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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The references to Philadelphia, Here I Come!, The Freedom of the City,
Living Quarters, Aristocrats, Faith Healer and Translations are to Brian Friel,
Plays One (London and Boston: Faber and Faber, 1996). The references
to Fathers and Sons, Making History, Dancing at Lughnasa, Wonderful
Tennessee and Molly Sweeney are to Brian Friel, Plays Two (London: Faber
and Faber, 1999). In relation to the following plays, the editions preferred are
the most widely available: the Gallery Press edition of Give Me Your Answer,
Do! and the Faber and Faber editions of Three Plays After, Performances
and The Home Place. All of the other references are to the single edition
currently in print, either from the Gallery Press or Faber and Faber. Full
details of editions used are given in the notes to each chapter.

In quotations from Friel’s texts, abbreviations made by the author of the
chapter are indicated by square brackets framing three-dotted ellipses [. . .];
unbracketed ellipses are located in Friel’s original text.
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1949
1950
1951
1954
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1959
1960

1962

1963

xii

CHRONOLOGY

Born Brian Patrick Friel on 9 (or 10) January in Killyclogher, near
Omagh, County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland; to Sean Friel, a native
of Derry and a primary school principal, and Mary McLoone, post-
mistress, from Glenties, County Donegal,

The Friel family moves to Derry, where Friel’s father has a teaching
position at the Long Tower school; Friel attended same.

Attends secondary school at St. Columb’s College, Derry.

Attends St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth, outside Dublin, as a semi-
narian. Graduates with a BA in 1948 without becoming a priest.
Trains as a teacher in St. Joseph’s Training College, Derry.

Teaches at various primary and secondary schools in Derry.
Publishes first short story in The Bell.

Marries Anne Morrison. The couple go on to have four daughters
and one son.

First radio play A Sort of Freedom is produced by the BBC Radio
Northern Ireland Home Service (16 January). Another radio play, To
This Hard House, produced by them on 24 April 1958.

Short story, “The Skelper,” appears in the New Yorker.

First stage play, The Francophile, retitled A Doubtful Paradise, pre-
mieres at the Group Theatre, Belfast. Leaves teaching to write full
time.

Play The Enemy Within premieres in Dublin by the Abbey Theatre at
the Queen’s (6 August). First collection of short stories, The Saucer
of Larks, published. Begins writing a weekly column for the Irish
Press.

The Blind Mice premieres in Dublin at the Eblana Theatre (19
February). Spends some months in USA at Tyrone Guthrie’s invi-
tation to watch rehearsals at the new Guthrie Theatre, Minneapolis.



1964
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1967

1968

1969

1970
1971

1973

1974

1975
1976

1977

CHRONOLOGY

Philadelphia, Here I Come! premiered by Gate Theatre Produc-
tions at the Gaiety Theatre during the Dublin Theatre Festival
(28 September).

Philadelphia, Here I Come! receives American premiere at the Helen
Hayes Theater and runs for nine months on Broadway. The Loves of
Cass McGuire premieres at the Helen Hayes Theater (6 October) and
closes after twenty performances. Second collection of short stories,
The Gold in the Sea, published.

Irish premiere of The Loves of Cass McGuire at the Abbey The-
atre, running from 1o April to 29 July and from 28 September to
7 October, British premiere of Philadelphia, Here [ Come! at the Lyric
Theatre, London (20 September—4 November). Lovers premiered at
the Gate Theatre (18 July-30 September).

Lovers plays as part of the Lincoln Center Festival in New York
(25 July—14 September) before running for over three months at the
Music Box there and going on a nationwide tour. Crystal and Fox
premieres at Gaiety Theatre, Dublin (12 November—6 December).
Moves to live in Muff, County Donegal. British premiere of Lovers at
the Fortune Theatre, London (25 August—20 September). The Mundy
Scheme rejected by the Abbey Theatre. Premieres at the Olympia
Theatre, Dublin (10 June-28 July) and the Royale Theatre, New
York (11 December), where it closes after two performances.
Visiting writer in Magee College, Derry,

The Gentle Island premieres at the Olympia Theatre, Dublin (30
November—18 December).

The Freedom of the City jointly premieres at Dublin’s Abbey Theatre
and London’s Royal Court Theatre in late February. First meeting
with Stephen Rea, who plays Skinner in the Royal Court production.
Play produced later in the year at the Goodman Theatre, Chicago
(9 October—11 November).

American premiere of The Freedom of the City in Washington, DC, at
the Eisenhower Theatre, John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing
Arts (23 January-9 February) and in New York at the Alvin Theatre,
where it closes after nine performances.

Elected as a member of the Irish Academy of Letters. Volunteers
premiered at the Abbey Theatre (5 March—5 April).

TV plays Farewell to Ardstraw and The Next Parish screened on BBC
TV (Northern Ireland).

Living Quarters premiered at the Abbey Theatre (24 March—23
April; and 12 September-s October during the Dublin Theatre
Festival).
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1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

Xiv

CHRONOLOGY

Aristocrats premiered at the Abbey Theatre (8~31 March; 23 July-
25 August). Faith Healer premiered in New York at the Longacre
Theatre (5 April), where it closes after twenty performances.

