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Summary 

It is the various aspects of the traditional Irish narrative - that is of a mythology or a folktale - 

such as old traditions of the peoples and various motifs which can be identified as the traits of 

the Irish literary canon that bear the greatest importance with regard to the national heritage of 

the Irish. It is important to focus upon that issue and analyze it more profoundly through the 

works of the earliest innovators in the genre. With regard to that, it must be said that the most 

striking significance can definitely be granted to the first representatives of the genre of 

mythology or a folktale who actively took part in the process called “Celtic” or “Gaelic 

Renaissance,” that means to William Butler Yeats, John Millington Synge and Lady Augusta 

Gregory. In the thesis their works are analyzed closely and the traditional motifs and other 

literary means of representing the national heritage of the Irish are revealed. In this respect, 

the following works of theirs are in question: Deirdre by W. B. Yeats, Deirdre of the Sorrows 

by J. M. Synge and a chapter from Cuchulain of Muirthemne, “Fate of the Sons of Usnach,” 

by Lady Gregory. 

  

Before the actual analysis of the concrete works several key terms are explained as well, to 

enable the reader to recognize the context and to acquaint themselves with the most important 

events that happened or were happening at the era of late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. Among others, the term “Celtic Renaissance,” the impact of the language and 

cultural politics or the possible importance of peasantry are discussed. 

 

In the rest of the thesis various folktale traditions and the traditional ways of folk telling that 

are employed by the authors are revealed through a close examination of their works. The 

core argument and the reason of the whole process is that while the mythological or folktale 

motifs in the tales may not vary in content because there is actually only a specific amount of 
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the most important traditions and ways of folk telling in the Irish culture and reiteration 

happens every now and then, they are definitely distinguishable through the means of their 

presentation. Each of the authors examined the traditional motifs differently and the 

similarities and differences are analyzed in the thesis, with an addition of how they 

correspond to each other. It is important to mention, though, that while the authors adopted 

their own specific ways how to process the information, the base stays the same and their final 

goal – to make the reader familiar with the unknown, to rework the known according to the 

authors’ beliefs and to enable them to enjoy the reading – does so as well. Additionally, the 

methods employed by the authors with regard to the readers’ perception are to be introduced 

as well.  

 

Last but not least, it is necessary to note that the choice of the authors was not a matter of 

coincidence; their contemporary contribution to the future development of the image of the 

traditional culture of Ireland in literature, covering various aspects of Celtic mysticism and 

other general traditional issues, is immense.  

 

Key words: Gaelic traditions, Irish revival, Celtic Renaissance, modern Irish drama, folk 

culture, theatre, language, cultural politics 
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Resumé 
 
 

Co se týče tématu irského národního dědictví, největší význam mají v tomto ohledu 

především nejrůznější aspekty tradičního irského vyprávění – tedy mytologického příběhu 

nebo lidové povídky – jako například staré národní tradice a další motivy, které je možno 

identifikovat jako charakteristické znaky irského literárního kánonu. Je důležité se na toto 

téma zaměřit a za pomoci děl nejranějších novátorů zmíněných žánrů ho dopodrobna rozebrat. 

S ohledem na téma se dá říci, že nejpodstatnější roli zaujímají především první představitelé 

žánru mytologického či lidového příběhu, kteří se aktivně účastnili procesu, zvaného 

„Keltská“ nebo „Gaelská renesance,“ tedy William Butler Yeats, John Millington Synge a 

Lady Augusta Gregory. V této práci jsou jejich díla důkladně analyzována a poukazuje se v ní 

především na tradiční motivy a ostatní způsoby literárního zobrazení, které reprezentují 

národní dědictví Irů. Analýza se týká následujících děl: Deirdre od W. B. Yeatse, Deirdre 

bolestná od J. M. Syngea a kapitola z knihy Cuchulain z Muirthemne jménem „Osud synů 

Usnachových“ od Lady Gregory.  

 

Před samotnou analýzou konkrétních děl jsou také vysvětlovány některé klíčové pojmy. 

Čtenář by měl být schopen rozpoznat kontext a seznámit se s nejvýznamnějšími událostmi, 

které se staly či děly v období konce devatenáctého a začátku dvacátého století. Mezi jinými 

se zde hovoří například o pojmu „Keltská renesance,“ o vlivu jazykové a kulturní politiky a o 

možné důležitosti rolnictva.  

 

Zbytek práce se týká především užití nejrůznějších lidových tradic a tradičních motivů 

vyprávění, které zmínění autoři aplikovali ve svých dílech, a rozbor je prováděn za pomoci 

podrobného zkoumání jejich prací. Hlavní argument a důvod celého procesu je ten, že ačkoli 

se ve zmíněných příbězích mytologické či lidové motivy příliš obsahově neliší, protože 
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v irské kultuře existuje jen omezené množství nejdůležitějších tradic a způsobů vyprávění a 

jejich opakování je oblíbeným konvenčním prvkem, rozhodně se liší ve způsobu, jakým jsou 

prezentovány čtenáři. Každý ze zmíněných autorů si totiž osvojil způsob odlišný. V této práci 

jsou možné rozdíly a podobnosti rozebrány, spolu s dodatkem jak a zda si navzájem 

odpovídají. Je nicméně důležité zmínit se o tom, že ačkoli tito autoři používali různé způsoby 

prezentace, základ a jejich cíl – přimět čtenáře seznámit se s neznámým, oživit to co je známé 

dle svého osobního přesvědčení a umožnit čtenáři, aby si čtení vychutnal – zůstávají stejné. 

S ohledem na toto téma budou představeny rovněž metody, které souvisejí s tím, jak je čtenář 

schopen text vnímat.   

 

Závěrem je nutno říci, že výběr autorů k rozboru nebyla otázka pouhé náhody. Jejich tehdejší 

přínos k budoucímu rozvoji obrazu tradiční irské kultury v literatuře, zabývající se keltským 

mysticismem a ostatními tradičními aspekty, je rozhodně nezanedbatelný. 

 

Klíčová slova: gaelské tradice, Irské národní obrození, Keltská renesance, moderní irské 

drama, lidová kultura, divadlo, jazyk, kulturní politika 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1. The Main Argument 

Old Gaelic traditions and folk culture in Ireland belong to national issues often discussed and 

frequently remembered because of the contribution of those who chose to focus on this aspect 

of Irish culture in their works. Often the national movement, usually called ‘Celtic’ or ‘Gaelic 

Renaissance,’1 is connected to such artists as William Butler Yeats, John Millington Synge or 

Lady Augusta Gregory. Not only their role is of certain importance in the said movement, but 

also the actual development and changes during the course of time. With regard to that 

literary and cultural era, the most striking significance has to be granted to them.  

As much as these authors are connected to poetry or prose rather than anything else, 

their contribution to the genre which could be described as “modern Irish drama”2 must not be 

forgotten. It has definitely developed into one of the most important genres of Irish culture 

and therefore it is worth researching and examining. The dramas Deirdre by W. B. Yeats3 and 

the slightly altered drama Deirdre of the Sorrows by J. M. Synge4 and Lady Gregory’s 

mythological prose Cuchulain of Muirthemne,5 among others, were chosen to be analyzed and 

closely examined with regard to the topic that is foreshadowed in the following paragraphs:  

As it has already been mentioned, the biggest importance should probably be laid on 

the earliest authors who contributed to the genre of drama and are quoted with regard to the 

national revival, the language and cultural politics and the concrete description of old folk 

traditions, those whose names have already been introduced were chosen for an evaluation.  

                                                
1 Bernhard Maier, Dictionary of Celtic Religion and Culture (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1997) 66. 
2 Stanford Sternlicht, A Reader’s Guide to Modern Irish Drama (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). 
3 David R. Clark and Rosalind E. Clark ed., “Deirdre,” The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats, Volume II: The 
Plays (New York: Scribner, 2001) 175 – 200. 
4 J. M. Synge, “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts,” The Playboy of the Western World and Other 
Plays (New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 1995). 
5 Lady Augusta Gregory, Cuchulain of Muirthemne (Great Britain: Billing & Sons., 1979).  
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The core argument of their connection and mutual relationship may be that on the one 

hand, their processes of developing a “drama culture” with the help of the oldest traditions 

differ, but on the other hand, there exists a certain similarity in a way they proceed with their 

views and notions; or in other words, in the manner they actually chose to depict their ideas. 

The similarities and differences are the most interesting aspect to examine in the dramatic and 

prosaic works of these authors, and their contribution to the development of the literary works 

that are closely connected with the genre of Irish drama and the traditional folktale narrative, 

covering various aspects of Celtic mysticism, culture and traditions, is immense.  

The aim of this thesis is to outline the said similarities and differences in works by W. 

B. Yeats, J. M. Synge and Lady Gregory: the traditions that are presented to the reader and the 

way in which they are introduced, how they correspond to the other authors’ depiction of a 

similar event, and especially their presence as such – what it actually meant and means even 

nowadays. The close analysis of the texts will be offered to the reader as well: the factual 

interpretation of the traditional aspects, the information about what is and is not said openly, 

the general awareness of the characters – that means in what way they express themselves, if 

they are aware of their duties, heritage and nationality etc. – and the influence of such 

depiction upon the reader.  

The final purpose is to show the reader the similarities and differences of the way the 

tales are presented to them, help them examine the text closely to reveal the traditional motifs 

that actually correspond to the old and contemporary Irish nature – by that the character is 

meant mostly - and society and explain the various kinds of effect the tales may have upon the 

reader. For such a task it is necessary to inform the reader about the reasons that “forced” the 

aforementioned authors to perform in a way they did; or in other words, to remind them of the 

events that happened in Ireland before Celtic Renaissance. That is, for better understanding it 

is vital to foreshadow the theme of Irish culture, traditions and other national aspects as it 
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appeared in nineteenth century. The reason is that for further analysis the context is necessary. 

