 

remain and clothing mostly ceases to be mentioned as a distinguishing factor at all. They 

character is also strongly connected with exotic Irish customs as perceived by the English 

(especially the Irish wake) and folk songs, which fit perfectly into the structures of the 

melodrama. As to character, the Stage Irishman is either violent, dangerous and 

uncontrollable (The Savage Celt) or loyal, simple-minded and comical, depending on his 

role in the plot, but always in need of rule or guidance. 

Later in the century, Dion Boucicault used the Irish setting and characters to a 

great success both in England and Ireland, by balancing political issues, creating double 

meanings and subverting the stereotype while adhering to it. His Stage Irish characters 

were cunning and very heroic, yet comical and showing many of the traditional Stage Irish 

traits (the brogue, whiskey-drinking, great verbal energy and being roguish characters of 

questionable morals and dubious source of income.)  

The Irish Revival, with W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory of the Irish National 

Theatre as its leading figures, was naturally very concerned with representation of Ireland 

and reclaiming its identity. Yeats himself aimed to present Ireland as “the home of ancient 

idealism”, turning to myths of its heroic past. G. B. Shaw, who had strong feelings of his 

own concerning the national character of England and Ireland, took a different approach. 

His play John Bull’s Other Island is meant to “show the Englishman to the Irishman and 

the Irishman to the Englishman, the Protestant and the Catholic and the Catholic to the 

Protestant”1 and in doing so Shaw reverses the stereotype completely. Sentimentalism and 

buffoonery is attributed solely to the English, while the Irish are hard-working but never 

successful. Even the great verbal energy, which has been part of the Stage Irish figure 
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since its birth, has lost its function. While Larry Doyle (a clear anti-Stage Irishman) is 

definitely capable of passionate speeches, they are never successful and where Stage 

Irishmen often persuade others, Larry usually only alienates himself from other people. 

The connection with Irish customs and folk songs, noticeably absent from the play, is also 

broken. 

The Revival and Shaw’s John Bull’s Other Island, while going in opposite 

directions, seem to be two sides of the same coin. The twentieth century brought a search 

for independence both political and cultural and for new ways of representation. The 

Stage Irishman, now universally rejected, had no place in the new forms and traditions. 
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