Irish premiere of Faith Healer at the Abbey Theatre (28 August—
27 September). Founds Field Day Theatre Company with Stephen
Rea. First production, Translations, premieres at Derry’s Guildhall
(23 September 1980) before touring Ireland, North and South. Sub-
sequently produced worldwide. One-act play, American Welcome,
premiered by Actors’ Theatre of Louisville, Kentucky,

British premiere of Faith Healer at the Royal Court. US premiere of
Translations in New York at Manhattan Theatre Club (14 April-
17 May) and British premiere in London at Hampstead Theatre
Club (12 May-13 June); latter transfers to the National Theatre at
the Lyttelton, where it runs in rep (with seventy-two performances)
between August and December. Friel’s translation of Chekhov’s Three
Sisters, the year’s Field Day production, premieres in Derry on 8
September and then tours.

The Communication Cord premieres in Derry on 21 September and
then tours. Moves to Greencastle, County Donegal. Elected member
of Aosdana (Academy of Irish Artists).

British premiere of The Communication Cord at the Hampstead The-
atre Club, London (7 May-11 June). RTE (Radio Telefis Eireann) TV
documentary on Friel and Field Day.

Edits and introduces Charles McGlinchey’s The Last of the Name,
the life-narrative of a Donegal weaver, published in Belfast by the
Blackstaff Press.

Appointed to the Irish Senate (until 1989). Adaptation of Turgenev’s
novel Fathers and Sons, premiered in London at the National Theatre
at the Lyttelton (9 July); runs in rep until February 1988.

British premiere of Aristocrats runs at Hampstead Theatre and sub-
sequently wins Evening Standard Drama Award for Best Play. US
premiere of Fathers and Sons at the Long Wharf Theatre in New
Haven (March-April) and Irish premiere at the Gate Theatre (June—
July). Making History is premiered by Field Day (Friel’s last play for
them) at Derry’s Guildhall on 20 September and then tours.

BBC Radio 3 devotes a six-play season to Friel, the first living play-
wright to be so honored. US premiere of Aristocrats in New York at
Manhattan Theatre Club; goes on to win New York Drama Critics’
Circle Award for Best New Foreign Play.

Dancing at Lughnasa premieres at the Abbey Theatre (24 April).
Transfers to the Royal National Theatre, London, at the Lyttelton in
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CHRONOLOGY

October and goes on to win an Olivier Award for Play of the Year,
Evening Standard Drama Award and a Writers’ Guild Award.

US premiere of Dancing at Lughnasa at the Plymouth Theatre,
New York, where it runs for a year. The three-volume Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing launched in Dublin in December by
Taoiseach Charles J. Haughey; Friel attends and makes a rare
speech.

Version of Charles Macklin’s The London Vertigo premiered by the
Gate at Andrew’s Lane Theatre, Dublin (January). Version of Tur-
genev’s A Month in the Country is produced in Dublin at the Gate
(4 August). Dancing at Lughnasa is nominated for eight Tony Awards
in New York and wins three (including Best Play); also wins New
York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play.

Wonderful Tennessee premieres at the Abbey Theatre (30 June). Pro-
duction transfers to the Plymouth Theatre, New York, on 24 October
and closes after twenty previews and nine performances.

Friel resigns from Field Day. Molly Sweeney produced at the Gate
Theatre (9 August) and transfers to the Almeida Theatre, London
(3 November).

New York premiere of Molly Sweeney at the Roundabout Theatre
(7 January); goes on to win the Lucille Lortel Award, Outer Critics’
Circle Award and the Drama Critics’ Circle Award.

Give Me Your Answer, Do! premieres at the Abbey Theatre (12
March).

Film version of Dancing at Lughnasa, with screenplay by Frank
McGuinness. UK premiere of Give Me Your Answer, Do! in London
at the Hampstead Theatre Club (26 March). Version of Chekhov’s
Uncle Vanya premieres in Dublin at the Gate Theatre.

Seventieth birthday celebrated by a Friel Festival in Dublin, with pro-
ductions of Dancing at Lughnasa and The Freedom of the City at the
Abbey, Living Quarters and Making History at the Peacock, Aristo-
crats at the Gate and a visiting RSC production of A Month in the
Country; talks at the Abbey and a one-day conference at University
College Dublin; a special issue of the Irish University Review on Friel;
and an exhibition at the National Library of Ireland. The Abbey’s
production of The Freedom of the City and the Gate’s of Aristocrats
and Uncle Vanya appear as part of the Lincoln Center Festival in New
York. US premiere of Give Me Your Answer, Do! at the Roundabout
Theatre, New York.

Hour-long TV documentary, Brian Friel, produced by Ferndale
Films, written by Thomas Kilroy, includes participation by Friel.
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2003

2005

2006
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CHRONOLOGY

National Library of Ireland acquires Friel Archive; one-act The
Yalta Game premieres at the Gate for the Dublin Theatre Festival
(2 October—-17 November).