Along the way a few key terms of the era will be explained as well.  

 

1.2. The Rise of Cultural Nationalism 

As Stephan Regan, the editor of Irish Writing – An Anthology of Irish Literature in English 

1789 – 1939, says 

the impulse that generated the Irish Literary Revival at the end of the nineteenth 

century came largely from Protestant idealists such as W. B. Yeats, Augusta Gregory, 

J. M. Synge [and others]. It was imperative for these writers to have their say on 

matters of identity and nationality; and as Protestant power began to wane, it seemed 

that supremacy might be retained in the realm of culture if not practical politics. [...] 

Yeats had a powerful role as poet, dramatist, folklorist, essayist and critic in 

articulating the idea of a distinctive national literature.6 

Regan also quoted Yeats’ friend John O’Leary who said that “there is no great literature 

without nationality, no great nationality without literature.”7 He reacts to this statement by 

proclaiming that “the emphatic nature of this declaration disguises both the profound 

uncertainty about what constituted nationality in late nineteenth century Ireland and the 

problematic attempt by writers like Yeats to embody national characteristics in literature.”8 It 

can be paraphrased in the following way: The authors who actually took care to emphasize 

their views upon the then literature and other cultural and national issues felt it as their 

obligation to have their say about it. As long as they were mostly not willing to take part in 

politics, their only choice was to proceed with their ideas in a written form because some 

intervention was necessary and participating actively was not an easy task.  

                                                
6 Stephen Regan ed., Irish Writing – An Anthology of Irish Literature in English 1789-1939 (Great Britain: 
Oxford University Press, 2008) Introduction xxix. 
7 W. B. Yeats, Letters to the New Island (London: Macmillan, 1989) 30. 
8 Irish Writing – An Anthology of Irish Literature in English 1789-1939 Introduction xxx. 
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In the nineteenth century, before Celtic Renaissance occurred, Ireland was quite 

ignorant of cultural awareness and traditions. By the word “cultural,” according to David 

Cairns and Shaun Richards, “the evaluative use” of the meaning of the word is meant, 

especially  

when we are thinking about “the arts,” and “literature:” to be “cultured” is to be a 

possessor of superior values and a refined sensibility, both of which are manifested 

through a positive and fulfilling engagement with “good” literature, art, music and so 

on.9  

The so-called “cultural nationalism” often goes hand in hand with cultural awareness; 

importantly enough, it “conceives of a nation as a creative force [because] nations are just not 

political units [...].”10 Another source agrees with the statement by adding that nations and 

peoples are “organic beings, living personalities, whose individuality must be cherished by 

their members in all their manifestations.11 As a movement, cultural nationalism seeks to 

“reunite the different aspects of the nation - traditional and modern, agriculture and industry, 

science and religion – by returning to the creative life-principle of the nation.”12  

Moreover, it is important to realize that the main aim of cultural nationalists was to 

establish or re-new the national identity in order to help the statehood to be established as 

well.  John Hutchinson, the author of The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism, supports this 

statement by claiming that “cultural nationalists tend to establish decentralized cultural 

societies and journals in order to inspire members in a give community by educating them to 

their common heritage.”13 Not only cultural heritage was in question though, when it came to 

the various nationalist movements, but also the material heritage: for those that did not own 

                                                
9 David Cairns, Shaun Richards, Writing Ireland: Colonialism, Nationalism and Culture (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1988) Foreword, vii. 
10 John Hutchinson, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The Gaelic Revival and the Creation of the Irish 
Nation State (London: Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1987) 16. 
11 Hutchinson 16. 
12 Hutchinson 14. 
13 Hutchinson 16. 
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any land it was vital to obtain it again and thus re-establish the old connection between the 

land and its owner.  

According to the sources, there was a significant struggle between the two branches of 

cultural nationalism, the first being settled in the eighteenth century and the second in the 

nineteenth century. The former was composed mainly of Irish Protestant settlers, the latter of 

the “native Irish community already powerfully defined by their Catholic religion and onto 

which a native Gaelic revivalism was grafted.”14 As to the purpose of this thesis and the 

theme of this subchapter, the following statement is of certain importance:  

While cultural, as well as religious experience was diverse and multi-faceted, the 

influence of Ireland’s dominant neighbour was strong. In the last decades of the nineteenth 

century, the nationalist challenge to this creeping anglicisation, mostly the work of 

the Gaelic League (Connradh na Gaedhilge), resulted in the resurgence of a Catholic Irish 

culture which, being both Gaelic and Catholic, would greatly strengthen one aspect of 

culture at the expense of a more inclusive diversity.15 

This process can be, rather surprisingly, easily applied also on the Protestant writer John 

Millington Synge, whose significant style of writing agrees with this methodology. His ability 

to incorporate the Irish morphological and syntactic means into the English language belongs 

to one of the most defining features of his work.  

 

1.3. W. B. Yeats and Cultural Nationalism 

When it comes to the other authors that are to be mentioned during the process of analyzing 

the Irish folk culture and traditions, it may be important to introduce the attitude of William 

Butler Yeats towards the cultural nationalism and politics which both partly contributed to the 

                                                
14 Hutchinson 46-47. 
15 Dr Myrtle Hill, “Ireland: culture & religion, 1815-1870,” “Emancipation, Famine & Religion: Ireland under 
the Union, 1815 – 1870,” Multitext Project in Irish History, Coláiste na hOllscoile Corcaigh, 2013, 13th May 
2013 http://multitext.ucc.ie/d/Ireland_culture_amp_religion_1815ndash1870. 
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development and renewal of the cultural heritage of the Irish. It must be said that Yeats was 

not interested in politics as such, but he understood the importance of the national heritage. 

He adopted an attitude that in the conscious and unconscious mind of any Irishman the old 

notion of what has been lost and what he has been depraved is still strong and alive. He 

understood that the Irish are very fond of both their famous and infamous past and therefore 

their longed for the maintenance of their culture. Finally, he understood that Ireland may be 

regenerated once again.   

Moreover, when it came to the cultural and even social issues, the strong nationalist 

feelings could be found not only in the personalities of the writers and playwrights, but also in 

those devoted to politics. The cultural and social nationalism, or simply culture and politics 

came hand in hand, despite their different goals and expressions, because they shared the 

main thought of a national Ireland.  

 

1.4. Cultural Nationalism and Peasantry 

To continue, it is also necessary to remember other aspects that were in connection with Irish 

culture and traditions. For example, the notion of “peasantry” may need some explanation, 

because it was especially among those where Irish culture and traditions developed the 

strongest and where the general national feeling probably originated. 

Firstly, one must not forget the deeply embedded awareness of the Irish to connect with their 

soil that is bound not only to the previously hinted oppressing situation. It may be said that 

peasantry were always closely related to their soil, the bond being further strengthened by 

landlords owning most of their land. Peasantry always kept to their traditions because while 

their soil was spoiled, their “faith” remained mostly unspoiled. They did not pay much 

attention to the oncoming progress and they did not value it. They kept to their traditions, 

culture and language and through this channel some of the famous authors among whose e.g. 
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Lady Augusta Gregory can be named, got intertwined with the national heritage very 

effectively.  

 

1.4. Lady Gregory and Peasantry 

As to Lady Gregory, it is important to give some context in order to establish a better 

understanding of her ways. The special importance will be given especially to her dramatic 

work, the general information being developed later in the thesis. Una Ellis-Fermor describes 

her life with regard to drama in the following way: 

In four years [after her husband died] she had begun to write plays, in a few more she 

was the most popular comedy writer of the movement [The Irish Dramatic 

Movement]. [...] From then onwards she was the grand old lady of the Abbey Theatre, 

an “old lady,” moreover, who could still say “no.” In 1928 she published her last 

volume of plays and withdrew from the active work in the movement she had vitalized 

for thirty years, a decision “made without advice save from the almanac, and rather 

from pride than from modesty,” her brilliance whether as a playwright or theatrical 

adviser, unimpaired.16 

Later in the text Ellis-Fermor makes an interesting comment about Lady Gregory, considering 

her role in the nationalist/dramatic movement in a following words: “Lady Gregory, in her life 

much artifice, in her nature much pride, was born to see the glory of the world in a peasant 

mirror.”17 In other words, her mind underwent ‘‘’a transformation [...] into the mind of the 

people’ and when she began to write in earnest, her earliest attempts, the translations were ‘in 

the dialect of the neighbourhood, where one discovers the unemphatic cadence, the occasional 

poignancy of Tudor English.’”18  

 
                                                
16 Una Ellis-Fermor, The Irish Dramatic Movement (Dublin: Taylor & Francis, 1971) 136. 
17 Ellis-Fermor 137. 
18 Ellis-Fermor 137. 
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1.5. Language Politics 

With Lady Gregory’s love of story-telling and her ability to do so, another theme is closely 

connected. When one performs a tale, both in an anal and in an oral form, it is important to 

note what exactly happens with the language. The so-called “language politics” is therefore of 

a significant importance as well.  

To begin with, it is necessary to focus on the set of primal questions, such as what is 

Irish literature, if it is necessary to write in Gaelic to create an essentially Irish work of art and 

what happens with a translation. These questions are to be solved very easily, since only a few 

authors wrote in Gaelic; therefore it was not much of a question if it was valuable or not to 

have something written in a foreign language. Of course, some writers were able to learn the 

language sufficiently enough, such as Lady Gregory, who translated many original tales into 

English, or J. M. Synge who integrated Irish syntax and vocabulary in his works, but it was 

definitely not obligatory in Irish literature. According to Regan, “one of the obvious problems 

confronting Yeats and his contemporaries was how to create an Irish national literature in the 

English language. [...] Oppositions came for example from the likes of D. P. Moran, intent of 

promoting “the philosophy of Irish Ireland,” and from Irish language revivalists in the Gaelic 

League, founded on 31st July 1893.”19 To sum it up, it is possible to quote William Butler 

Yeats and his Easter, 1916: “there are levels of experience and sacrifice that transcend 

language.”20 

 

1.6. The Irish Literary Theatre 

Last but not least, it is important to mention one of the most significant institutions that was 

established at the beginning of twentieth century, and that is the Irish Literary Theatre. Along 

                                                
19 Stephen Regan ed., “Introduction,” Irish Writing – An Anthology of Irish Literature in English 1789-1939 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) xxx. 
20 William Butler Yeats and Richard J. Fineran, The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (New York: Scribner 
Paperback Poetry, 1996) 193. 
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the way several brief notions about the origins, development and influence of Irish drama– 

will be presented as well.  

According to Una Ellis-Fermor, “the Irish drama has been a continuous development 

from its beginnings in 1899 to the present day, and even the most recent drama cannot be 

sharply detached from the continuum.”21 The beginnings of the genre of drama are closely 

linked to the establishment of various Irish theatre companies and to the foundation of the 

Irish Literary Theatre. 

The origins of the Irish Literary Theatre, one of the most important theatres in Dublin, 

especially with regard to the rising national awareness at the break between the nineteenth and 

the twentieth century, can be dated back to December 1904.22 The future institution was 

closely connected to The Irish National Theatre Society, which was formed some time earlier 

“before the Samhain October 1902. Lady Gregory in Our Irish Theatre dates the beginning of 

the society as 1st March 1903,”23 the movement counting for the starting point of the 

development of the genre of Irish drama.  

At first not all artists were fond of the idea of the new theatre, though the conditions in which 

the players were working were far from being ideal. In an article titled “The Origin of the 

Irish Theatre” in The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections, A. E. F. Horniman, 

proclaimed the following: 

I was thinking of the hard conditions in which [Irish Players, an official theatre 

company that actually did not have any proper place to rehearse in] they were 

working, and the idea struck me that if and when enough money were to turn up, I 

would spend it on hiring or building a little hall where they could rehearse and 

                                                
21 Ellis-Fermor 200. 
22 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections (Great Britain: The 
Macmillan Press Ltd., October 1988) xi. 
23 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections xvi. 
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perform in fair comfort. I wrote at once to W. B. Yeats, who was then in Ireland. He 

was not very enthusiastic on the subject.24 

Luckily enough, W. B. Yeats and the others changed their minds and helped with the 

organization of hiring a new hall when money was available25, and later some of them, 

especially Yeats, actually took part in the inner organization as well.  

It was not only the actual place for rehearsing and performing but also the ensemble that was 

of a question. When one considers the original way of Irish drama writing, full of the specific 

intricacies such as altered language and “accent play,” one must regard the task of mastering a 

role in such a play as an almost heroic event, especially when one happens to be an amateur, 

as the initial participants almost exclusively were. That was the case of, for example, Yeats’ 

Diarmuid and Grania, rewritten in the language of the Gael for the purpose of the play. Of 

course, several translators worked upon it, however, “the unfortunate English players,”26 who 

engaged in the company as well as the natives, “had great difficulty in adjusting their tongues 

to the intricacies of the Irish idiom in which it finally emerged.”27 Unfortunately enough, 

according to Horniman, “it was given out that English voices were impossible in Irish plays, 

and the whole thing was dropped.”28 What can be said about this attempt definitely 

corresponds to the theme of language politics: the language obviously causes obstructions 

even to those that are actually interested in the culture and its aspects. It does not matter if 

there is an effort; there is still a lot more to be developed in order to incorporate oneself into 

the cultural process. 

                                                
24 A. E. F. Horniman, “The Origin of the Abbey Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 
(Great Britain: The Macmillan Press Ltd., October 1988) 28. 
25 A. E. F. Horniman, “The Origin of the Abbey Theatre” 28. 
26 A. E. Horniman, “New Dublin Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 32. 
27 “New Dublin Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 32. 
28 “New Dublin Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 32. 
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According to A. E. Horniman, even “Lady Gregory’s personal history Our Irish Theatre 

(1913) tersely recounts the inception and early years of the Irish dramatic movement;”29 this 

indicates that she considered the institution of certain importance with regard to cultural 

nationalism. Moreover, “W. B. Yeats in Plays and Controversies (1923) presents ‘The Irish 

Dramatic Movement 1901 – 1919,’”30 taking the similar path as Lady Gregory in his view of 

the beginnings of Irish drama and its importance. It is also possible to mention Anne 

Saddlemeyer, who, on the one hand, wrote her work Theatre Business only in the modern era 

in 1982, where the level of national awareness towards the Irish culture and theatrical 

conventions was already stable enough, but on the other hand, published an important set of 

information when she decided to select and edit “the correspondence of the first Abbey 

directors W. B. Yeats, Lady Gregory and J. M. Synge”31 since at that time the scholarly 

research regarding this topic was not broad enough, and more could still be discovered. 

According to A. E. Horniman, the editor of The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections, 

and George Russell, the theatre would never gain so much importance and interest of the 

others “but for the writers like Yeats, Synge and Lady Gregory coming along.”32 Horniman 

claims that 

it is for those [the people who actually take part in the dramatic presentation of the 

original traditional narratives] into whose hands the guidance of the Irish theatre has 

now passed to guard well those ideals of artistic freedom and integrity which Yeats 

has left to them, so that nothing which is merely vulgar shall ever soil the name and 

nothing artistically true and worth of its place shall ever be excluded from the doors.33 

                                                
29 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections xiv. 
30 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections xiv. 
31 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections xv. 
32 E. H. Mikhail ed., “Introduction,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections xvi. 
33 “New Dublin Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 35. 
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Most of the future actors could be “relied upon for sincere work with a distinct and admirable 

Irish flavour.”34 Those actually fulfilled the wish of W. B. Yeats, to “be bold, be bold but not 

too bold”35 and added to the final success of the first Irish national theatre. 

Last but not least, it is important to note that 

the drama can be seen adjusting itself to the new material furnished by the social and 

political changes that were taking place all over the country and one of the first things 

we notice in the plays of this period [1916 – 1922] is just this consciousness, that there 

is a new Ireland and that this is not the matter of statute-books but of the lives of 

people.36 

That means, the topics that were discussed and developed in the than Irish drama were closely 

linked to the social and political situation, no matter if the author of such play was a dramatist 

in itself, a playwright, a political activist or anyone else. The sense of nationalism and their 

point of view was often reflected in their works. However, it is always vital to realize that 

to furnish a record is not a dramatist’s primary function. Indeed, it is only a subsidiary 

part. Our [that of the readers’, probably] real concern, when we go to him as a 

dramatist, is to know how far he, having observed, selected and assimilated this 

material, has made it serve as a matter for his art. His function, when all is said, is to 

produce drama, not (Ben Jonson’s dictum notwithstanding) to “show an image of the 

times.”37 

The said “image of the times,”38 in this case a contextual introduction to the situation of 

cultural and national Ireland of the years of late nineteenth and early twentieth century was, 

hopefully, successfully presented to the reader. It is important to have that firmly in mind, 

since it may have connection with what is to be said later. The context is always important for 

                                                
34 “The Origin of the Abbey Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 26. 
35 “New Dublin Theatre,” The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections 35. 
36 The Irish Dramatic Movement 201. 
37 The Irish Dramatic Movement 201. 
38 The Irish Dramatic Movement 201. 
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better understanding of the situation that is closely or at least loosely connected to the 

following part. The authors that are to be analyzed in the rest of the thesis experienced what 

was foreshadowed in this chapter and that experience might have taken part in the final image 

of their works. According to their different upbringing and surroundings, each of them 

adopted his or her style of processing the information; however, the base stayed the same 

because of their same goals. All of them aimed at the successful fulfilment of their conviction 

and beliefs and along the process, they even cooperated with each other quite efficiently. It 

was the aforementioned events and movements that started to appear at the beginning of the 

twentieth century and their consequences that enabled them to evolve their specific style of 

creation. In the next chapter some of the direct and indirect development will be shown in a 

thorough analysis of some of their works.  
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Chapter 2 William Butler Yeats and Deirdre  

2.1. The Brief Biography of William Butler Yeats  

To begin with, it is necessary to present the brief biography of W. B. Yeats. One may find a 

sufficient amount of notes hinting at the topics that have been presented in the introductory 

chapter, and realize if it contributed to the final appearance of their works. More efficient 

description may help to understand better the forming of the ideas and the usage of special 

strategies of him and other authors later in the analysis. 

 William Butler Yeats was born in Dublin on 13th June, 1865, though he spent lots of time 

in London. Before he left school, he was already writing poetry. Alan Wade mentions that “in 

a letter to Lady Gregory many years later he [Yeats] said that since he was seventeen he had 

never failed to finish any poem or story he had written [...].”39 In 1886 Yeats finished one of 

his most famous poems that was closely connected to the beginnings of Irish Literary Revival, 

“The Wanderings of Oisin” that appeared in a collection called The Wanderings of Oisin and 

Other Poems from 1889.  

 In his earliest letters Yeats seldom talks about poetry and folktales at all; he rather 

mentions all the daily trifles he experienced. With regard to the theme of folk issues, 

traditional narratives and supernatural occurrences that he developed more sufficiently in his 

book The Celtic Twilight,40 his first significant proclamation appears round the year 1887 in 

the letter to Katharine Tynan where he writes a following postscript: “P.S. Monday. I enclose 

these trivial verses, the first fruit of my fairy-hunting.”41 The almost unknown poem called 

“The Fairy Doctor” is one of the first Yeats’ works that is devoted to supernatural folk tales. It 

might be called his first serious attempt to indulge into the problematic of the national 

“supernatural” heritage of the Irish. Meanwhile Yeats spent quite a lot of time travelling to the 
                                                
39 Alan Wade ed., „Introduction to Part One: 1897-1891,“ The Letters to W. B. Yeats (London: Rupert Hart-
Davis, 1954) 25. 
40 “W. B. Yeats,” Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, 2003-2010 
http://www.gutenberg.org/browse/authors/y#a1719. 
41 Alan Wade ed., „Introduction to Part One 1897-1891“ 49-50. 