Premiere of The Bear and Afterplay as double bill (entitled Two Plays
After) at Dublin’s Gate Theatre (5 March-20 April); plays in the
US at the Spoleto Festival, South Carolina (23 May—9 June); UK
premiere of Afterplay at London’s Gielgud Theatre (10 September—1
December). UK premiere of his version of Uncle Vanya at London’s
Donmar Warehouse (September).

Performances premieres at Dublin’s Gate Theatre (30 September—25
October).

The Home Place premieres at Dublin’s Gate Theatre (1 February-
2 April); transfers to the Comedy Theatre in London (7 May-13
August); wins the Evening Standard Best Play of 2005 Award (30
November).

Elected to the position of Saoi (Wise One), its highest honor, by
Aosdana; presented by President Mary McAleese at Dublin’s Arts
Council (22 February).
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I

ANTHONY ROCHE

Introduction

Excepting Beckett {(who remains a special case), Brian Friel is the most impor-
tant Irish playwright in terms both of dramatic achievement and cultural
importance to have emerged since the Abbey Theatre’s heyday. For all of
the Irish Theatre Movement’s fame worldwide, the canon of its enduring
works is small: J. M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World (1907) and
Sean O’Casey’s Dublin trilogy. Brendan Behan promised much in the 1950s
but the role of Stage Irishman took over and he died young; Samuel Beckett
wrote his plays in French and in a context which denied any hint of the
local. While other major contemporary Irish playwrights from Friel’s gener-
ation have made a reputation in their own country (Tom Murphy, Thomas
Kilroy, John B. Keane), almost without exception that success has not been
replicated abroad. (The exception which proves the rule is Hugh Leonard’s
Da, which won a Tony Award in 1973.) But from Brian Friel’s emergence
in 1964 with the ground-breaking Philadelphia, Here I Come!, which went
on from its success at that year’s Dublin Theatre Festival to a nine-month
run on Broadway, each of the subsequent decades in his writing career has
seen at least one of his works achieve critical and worldwide success, notably
Aristocrats (1979), Translations (1980) and Dancing at Lughnasa (1990).
He has done so with plays which remain resolutely set (for the most part) in
the remoteness of County Donegal, in the fictional locale of Ballybeg (from
the Gaelic baile beag or “small town™),

Nor has that international success been achieved at the expense of his sta-
tus in his own country. As Seamus Heaney puts it, Friel’s constant renewal of
his dramatic art is a profound record of “what it has been like to live through
the second half of the twentieth century in Ireland.”™ The country has under-
gone a profound transformation in that time, from the economic deprivation
of the 1950s through to the Celtic Tiger of the 1990s. The 1960s brought the
promise of modernization to Ireland, with the government encouraging US
investment; but even at that early stage Brian Friel regarded such “progress”
as a mixed blessing, conscious as he is in all his plays of what is being lost
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alongside what is being gained. The material circumstances of his characters
have improved immeasurably over the decades, from the humble fare served
at meals in the early (or the history) plays to the point where Terry in 1993’
Wonderful Tennessee can complain that none of the exotic foods supplied
in their picnic hamper is actually edible,

Friel’s Irishness is complicated by the fact that he is (as he has described
himself) “a member of the [Catholic] minority living in the North.”* Born in
1929 in Omagh in Northern Ireland, he moved at the age of 1o to a city where
he was to grow up and become a teacher, like his father before him. That city
bears two names — Derry to the nationalists, Londonderry to the unionists —
and to live there is to be acutely aware of linguistic, cultural, religious and
political divisions. Summers for Friel were spent in his mother’s home county
of Donegal, adjacent to and serving as a natural hinterland to Derry, but
divided from it by a border established by the Boundary Commission in the
1920s. Over the course of his lifetime Friel (and his family) have gradually
moved from Derry into Donegal, progressing along Lough Foyle to near
the northernmost tip of the island in Greencastle, where he stares out every
day at a scene of incomparable natural beauty and just across the lough to
Magilligan, the largest prison for political internees. Brian Friel inhabits the
borders of the two Irelands, casting a cold eye on both jurisdictions and their
political shortcomings in his plays.

Even before political violence erupted in Northern Ireland in 1969, Friel’s
plays centered on an attachment to the local, to the small community, to
the marginalized and border regions as opposed to the metropolitan center;
it is one of the important ways in which he has come to be recognized
as a postcolonial writer. His plays dramatize the politics of the tribe, and
they do so most often through an obsessive focus on its microcosm, the
family. There is always in Friel’s small communities a sense of some lost or
missing dimension, a context which would give meaning to the isolated and
frequently despairing lives of his characters. Yet the plays are also filled with
sun, with laughter, with music, with fun. It is this combination in Friel, of
a surface gaiety compensating for a great deprivation which can scarcely be
named or discussed, which gives his plays their characteristic tone.

Brian Friel is in his late seventies and still writing. In February 2005, a
new play, The Home Place, premiered at Dublin’s Gate Theatre and went
on to a three-month run in London’s Comedy Theatre. It is an important
addition to an extraordinary oeuvre in which there is a good deal to assess.
His short stories won him early distinction; many of them were individually
published in the New Yorker, and two collections appeared in the 1960s.
As he himself came to recognize, for all of their qualities, these short sto-
ries would never surpass those of a Frank O’Connor. Theatre is the medium