 25

topographical roots of the folktales and collected them; in another letter to Katharine Tynan 

he mentions that he “went last Wednesday up Benbulben to see the place where Dermot died, 

a dark pool, fabulously deep and still haunted and 1732 feet above the sea line, open to all 

winds.”42  

Round the year 1893 he started preparing “a small book of his articles and stories about 

folklore,”43 The Celtic Twilight. In 1896 he published The Countess Kathleen and Various 

Legends and Lyrics since he thought his compilation of folktales deserved publication. Then 

he started on smaller pieces of work – poems, articles and even one-act plays based on the 

Irish folklore stories. In that period he met J. M. Synge whom he befriended and he himself, 

Synge and another of his friends, Lady Gregory, started to collaborate.  

It is important to note that in that period of time  

Lady Gregory took him [Yeats] with her to visit the peasants’ cottages in the 

neighbourhood [of her summer house in Coole Park] and he began to make a large 

collection of folklore and stories, part of which he used in a series of articles in English 

reviews, and from which lady Gregory eventually compiled two volumes, published many 

years later.44 

In 1903 Yeats published On Baile’s Strand “which [he] intended to form part of a cycle of 

plays on the life of Cuchulain, the Irish Achilles.”45 

In 1911 he “began to write [...] another play of his Cuchulain cycle, to be acted by masked 

players against a bare wall of the room, needing neither stage nor curtain.”46 According to 

                                                
42 Alan Wade ed., „Introduction to Part One: 1887-1891“ 51. 
43 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Two: 1892-1896,“ The Letters of William Butler Yeats  (London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, 1954) 194. 
44 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Three: 1897-1908,“ The Letters of William Butler Yeats  (London: 
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1954) 272. 
45 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Three: 1897-1908“ 274. 
46 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Four: 1909-1917,“ The Letters of William Butler Yeats  (London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, 1954)  521. 



 26

Yeats’ own words, ‘I have invented a form of drama [...] distinguished, indirect and symbolic, 

and having no need of mob or press to pay its way – an aristocratic form.”47  

Round the year 1932 he started with 

 writing words to music [...] with the encouragement of the poets F. R. Higgins and Frank 

O’Connor, who knew many Irish traditional airs, he began a series of ballads to be sung 

[...].’48  

In October 1938 Yeats finished his last mythological folktale, symbolically called The Death 

of Cuchulain. Shortly after that he fell severely ill and died in January 26th, 1939.49 

 

2.2. Deirdre: General Comments 

As to Deirdre in general, firstly it must be said that “the Celtic past [within] is presented in 

soft-focus nostalgia.”50 No matter that the author of the quote, Stanley Sternlicht, described 

Synge’s version through the quote, it is possible to apply the characteristic on Deirdre as well. 

The nostalgia is unobtrusive; it is powerful but not unreal. The reader is unconsciously aware 

of that, but they would not be able to describe it precisely because of its vagueness.  

Other important point is hidden in the following statement by Sternlicht: “[...] the plot 

line is timeless and international. [...] Conchubor, the cuckolded king, is like a darker Arthur; 

his jealousy-inspired treachery [...] is terrible but humanly understandable.”51 The plot 

definitely is timeless and international because of its reiterated fabula but the comparison to 

King Arthur is the most interesting; one myth reminds of another and given the similar 

prominence. Sternlicht may mean that for the Irish their mythology is as important as the 

English one for the English, and that the two of them may be compared sufficiently. The 

                                                
47 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Four: 1909-1917“ 521. 
48 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Six: 1929-1939,“ The Letters of William Butler Yeats  (London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, 1954) 756. 
49 Alan Wade ed., “Introduction to Part Six: 1929-1939“ 753 – 757. 
50 Stanford Sternlicht, „Playwrights and Plays,“ Modern Irish Drama: W. B. Yeats to Marina Carr (UK: 
Syracuse University Press, 2010) 74. 
51 „Playwrights and Plays“ 74. 
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literary heritage contains heroes and antiheroes of a similar kind, regardless on the origins, 

and that gives the character types the biggest prominence in the genre of mythology and 

folktale.  

Sternlicht concludes the article of Deirdre by remembering the last words of the 

heroine of Synge. He says that her last speech “includes lines that are as true for Synge as for 

any mythic hero or heroine,” that means even for Yeats’ Deirdre. In other words, the 

timelessness, internationality and immortality of the mythological folktale of Deirdre of any 

kind have been achieved successfully; therefore it can be counted among the national folktales 

that are partly general.  

 

2.3. The Analysis of Deirdre with Regard to the Aspects of Irish Folktale/Legend 

The play begins with a very suggestive description of the surroundings. The first scene 

happens in a wood in a “rough house of timber [and] the landscape suggests silence and 

loneliness.”52 Yeats, therefore, sets the melancholic tone of the scene that signifies the tone of 

the whole play. It is essentially Irish because it reminds the reader unconsciously of 

something long gone. 

However, it is not only the description that sets the nostalgic Irish tone, but also the 

first scene: a company of musicians appears there, introducing the tale by defining their roles 

of “narrators.” The old bardic tradition comes along; not only the musicians claim their tale to 

be true, but they state they were actually present at the beginning, though it happened long 

ago. They describe the unknown circumstances to enable the reader to know the context. They 

serve both as silent witness of the past and associates of the present because they take part in 

                                                
52 Deirdre 175. 
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the tale as well. Therefore they disable the reader from getting lost in the in media res tale and 

help them to concentrate upon the fabula.  

The old bardic tradition is developed even later in the scene where the protagonists are seen 

through the window for a moment, but everything is silent in a dramatic pause and no-one 

moves because a song is being performed. The song is rhythmical, poetical and “Yeatsian” 

and enchants the reader with its sweetness and sadness permeating from it. It is not only a 

filling poetry though, but a sing-song introduction to what happens later, therefore it may 

remind the reader of a ballade.  

 

What follows is a situation falsely indicating happy end. Fergus, a close friend to the 

King, and even the musicians are inclined to believe that. It is a question, though, if the scene 

is believable; even if the reader did not have much expertise, they have certain expectations. 

An Irish mythological folktale of this kind cannot possibly end with happily ever after 

because the traditional structure won’t allow that, and Deirdre is no exception. The first 

musician summarizes it symbolically with the repetitive ominous claim that “Old men are 

jealous.”53  

 

 The aspect of Fergus’ loyalty to the King bears a certain notion of tradition as well. The 

loyalty to the leader belongs to one of the most desired characteristics of an old-time 

mythological hero; however, here it does not persuade the modern reader fully. Fergus’ 

performance is slightly exaggerated, the doubtful voices of musicians have actually more 

strength. Here the tradition is partly disrupted because the loyalty is not persuasive while the 

doubts are; it must be said, though, that it may be caused by the specific reading rather than 

by the wrongly introduced tradition.  

                                                
53 Deirdre 177-178. 
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Naoise shares Fergus opinion later in the play and he is actually slightly more persuasive and 

eloquent when he proclaims that  

 
 NAOISE. And being himself, 
 being High King, he cannot break his faith. 
 I have his word and I must take that word, 
 Or prove myself unworthy of my nurture 
 Under a great man’s roof.54  
 

Interestingly enough, Fergus’ nicely expressed loyalty is actually not that strong. He 

expresses his momentous doubts by claiming that  

 

 FERGUS. I can remember now, a tale of treachery, 
 A broken promise and a journey’s end –  
 But it were best forgot.55  
 

The questioned loyalty is slightly unconventional, but such changes of mind are not, with 

regard to many Irish narratives.  

 

 When Deirdre and Naoise finally come to the scene, in a short time both of them plunge 

into the realm of reminiscence; it is a usual Irish convention to remember the famous past and 

praise the brave heroes of the old times, and it is exactly what they do, even though it does not 

cover such a distant past. There is even slight hint of a supernatural: 

 
 NAOISE. It is the board 
 Where Lugaid Redstripe and that wife of his, 
 Who had a seamew’s body half the year 
 Played at the chess upon the night they died.56  
 

All the bad memories, doubts and dark thoughts successfully add to the grim atmosphere, 

slowly building up the tension towards the disastrous ending. It is again quite conventional 
                                                
54 Deirdre 181. 
55 Deirdre 181. 
56 Deirdre 180. 
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because the sujet – form, settings, atmosphere and other outer circumstances – is sometimes 

more important in such tales. In an Irish mythological tale the atmosphere need to correspond 

to the fabula ominously, and it is so in this case.  

Finally, the crucial waiting scene is at an end. The talk has not been a waste of time, though, 

because such series of thoughts and doubts actually form the significant part of similarly 

structured tales.  

 

 The tale is not to end well, of course. What forms the ending is mostly the prevalence of 

mourning. The tale has not yet reached the catastrophe, but the protagonists have already 

considered their live ending. Their “keening” that contains both thoughts of death and 

reminiscence of love quite stereotypically belongs to one of the most vital motifs of an Irish 

folktale in general. Deirdre falls into a typical sequence of promises and threats, such an 

aspect being found in many similar mythologies and folktales, and not only in an Irish canon.  

 

 The negotiations have begun, as it is quite conventional of such tales; the protagonists are 

offered the last chance. However, there is actually none; while Naoise is eloquently praised by 

Deirdre who consequently lists his abilities – the “strengths of a mythological hero” – the fate 

is already being fulfilled. Conventionally enough, the tension is strained to the highest level 

and both the reader and Deirdre’s sudden awareness that Naoise is dead serves as the last 

strike: 

 DEIRDRE. [...] Where is he? 
 Where have you sent him? Where is the son of Usna? 
 Where is he, O, where is he? 
 

In that moment, her speech changes into a litany. She starts to mourn Naoise in a pretty 

traditional way: she uses constant repetition of the question, the impersonal nomenclature of 
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“son of Usna” and the specific mourning rhythm.57 Not surprisingly, when she realizes the 

truth, she changes her demeanour to calmness; traditionally it has always been more painful to 

guess than to know. She has resigned, then, but she still remembers the proper customs: 

 
 DEIRDRE: [...] I have to do what’s customary. 
 We lay the dead out, folding up the hands, 
 Closing the eyes, and stretching out the feet, 
 And push the pillow underneath the head, 
 Till all’s in order; and all this I’ll do 
 For Naoise, son of Usna.58 
 

This process is basically a simple ceremonial preparation of the dead. It is not keening in the 

full sense of word, though: there are no loud cries or feasting because there is no need for that. 

It is the personal Deirdre’s wake only, or an “anti-love ritual” that has to be performed 

because 

 
DEIRDRE. When a man dies, and there are debts unpaid, 

 He wanders by the debtor’s bed and cries, 
 “There’s so much owing.”59  
 

The ritual is important here not only on the personal level but also because on the level of the 

deeply imbedded faith that it must be done, no matter what, to disable the dead from 

returning. It is not only an Irish convention even, but a general folktale tradition. The 

objections of Conchubar are unreasonable in this respect; he could not deprive her of a 

traditional ritual and he knows that. 

 

When Deirdre has disappeared behind the curtain, the musicians start to mourn her. It reminds 

the reader of the former ritual when Deirdre, not knowing Naoise has been murdered, mourns 

him. The musicians’ repetitive rhythmical speech indicates another catastrophe yet to come.  

                                                
57 Deirdre 196. 
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In the very final scene Conchubar is again to interrupt Deirdre’s farewells, but it is to late; the 

traditional ritual and the bond of shared death cannot be broken. The ritual of Deirdre and 

Naoise was lead to completion.  

 

 It is definite that the version of the play written by J. M. Synge must be very different 

necessarily; as every tale can be re-told in specific ways, it is obvious that Synge tried to do 

so. It may be said his final result differs in many aspects from the version of Yeats, especially 

with regard to fabula, but it is a question if the sujet differs as well. In the third chapter the 

differences between Yeats’ and Synge’s version will be presented to the reader, with regard to 

various traditions and the specific style of the play.  
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Chapter 3 John Millington Synge and Deirdre of the Sorrows 

3.1. The Brief Biography of J. M. Synge; Deirdre of the Sorrows versus Deirdre 

John Millington Synge was born 16th April 1871 in Rathfarnham near Dublin. He became a 

“leading figure in the Irish literary renaissance”60 and later got into people’s conscience by his 

portrayal of “harsh rural conditions [of] the western Irish seaboard.”61 In 1896 he met William 

Butler Yeats, who “inspired him with enthusiasm for the Irish renaissance and advised him to 

stop writing critical essays and instead to […] draw materials from life.”62 In 1910 his play 

Deirdre of the Sorrows, “a vigorous poetic dramatization of one of the great love stories of 

Celtic mythology,”63 was performed in the Abbey Theatre. 

 

The first question to his work may be how he responded to the fact that before he even 

started working on Deirdre of the Sorrows, W. B. Yeats had already had his version finished. 

When asked if he was not afraid of “copying” Yeats’ work, he replied in the following way: 

There isn’t any danger of that. People are entitled to use these old stories in any way 

they wish. My treatment of the story of Deirdre wouldn’t be like either of theirs [the 

“theirs” refers to the fact that along Yeats and Synge, others retold the folktale too].64  

. Synge was quite right because according to Phillip L. Marcus, while Yeats 

had embodied in his version aspects of his response to Maud Gonne’s marriage to 

John MacBride [...] in Synge’s hands the legend became a vehicle for personal 

feelings about imminent death and the ephemerality of mortal happiness.65  

 

                                                
60 „John Millington Synge,“ Encyclopaedia Britannica, Encyclopaedia Britannica Inc., 2013, 31st May 2013 
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62 „John Millington Synge.“ 
63 „John Millington Synge.“ 
64 Phillip L. Marcus, Yeats and the Beginning of the Irish Renaissance (UK: Syracuse University Press, 1987) 
275. 
65 Yeats and the Beginning of the Irish Renaissance 275. 
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In other words, no possibility existed that his version would resemble Yeats,’ since never is 

the final outcome the same. The ending of Deirdre of the Sorrows, though, was not actually 

created by J. M. Synge but by W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory, who finished it right after 

Synge’s death. Therefore it is a question how much of their own personalities actually left 

print on the very ending of the play, and how much they influenced the whole tale, though 

they definitely tried to keep Synge’s tone.  

 

Deirdre of the Sorrows was completed in 1910. Stanford Sternlicht, the author of the 

article “Playwrights and Plays,” described the play as being 

certainly warmer and more feeling than Yeats’ Deirdre, but in the end the story 

remains more fitted for a romantic poem of earlier versions than of a workable 

drama.66 

The reason may be that Yeats’ play lacks something that Synge’s version contains: the poetry 

of a traditional language. According to sources, Synge  

recorded the colourful and outrageous sayings, flights of fancy, eloquent invective, 

bawdy witticisms, and earthy phrases of the peasantry from Kerry to Donegal. In the 

process he created a new, musical dramatic idiom, spoken in English but vitalized by 

Irish syntax, ways of thought and imagery.67   

Sternlicht indicates that on the one hand, the resemblance of a traditional language is 

important for the authenticity but on the other hand, one mustn’t exaggerate it in order to 

achieve an ending that works.  

 

One quote that appeared in the second chapter may be repeated before the analysis, 

and that is the one by Sternlicht: In the tale “the Celtic past is presented in soft-focus 
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nostalgia.”68 As it has been suggested, the quote is applicable on both Yeats’ and Synge’s 

version; it may be added that the two different kinds of “soft-focus” are similar in principle, 

but different in presentation and form. Each of the authors uses their own methodology and 

though the overall impression may be similar, there is still something that distinguishes the 

two tales. 

 

3.2. Deirdre of the Sorrows: General Comments 

It might be interesting to begin with the question why Synge has named his play 

Deirdre of the Sorrows. The question may be answered by Douglas J. Keating, who expressed 

the view that “the mythical heroine of pre-Christian Irish literature is so named not because 

she herself is full of sorrow, but because of the sorrow she is fated to cause others.”69 That 

fate is invincible is the key motif of the tale, and the one frequently used in folktales in 

general. Keating continues that  

 

It is the fate and the sense of inevitability that overpowers the reader; they are informed that 

no-one should struggle the prophecy at the beginning, therefore the tone is firmly set. 

Conventionally enough, its presence is nothing to be wondered at because always have the 

heroes and heroines fought against the set order of things, with more or less success. That is 

one of the differences between Yeats’ and Synge’s tale; in the former there is no prophecy 

present and the tone, though depressing, is not oppressively depriving. The former is 

“earthlier,” the latter more fatalist.  
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3.3. Longes mac nUislenn:70 Analysis of Deirdre of the Sorrows and Its Comparison to 

Deirdre with Regard to the Aspects of Irish Folktale/Legend  

The beginning of Deirdre of the Sorrows differs from that of Deirdre especially in the 

settings and its impact upon the reader. Mostly there are more specific: for example, the hills 

have a place name of Slieve Fuadh.71 The settings are not based on no-name descriptions but 

on something concrete and Irish, thus authentic to the reader.  

The tendency to use proper names can be applied on another aspect that appears in Yeats 

already, and that is the mythological past. Here too the characters remember the old legends; 

mythology within the tale was obviously as important for Synge as for Yeats. However, 

Synge additionally re-news the mythological frame into which he inserts his tale to increase 

authenticity: 

 
DEIRDRE [terrified with the reality that is before her] Are there none can go against 
Conchubor?  
LAVARCHAM Maeve of Connaught only, and those that are her like.72  

 

Another difference is the language which contains non-English syntactic and 

morphological rules. For Synge it was very important to concentrate upon the form and 

therefore he adopted a style that has become a symbol of his works. It adds to the veracity of 

the tale: the reader is apt to believe it, since even the language is “old,” traditional and 

authentic.  

Language and its proper usage are very important even for the characters, which is visible in 

the scene of Deirdre and Naisi’s wedding. Deirdre asks Lavarcham to wed them, because 

“[Y]ou have the words and customs”73 and when she refuses, it is Naisi’s brother Ainnle who 

                                                
70 „Synge Season Deirdre of the Sorrows.“ 
71 J. M. Synge, “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts,” The Playboy of the Western World and Other 
Plays (New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 1995) 151. 
72 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 157. 
73 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 164. 
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joins their hands, because “he has been with wise men and he knows their ways.”74 The words 

that are used during the brief ritual ceremony are simple, but their power and natural origin is 

recognizable: 

 

AINNLE [joining their hands] By the sun and moon and the whole 
earth, I wed Deirdre to Naisi. [He steps back and holds up his hands] 
May the air bless you, and water and the wind, the sea, and all the 
hours of the sun and moon.75  

 

To put aside the conventional folktale cliché of a secret wedding, it is necessary for the pair to 

make their relationship valid. As carrying the ritual is not a role for common people, an 

informed person must be present. The words must be easily understandable so not anyone 

could contradict them. The wedding ceremony is, therefore, a defined set of specific rituals. 

Nothing like that occurs in Deirdre, since the tale begins in media res and almost half of the 

tale is partly obscured to the reader.  

 

The beginning of the story is an opportunity to introduce a new character, Lavarcham. 

She has the traditional prescribed role of Deirdre’s nurse, therefore of an influential person 

with a slight “protector syndrome.” Lavarcham is stereotypically kind, but stern, and is not 

afraid to pronounce her opinions. She serves as the voice of reason among the “voices of an 

immediate action.” Her character is actually “unmythical” in a way: she is able to see the 

consequences and she is willing to tell them.  

That is another difference between Synge’s and Yeats’ version of the tale; in the latter the first 

voice is given to Fergus, Conchubar’s servant, only without the manners necessary for 

Lavarcham’s stereotype. His role is not of a provoking element, but of a negotiator and a 

                                                
74 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 164. 
75 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 164. 
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friend. Yeats was not an innovator in that respect; such a loyalty conventionally appears in 

Irish mythological tales.  

 

As to other prescribed roles of the characters, it may be important to note that not all 

characters are as traditionally stereotypical as Deirdre’s nurse. The main female protagonist 

differs significantly in the two versions; in Deirdre the heroine is presented as a woman that is 

aware of the situation, composed and without doubts, and completely predictable. In Deirdre 

of the Sorrows her personality is developed rather unpredictably. In Deirdre she is not “real” 

in many respects, but she is stereotypical in a good sense of word and “traditional” in many 

respects.  The reader is inclined to believe more in Synge’s Deirdre than to the one of Yeats 

though. She is quite childish, but she is also a personality, not only an image or an Irish 

stereotype of a woman lover. 

The same can be applied on most of the other characters in the play. For example, Conchubor 

may suffer from similar inconsistencies; he is not an ultimate villain only, because there are a 

few moments when the reader is apt to pity him. Not alike in Deirdre, Conchubor has 

motivation that may be understandable; he simply craves for a comrade in order not to die 

alone. The motivation gives him a personality, and he too gets rid of the stereotype and 

becomes a human being.  

As to Naisi and his brothers, the first and most striking difference is than in Deirdre the hero 

is alone while in Deirdre of the Sorrows he has two brothers. They are not given much 

prominence and they are interchangeable, because they serve as the traditional stereotypes of 

protectors. All three, though, are to die a in a fight in the end which partly disrupts the 

traditional stereotype of a forlorn hero dying a lonely death. The brothers’ dying call is 

audible as well here. 
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Last but not least, the character of Owen, Conchubor’s spy, bears similar ambiguity as the 

others. In other cases his occupation would define his character and make him disloyal, sly, 

and cunning. Disloyal as he is, the rest of the characteristic does not agree with the 

presuppositions: after having realized Deirdre and Naisi are coming back to Emain he starts 

raving and later commits suicide. His motivation, except the possible love towards Deirdre, is 

unknown to the reader. He obtains personality precisely because of his unexplainable 

manners.  

 

There has already been a note about the prophecy and the sense of inevitability it 

evokes in the second subchapter. In the text there are several hints upon it, as the following:  

 

CONCHUBOR [Walks across the room and back.] Does she [Deirdre] know 
the troubles are foretold?  
LAVARCHAM [in the tone of the earlier talk] I’m after telling her one 
time and another but I’d do as well speaking to a lamb of ten weeks 
and it racing the hills... It’s not the dread of death or troubles 
that would tame her like.76 

 

The knowing resignation of Lavarcham indicates that the fate will decide; the Irish 

mythological convention is very powerful in that respect. Despite the scarcity of details, the 

imagination of the reader is definitely aroused and the authenticity and the typical Irish 

“feeling” of darkness are developed successfully. 

 

The actual love story between Naisi and Deirdre differs from the traditional 

mythological love story – even that of Yeats - in a few details. An aspect that actually disrupts 

tradition appears in the scene where Fergus is trying to persuade the pair to come back with 

him. It is a question, though, if he means what he says:  

                                                
76 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 153. 
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FERGUS [… ] You’d [talking to Naisi] do well to come back to men and women are 
your match and comrades, and not be lingering until the day that 
you’ll grow weary, and hurt Deirdre showing her the hardness in 
your eyes.77 

 

That is a breach of canon; the traditional love story changes into a premise of a real life and 

Naisi is paying attention to that. Even more, he admits that Fergus might be right in that 

respect. 

 

An interesting motif appears somewhere in the middle of the tale and onwards. The 

characters consider something that the Yeats’ protagonists do not: the weight of an old age. 

Such a theme belongs to the group of universal topics often discussed in folktales because it is 

the eternal question if it is better to die young and famous or old and forgotten. Of course, a 

short famous life is usually preferred to withering and ageing, and Deirdre of the Sorrows is 

no exception:  

 
FERGUS […] It’s little  
joy wandering till age is on you and your 
youth is gone away.78 

 

The last night of the lovers is ominous in many respects. Everything turns round in 

quite a conventional and expectable way: a quick catharsis is vastly important for 

mythological folktales. What is actually unconventional is a reaction of Naisi; he is trying to 

persuade his love to take another man after some time of keening. According to a folktale 

“canon,” it is impossible to forget a one true love and marry another. It would be a serious 

breech of canon; therefore it is understandable that Deirdre despises the thought.  

                                                
77 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 169. 
78 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 169. 
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Finally, Naisi is separated from his brothers because it is always the hero’s fate to die alone. 

When he is trying to get outside, Deirdre, quite expectably, tries to prevent him from it and 

get him to negotiate with Conchubor. In vain, of course; a happy end would be unsuitable 

because it is an Irish-canon mythological folk-tale and the reconciliation is not possible.  

Ainnle and Ardan are killed, Naisi claims revenge and suddenly the argument between him 

and Deirdre starts; of course, it is quite a traditional aspect that she does not want him to seek 

his death and that he pushes her away because brothers and honor are far more important to 

him than love, but the coarseness of the argument may surprise the reader in a great deal: 

 
DEIRDRE [with restraint] Go to your brothers…For seven years 
you have been kindly, but the hardness of death has come between us.  
NAISI [looking at her aghast] And you’ll have me meet death with a 
hard word from your lips in my ear?79  

 

In this respect it is similar to Yeats’ ending, but there is a significant difference: Synge’s 

version appears more “real” and less “mythical.” The tale cannot be characterized as a 

stereotypical tragedy because it is mostly about people. It is not only a mythology or a folktale 

but an unjust life. Naisi’s death is more real, Conchubor’s words to Deirdre – “Make your 

lamentation a short while if you will, but it isn’t long till a day’ll come when you begin 

pitying a man is old and desolate, and High King also...”80 and his attempt to break Deirdre’s 

funeral ritual are more real, Deirdre’s rage and grief are more real, her mourning is more real. 

The reality has finally crept in the mythological folktale.  

However, that does not mean that there is no tradition and ritual present in the realistic 

depiction of the characters’ end; the ending is a ritual that is not broken in any respect – death, 

burial and keening. It is a tradition of a weary silence of an old man who once was a King 

desperate for love:  
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CONCHUBOR [with the voice of an old man] Take me with you, I’m 
hard set to see the way before me.81  

 

The curtain has fallen and the reader may summarize themselves. Of course, there are 

many similarities and differences with regard to fabula, but it is the sujet that is worth 

mentioning. To put it briefly, concerning the two versions of the play, Deirdre has atmosphere 

and specific supernatural character while Deirdre of the Sorrows has language and real life 

view.  

Yeats works mostly with atmosphere and specific “mythological” feelings. His narrative is 

not anchored to the ground of reality much. The characters are acting according to their roles: 

one is good, the other is bad, and the third is desperate for love. Synge works mostly with 

settings and the “real” people; his characters are not predestined to act according to some 

specific characteristic. Nobody is wholly good or wholly bad, everyone has right to speak and 

most of them do so. There is even a space for “real life” motifs, especially with regard to the 

matter of ageing and death. Yeats’s Deirdre is a fairy-tale with a mythological background; 

Synge’s Deirdre of the Sorrows is a real-world fiction with a mythological background.  

 

It is a question if such a covering of traditions and other folklore aspects is a specialty 

of the long and carefully performed plays or if such mysticism, melancholy and nostalgia may 

appear in a short story as well. Will it awoke such strong feelings within the reader’s 

conscience? What exactly happens with a language when it is not a play but a short story? 

Finally, is the reader able to see a tradition of any kind rather in a long play or in a short story, 

and will it have the desired effect upon them when there is almost no space to develop it? The 

questions are, hopefully, be answered in the fourth chapter.  

 
 

                                                
81 “Deirdre of the Sorrows – A Play in Three Acts” 187. 
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Chapter 4 Lady Augusta Gregory and Cuchulain of Muirthemne 

4.1. The Brief Biography of Lady Augusta Gregory; the Beginnings 

To begin with, it is necessary to put forward a few pieces of information about the author 

before proceeding to the analysis of her work. The author of the introduction called 

“Women’s Writing” from a book Poets and Dreamers: Studies and Translations from the 

Irish written by Lady Gregory introduces the author in a following way:  

Lady Gregory [1852-1932] was a dramatist and folklorist. Along with the poet W. B. 

Yeats she was a driving force behind the Irish Literary Theatre Revival, and co-

founded the Abbey Theatre, Dublin. [...] Her conversion to Irish cultural nationalism 

began after the death of her husband and was heavily influenced by her visit in 1892 to 

Inisheer, one of the Aran Islands, where she learnt Irish and the Hiberno-English 

dialect of Kiltartin.82 

There is also an important note about her use of the language later in the introduction:  

Poets and Dreamers was her first publication and contained translations of the Irish-

language poet Anthony Raftery, folk-tales, and plays by the Gaelic scholar and future 

first President of Ireland, Douglas Hyde.83 

In Poets and Dreamers one is to find her earliest contributions to the national heritage of the 

Irish. She became devoted to translating and used quite a distinct method for that:  

When [...], she [Lady Gregory] showed him [Yeats] a section of the legends that she 

had translated, he was startled by the beauty of the language. The idiom she had 

adopted was “Kiltartan,” the language of the peasants near her home at Coole.84 

Obviously, it was important for Lady Gregory to develop her own language; just at it was 

important for Synge to create a new Hiberno-English dialect. Both of them understood its 
                                                
82 Lady Augusta Gregory,  „Women’s Writing,“ Poets and Dreamers: Studies and Translations from the Irish 
(USA: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
83 Daniel Murphy, „Foreword,“ Lady Augusta Gregory, Cuchulain of Muirthemne (Great Britain: Billing & Sons 
Ltd., 1979) 8. 
84 Daniel Murphy, ”Foreword“ 8. 
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power and knew that in order to enable the people and their past to meet, they need to imitate 

their traditional language.  

 

It is, however, Cuchulain of Muirthemne that bears the greatest importance among all 

her works. It was published in April 1902 by John Murray and became one of the symbols of 

the era. The whole title, Cuchulain of Muirthemne – The Story of the Men of the Red Branch 

of Ulster Arranged and Put into English by Lady Gregory – reveals one important 

characteristic: it was being spread among the peasantry long before she came. In an 

unpublished letter to W. B. Yeats she mentions that “of course, anyone who looks into the 

Irish sagas, will see it [is as] impossible to give them an artistic form without selection as to 

paint an artistic portrait of a statesman with five heads.”85 She understood that sometimes the 

form is more important than content, and that the content is always worth retelling, just as 

Synge knew that his version of the tale of Deirdre would raise interest because of the different 

treatment. The role of them both, and W. B. Yeats as well, was therefore one of the mediator 

and alternator and that is the aspect all of them have in common. 

The first responses to Cuchulain were tentative because the publisher refused the work unless 

she “’popularise[s]’ it for the English market.”86 He was not enthusiastic about the Kiltartan 

dialect, though it had made the tale more persuasive; the authenticity and the tradition were to 

give way to the then convention. It forces the reader to think if it better to have the traditional 

and authentic version that is difficult to read or if it were better to have Cuchulain retold in 

common English. The answer may be hidden in a quote by a columnist and reviewer Stephen 

Gwynn, who said that  

Lady Gregory’s prose [...] differs for the better in two ways. First, it is not skilfully 

imitated from the bygone language of old books, but is based, as all living prose 
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should be, on a speech living and spoken today. And, secondly, it does what is most 

difficult in translation – it suggests the idiom of the original without ceasing to be 

idiomatic.87 

 

4.2. “Fate of the Sons of Usnach:” Analysis 

There is one chapter in Cuchulain of Muirthemne that bears special importance, and that is 

„Fate of the Sons of Usnach.“ The chapter is devoted to the mythological tale of Deirdre 

again; here it is a part of a great mythological cycle of the hero Cuchulain though, and 

emphasizes various heroic deeds mostly. The importance is focused more on the sons of 

Usnach and less on Deirdre, not alike in Yeats’ and Synge’s versions.  

At the beginning the reader is a witness of the central prophecy that influences the 

fates of the protagonists. It has been pronounced a while before Deirdre’s birth: 

 
CATHBAD [...] it is on the account of a daughter belonging to you [Fedlimid, father 
of Deirdre], that more blood will be shed than ever was shed in Ireland since time and 
race began. And great heroes and bright candles of the Gael will lose their lives 
because of her.88 
 
 

It is a prophecy of a more traditional kind in one way and of a less traditional kind in another. 

On the one hand it is more conventional for the Irish tales not to have such premonitions 

pronounced precisely. However, the wording is actually very traditional, because it contains 

the notion of blood and a traditional metaphor. 

There is no sense of inevitability that would develop the atmosphere but the characters are 

well aware of the ominous presence of fate:  
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NAOISE What cry was that came to my ears, that is not well for me to answer, and not 
easy for me to refuse?89 
 
 
The folktale narrative structure is perfectly visible in the scene where Fedlimid 

arranges a remote house for Deirdre, or in a wording of a fairy-tale, he locks his daughter in 

an inaccessible tower to escape the fate. Such primal struggle appears neither in Yeats nor in 

Synge; the former omits the beginning completely and the latter lets the heroine to wander 

freely around Slieve Fuadh. 

 

Another folk telling tradition appears in the scene when a hunter gets lost in the woods 

around the valley. Three times in a row he falls asleep and calls for help in a dream. The third 

calling is successful and he is taken to the house of Deirdre and Levarcham. Number three is 

another aspect that reminds the reader of a folk tale; it has the greatest power of all, and it 

appears a lot in the tale. In this respect Lady Gregory makes the number symbolic the 

strongest, since neither Yeats nor Synge work with its “magic” in such a great deal.  

The fact that the hunter got lost bears certain importance as well because it is almost crucial in 

its respect: it was a pure accident he wandered from his companions, but it is a fate at the 

same time. The combination of fate and coincidence belongs to one of the traditional motifs 

of folk telling as well. 

The hunter tells Conchubar of Deirdre, the King arranges a wedding and the tale would be 

over quickly, because such tales usually end with a hero finding his true love and marrying 

her. However, Deirdre asks for a year and a day to prepare for her duties. The number is again 

quite significant, because it is an even “folktale” number: one year and one day.  

 

                                                
89 „Fate of the Sons of Usnach“ 97.  
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It must be said that in the tale of Lady Gregory there are much clearer hints upon 

various traditional aspects and rituals than in both Yeats’ and Synge’s version; not only they 

are easy to reveal but they sound more “Irish.” Some definitely bear similarity to previous 

versions, such as the following quotation:  

 

“Oh, mother,” said Deirdre, “the bird asked to come in for the sake of the Sun and 
Moon, and it is what you yourself told me, that anything that is asked like that, it is 
right for us to give it.90 
 
 

This scene may remind the reader of Synge’s wedding scene. One of Naisi’s brothers carries 

the ritual and weds them in the name of sun, moon and earth. An invocation of that kind has 

obviously a significant power and a common usage.  

Another example of a clear-cut Irish tradition may be found in the scene where Conchubar is 

carrying a feast. Lady Gregory mentions that 

 

The musicians [...] gave out the branches of relationship and of kindred.91 
 
 

Genealogy has always been vastly important to the Irish, and to know the nomenclature was 

always necessary, as it is visible even in “Fate of the Sons of Usnach.”  

 

On the page 100 there appears a notion of a tradition that might not ring a bell, and that is 

geasa, a shared bond. Luckily enough, Lady Gregory explains it through the words of 

Conchubar: 

 

“I cannot know that,” said Conchubar, “for there is geasa, that is bonds, on Naoise not 
to come back with any man only one of the three, Conall Cearnach, or Fergus, or 
Cuchulain, and I will know now,” said he, “which one of those loves me best.”92 
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Another traditional motif appears generally in all situations when there is something to 

mourn. On page 103 Deirdre mourns their departure from Alban, remembers various places in 

her speech and says farewell to every single one of them. On page 112 and onwards she 

mourns the dead sons of Usnach in a way that resembles the traditional keening. She reminds 

the listeners of their majesty and beauty, bravery and great deeds. Interestingly enough, not 

alike in Yeats’ and Synge’s version, she does not make almost any difference between Naoise 

and his brothers; it seems as if all three were dear to her in the same way. In the very end 

there appears a note that supports the idea of keening by actually naming it: 

 

[…] and keening was made for their [Naoise, Ardan and Ainnle’s] burial.93 
  

 
Interestingly enough, Lady Gregory also uses something that does not appear in Yeats’ 

and Synge’s version of Deirdre at all: the motif of traditional magic. At the beginning of the 

tale it is mentioned that  

 

[...] whoever heard the low singing of the sons of Usnach, it was enchantment and 
music to them, and every cow that was being milked and heard it, gave two thirds 
more of milk.94 
 
 

Another example appears in the part where Naoise and Deirdre are taking flight to the shore: 

 

And one time the Druids raised a wood before them, but Naoise and his brothers cut 
their way through it.95 
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Traditional magic usually works either for good or for bad in such tales. Only here, to put it 

simply, the villains attack the heroes; usually it is the heroes that are taking refuge and prevent 

a cruel magician from coming after them through performing magic.  

The druid Cathbad appears at the end of the tale again, and uses yet another enchantment. It is 

actually him who brings Naoise and his brothers to death when he creates “the likeness of a 

dark sea about them, with hindering waves” 96 to confuse them. The symbol of the sea may be 

of some importance as well, since on page 112 Deirdre mentions that when she thought 

Naoise was unfaithful to her, she rowed into the sea to drown herself, and in the very end she 

kills herself with a knife beside the sea and throws the blade into it.  

Another “traditional” motif that is present in this tale and appears in Synge as well is 

the attitude Naoise and his brothers adopt towards Deirdre when she tries to divert them from 

their way back to Emain. After she has pronounced her first dreamy vision, they suddenly 

regard her not as their comrade, but as a woman: 

 

But when Naoise heard this he reproached her [Deirdre], and said: “O fair, beautiful 
woman, nothing does your mouth speak but evil. Do not let the sharpness and the great 
misfortune that come from it fall on your friends.97 
 
 
Finally, as to the analysis of the characters, it may be noted that Lady Gregory’s 

Levarcham reminds the reader of Synge’s Lavarcham in a great deal; she too is a stereotypical 

example of a nurse, she too does not hesitate to speak her mind, as in the following situation: 

 

“How little you [the hunter] are able to curb your tongue,” said Levarcham. “It is not a 
great thing for you to keep your tongue quiet when you get the shelter […]98 
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Also in the part where Conchubar asks Lavarcham to if Deirdre “has the same appearance and 

the same shape she had before,”99 her typical traditional character is recognized: instead of 

telling him the truth, she tells him fraus pia to keep him out of reach. As in Synge, she is loyal 

to her ward only, and she would do anything to save her from the fate.  

 

As to the characters, it is difficult to define them properly. Yeats does not give his 

protagonists much character because the emotions are more important to him, and Synge 

gives them a significant non-stereotypical character to distinguish one from the other and to 

show the reader that there is hardly any protagonist who is only black or white. Lady Gregory 

does not work with any of these aspects; as long as the fabula and the traditional motifs are of 

the greatest importance to her, she does not pay much attention to the characters. They are not 

black and white, but the reader is not much interested in that; for them fabula is also of 

importance. For that reason they may not realize that there is actually a blackness in the 

characters that are supposed to be good, as in Naoise and Fergus, when they are offending 

Deirdre, and that there is a whiteness in a character of an “ultimate villain” Conchubar, who 

in the end, unlike in Yeats and alike in Synge, shows certain degree of pity:  

 

“A thousand deaths on the time I brought death on my sister’s children; now I am 
myself without Deirdre, and they themselves are without life.”100  
 
 

That is actually the “moral” of the story and one of the usually perceived types of ending: do 

not commit yourself only for the sake of a woman because in the end you will lose her and 

moreover, you may lose your throne and your kingdom as well: 
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[…] And when he [Fergus] he found they had been killed and his pledge to them 
broken, [he] made an attack on Conchubar’s house and men, and a great many were 
killed by them, and Emain Macha was burned and destroyed.101 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

5.1. The Final Evaluation of the Works of W. B. Yeats, J. M. Synge and Lady Augusta 

Gregory; the Aim of the Conclusion 

To conclude the thesis, it is important so summarize the information that has been presented 

to the reader, with regard to the authors whose works were analyzed in chapters two, three 

and four. The final evaluation will be perceived mostly through the comparison of the fabula 

and sujet in their works. In the analysis of the fabula, the greatest importance will be put on 

the characters and their stereotypic manners, in other words on the level of their general 

applicability. Other part will be devoted to the traditions and rituals, along with defining the 

level of the characters’ “national” awareness; that means if they were able to carry the 

tradition successfully, and finally to the possible influence of such motifs upon the reader.  

With regard to sujet, the focus will be put especially on language and the ways in which the 

three authors used it in their works. The genre of two of the tales is closely connected with it: 

the genre of drama will be hinted upon with regard to language as well. The third tale, a 

chapter of the greater mythological cycle, will be compared to the first two on the base of 

form. Along with that the structure of the three tales will be mentioned as well. 

Finally, a brief comparison will be offered to the reader with regard to the general impression 

they may acquire and which is usually created with a help of all the aforementioned aspects.  

 

5.2. The Fabula of the Tale of Deirdre; the Question of Stereotyped Characters, the 

Presence of Tradition and Ritual 

The content of the tales is partly interchangeable. All three authors decided to cover the 

mythological folktale of Deirdre, only they used different issues to focus upon. Yeats gave 

special purpose to uncomfortable waiting and omitted the action mostly; Synge covered the 

fabula differently; he started ad ovo and gave the content a special significance. Lady Gregory 



 53

mirrored him partly because she too gave prominence to the fabula, however she focused 

upon different aspects, such as the male heroics and traditions.  

 

As to the characters, in two of the three versions certain stereotypes work quite 

efficiently. However, firstly the version of W. B. Yeats will be introduced. As it has been said 

in chapter two, Yeats did not focus much on his characters, because the emotions and the 

outer circumstances that usually help to develop the atmosphere were of greater importance to 

him. His characters are slightly flat; they do not have the depth of Synge’s and Lady 

Gregory’s protagonists. Of course they have certain attributes – Deirdre is determined, Naoise 

has doubts, Fergus is loyal – but it may not be enough. The characters are therefore almost 

clear stereotypes. 

The characters of Synge differ very significantly. Firstly, they fight the stereotype the folktale 

tradition forces upon them; while Yeats did not struggle with the folktale diction, Synge did 

so a lot. His characters are partly stereotypical in their behaviour again, but everybody 

possesses an additional aspect that gives them personality. Deirdre is childish, Naisi is 

occasionally cruel and Conchubor has sorrows. 

Lady Gregory does something very similar when she gives her characters special traits, but 

the reader concentrates rather on different aspects in her work and therefore the similarity 

between the two authors may be partly obscured.  

 

Various traditions and rituals have been developed by the three authors. Yeats 

introduces the bardic tradition of the musicians and questions the traditional aspect of loyalty 

quite efficiently; most of the characters are in constant doubts whether to believe the King’s 

word or nor. Moreover, he uses details that add to the general authenticity of the story, such as 

the remembering of old times or praising the heroes, and he ends quite conventionally with 
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intricate scenes of mourning. All of that, however, forms only a supportive element in his tale, 

because the emotional state of the protagonists is more important to him. 

Not alike Yeats, Synge works with the traditional aspects and rituals more efficiently. He too 

uses the folktale diction, such as hints upon mythology and nomenclature, but he also 

incorporates “full-blood” rituals and traditions, such as Naoise and Deirdre’s wedding or the 

vain struggle with a prophecy. Interestingly enough, he also uses various details that partially 

oppose the tradition and make the tale authentic not only in a “mythological” respect; 

sometimes it resembles real life. The doubts of Naoise concerning his love or the discussions 

about ageing may support this argument. 

Lady Gregory does a similar thing when she incorporates the traditional aspects and rituals in 

her work, but it differs from Synge in the density of details, which may be caused by the fact 

that her tale is significantly shorter than Yeats’ and Synge’s plays. The traditions and rituals 

are the core of her tale; in that respect the tale contains the greatest number of traditional 

motifs. 

There is, however, a similarity that is present in all three versions of the tale: all the characters 

are aware of their roles either partially or fully, and they keep the traditions alive both in their 

conscious and unconscious.  

 

5.3. The Sujet of the Tale of Deirdre: Genre and Language 

The form of the three versions of Deirdre is of some importance with regard to the general 

influence upon the reader and the tales’ authenticity. It is significant that Yeats and Synge 

created plays, with everything that accompanies it, and Lady Gregory incorporated her 

version into a greater cycle to function only as a prosaic chapter. What has been said about the 

density of the traditional aspects in her tale is based partly on the fact that she did not have 
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space for a proper development, and did not need any because “Fate of the Sons of Usnach” 

served only as one part of the cycle.  

It is always difficult to compare drama and short story, even if the theme stays the same. 

Drama requires special conditions such as special structural and character development, while 

short story requires nothing of that kind; in that respect, the heaps of images Lady Gregory 

piled upon each other is not any serious breach of a structural canon of a folktale.  

 

What is of a great importance too is the language. In Yeats’ version there is nothing 

specific about it at first sight, only later the reader reveals that it is highly lyrical.  That is the 

reason why they may be fully aware neither of the protagonists’ characters nor of the fabula; 

they are stunned by the beauty of the language. Interestingly enough, it is not that Yeats 

would use any dialect. He simply performs common language skills to overpower the reader 

through atmosphere. Because of that, the reader’s view upon the play may differ: the 

emotions it evokes are much stronger and it makes even the emotions of the protagonists to 

appear much stronger. The final experience is definitely memorable.  

J. M. Synge does something different in his work. He uses a special Anglo-Hibernian dialect 

he invented to increase the authenticity of his play. For a modern reader it may be sometimes 

hard to decipher it because of the morphological and syntactic means, but that too adds to the 

overall pleasure. The dialect creates an impression that the tale really must be old because the 

language is “old” as well. It is one of the simplest means how to strengthen the final impact of 

the work and it is true that in Synge’s case it works perfectly.  

Lady Gregory resembles Synge in that the original translation of hers was actually created in 

the dialect of Kiltartan. However, it has been translated into modern English later and does 

not contain the poetry of language. It contains something different, though: a perfectly 

composed structure that partly corresponds to the structure of language; Lady Gregory chose a 
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specific style of folk telling that resembles a fairy-tale and therefore she made her tale 

authentic as well, though through different means. Though her prose is, unlike the Synge’s 

play, simple, straightforward and uncomplicated, both share the similarity of authenticity in 

that respect.  

 

5.4. Deirdre, Deirdre of the Sorrows and “Fate of the Sons of Usnach” – general influence 

The general impression of the reader differs quite significantly with regard to the three 

versions, and yet it is similar in some aspects. Yeats’s Deirdre contains several specialties 

with regard to fabula and the language that makes the reader feel everything that happens. 

They are aware of certain indistinctiveness of feeling that is essentially Irish: it is nostalgic 

and melancholic, it is beautiful and emotional and it leaves the strong impression upon them. 

Synge’s Deirdre of the Sorrows uses the beauty of the “original” language that makes the 

reader feel the authenticity of the play; also Synge’s fabula appears to be partly real in some 

respects and that too, along with various traditional motifs and rituals that are introduced to 

them, adds to the reader’s generally positive impression.  

Lady Gregory’s “Fate of the Sons of Usnach” works with a structure of a folktale in a great 

deal. Everything happens precisely on time, the reader is able to follow the action easily and 

moreover, they are, alike in Synge, introduced to various traditional aspects of Irish literary 

canon. It is a question, though, if the density of action and of different cultural allusions 

makes the reader to enjoy it more than the aforementioned authors.  

Finally, it is to be said that on the level of the presence of traditions in their works, all of the 

authors were very successful in introducing them. Everything is palpable, the traditional 

motifs have been made use of quite exhaustively and the general feeling of the reader 

resembles a “properly” Irish melancholia, mingled with a fulfilling satisfaction.  
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